
Darwin: on the Descent of Man

Introduction:  Species are the modified descendants of other species

Sole object of the book to consider: 

1) Whether man, like other species, is descended from some pre-existing form.
2) The manner of the development.
3) Take into account Darwin's subtle critique of Hobbes: man as a rational calculating 

ego, separate from the community.
4) Natural Selection/Nature does NOT have a consciousness, so the notion of nature as 

rational in competition with other rational agents is false.
5) Against social contract theory as we do NOT enter rationally into a social contract, 

society is a natural development of natural selection.

Chapter One:  Evidence for the Descent of Man from some Lower Forms

1) Man follows the same general law in his mental and bodily structure as other 
species.

2) Bodily Structure: corresponds with other animals – monkey, bat – Liable to be 
infected by diseases from the lower animals – Medicines have the same effect on 
Monkeys – Infested with the same internal parasites – Reproduction: infant as 
helpless, nurture.

3) Embryonic Development: the wings and feet of birds, no less than the hands and feet
of man all arise from the same fundamental form.  Embryo of man resembles that of 
other mammals: dog, seal, bat, reptile ... 

4) Rudiments: disuse – wisdom teeth, shape of the ears, smell, hair (human foetus is 
covered in hair); spinal cord (lower coccyx: tail).

5) Common descent – and NOT the work of a separate act of creation.

Chapter Two:  Comparison of the Mental Powers of Man and the Lower Animals

1) Man in his bodily form – traces of his descent from a lower form.
2) There is no fundamental difference between man and the higher mammals in their 

mental faculties.
3) Instincts: self preservation, sexual love, love of the mother for her new born.
4) Animals/birds use instincts and intelligence – Higher animals: memory of past 

events, foresight, reason, imagination, feel happiness, pleasure, pain, emotional 



range – terror, sympathy, grief (monkeys, elephants), suffer from boredom, 
excitement.

5) Disputes Descartes: that animals are animated machines.
6) Disputes that Man alone is capable of progressive improvement – begs the question 

of evolution of species.
7) Disputes that Man alone is capable of language, use of tools, self conscious, powers 

of abstraction, sense of beauty.
8) Tools: primates use tools.
9) Language: Monkeys & Dogs communicate with inarticulate cries – birds, ants ...
10) Man’s language — articulate – developed from some lower form.
11) Self Consciousness, Individuality, Abstraction:  animals retain their mental 

individuality – dogs recollect their names, commands.
12) Sense of Beauty: animals sexual selection – plumes.

Chapter 3:  Comparison of the Mental Powers of Man and the Lower Animals

1) The differences between Man and the lower animals – is moral sense or conscience.
2) To risk his life for a fellow creature.
3) Deep feelings of right or duty.

Social Instincts

1) Animals with social instincts = acquires a moral sense or conscience.
2) Social instincts lead to an animal taking pleasure in the society of its fellows.
3) To feel a certain amount of sympathy with them, and to perform various services

for them.
4) These feelings/services are not extended to all individuals of the same species –

only to those of the same association.
5) Sociability: animals of many kinds are social – hunt in packs, defend each other,

love  and affection for  each  other,  sympathise  with  each  other  in  distress  or
danger.

6) Moral conscience: sensations were developed so that animals profit by living in a
society, induced to live together.

7) Language: enables members of a community to express how each member ought
to act for the public good.

8) Social instincts would be strengthened by habits.
9) In ward monitor -  tells us to follow one impulse rather than another.



Natural Selection

1) Social animals escape danger, solitary beings would perish.
2) Social animals  - communities would flourish best which included the greatest

number of the most sympathetic members.
3) We  are  led  by  the  hope  of  receiving  good  in  return  to  perform  acts  of

sympathetic kindness to others.
4) Feelings of sympathy are strengthened by habit.
5) Man is a social animal – dislikes solitude.
6) Actions/impulses largely determined by the expressed wishes and judgements of

his fellow men.
7) Power of reasoning becomes clearer so that man can appreciate the judgements

of his fellow men.

Moral Animal

1) Why should a man feel that he ought to obey one instinctive desire rather than
another?

2) Feels himself compelled, independently of any pleasure or pain at the moment,
to a certain kind of conduct. 

3) I am the supreme judge of my own conduct.
4) I will not in my own person violate the dignity of humanity.
5) A moral being is one who is capable of comparing his past and future actions or

motives, and of approving or disapproving of them.
6) Man is a moral animal – cannot avoid reflection, past impressions and images are

incessantly passing through his mind with distinctness.
7) Conscience: looks backyards and judges past actions, regret, remorse.

Self Command and Social Virtues

1) Man through long habit can acquire self command.
2) Desires/passions yield to his social sympathies – no longer a struggle between

instincts and social instincts.
3) The imperious word ought – serving as a guide.
4) Man can gratify his desires – if they do not interfere with his social instincts – the

good of others.

Social Virtues: first origin and nature of the moral sense – tells us what we ought to do, the
conscience which reproves us if we disobey it.



1) Virtues: courage, prudence, faithful – no man can practice the virtues necessary
for the welfare of the tribe without self sacrifice, self-command and the power of
endurance, these qualities are highly and justly valued.

2) Actions are regarded as good or bad – solely as they affect the welfare of the
tribe – not that of man as an individual member.

3) Moral sense – derived from social instincts – exclusively to the community.
4) General good – greatest possible number of individuals.
5) Higher moral rules: relate to the welfare of others.
6) Lower moral rules: relate to the self.
7) Morality rises higher = as it extends to men of all races and groups.
8) The struggle between our higher and lower impulses will be less severe – virtue

will be triumphant.
9) Difference in mind between man and the higher animals is one of degree, not of

kind.
10) Social  instincts (the prime principle of  man’s  constitution) with the aid of  his

intellect and effects of habit, lead to the golden rule: 
“As ye would that men should do to you, do ye to them likewise”; and this
lies at the foundation of morality.

Sean.


