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INTRODUCTION

ITHAS BEEN FORGOTTEN, ignored, or perhaps never known by historians of
science that in the second half of the nineteenth century a considerable number of
renowned scientists were favorably disposed toward such psychical phenomena as
telepathy, clairvoyance, precognition, levitation, slate writing, spirit communication,
spirit materialization, and spirit photography. Among the confirmed believers in the
reality of these phenomena was Alfred Russel Wallace. Wallace's belief in psychical
phenomena and their spiritualist interpretation should be especially interesting to the
historian of biology, because it deeply influenced his evolutionary thought.
A study of Wallace's involvement with spiritualism has revealed the true origin of
his well-known divergence from Darwin on the origin of man. In published papers
concerning the origin of man Wallace never included among the troubling facts his or
others' spiritualist experiences, yet his own conviction that natural selection was
insufficient to explain the origin of man and that man's origin required the action of
higher intelligences guiding the laws of organic development "in definite directions and
for special ends" arose from his experiences at seances beginning in July 1865. By
November 1866 he was fully convinced of the reality of psychical phenomena and for
several years tried, unsuccessfully, to interest fellow scientists in joining him at seances
to further investigate the phenomena. Having failed to persuade them of the validity
and meaning of this new evidence concerning the nature and, indirectly, the origin of
man, Wallace was forced to exclude it from his discussion of man, from the time of his
first public announcement of doubts about the sufficiency of natural selection in the
origin of man (1869) through the next two decades and the publication of his monumental work Darwinism (I889). Despite this restriction on his argument, Wallace
presented a formidable case, based on considerations of utility only, against the action
of natural selection alone in man's development. Only then did he introduce spiritualism into his published papers, as an explanation for those features of man found
inexplicable by natural selection.
Wilma George in her biography of Wallace has made a valuable beginning in the
treatment of Wallace's belief in spiritualismand its effect upon his views on the origin
of man. But her discussion is incomplete, especially with regard to Wallace's published
papers on the origin of man and Wallace's attempts to interest fellow scientists in
ReceivedJuly 1972: revised/acceptedDec. 1973.
* Department of History of Science and
Medicine, Yale University, New Haven, Con-

necticut 06520. I thank ProfessorF. L. Holmes
for his criticismof the firstdraftof this paper.

145

This content downloaded from 35.8.33.86 on Tue, 11 Mar 2014 03:17:49 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

Spirit manifestation witnessed at a seance by Alfred Russel Wallace,
who testified in court to his belief in it (The Sketch, May 1, 1907, p. 65).
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seance phenomena and to counter their skepticism.' Therefore in this paper I wish to
discuss Wallace's published contributions on the origin of man through Darwinismas
well as his concern with spiritualism in the critical period 1865-1869. During this
period Wallace formed his lifelong belief that Darwin's, and his own, principle of
natural selection, though sufficient in the origin of other species,2 was inadequate for
the origin of man. Lastly I wish to consider the high points of Wallace's involvement
with spiritualismfrom 1870 through his death in 1913.
WALLACE AND TEE ORIGIN OF MAN (1857-1889)

About one year after he had begun his correspondence with Darwin (1857), Wallace
raised the question of the origin of man. In his reply to Wallace, Darwin wrote, "You
ask whether I shall discuss Man: I think I shall avoid the whole subject, as so surrounded with prejudices,though I fully admit that it is the highest and most interesting
problem for the naturalist."3 H. L. McKinney has persuasively argued that Wallace
was led to his belief in species transformation by means of natural selection through
his interest in ethnology and the origin of man.4 Therefore it seems safe to conclude
that in 1858, when papers on natural selection by Darwin and Wallace were jointly
presented to the Linnaean Society, Wallace considered man's origin to have been by
descent with modification by means of natural selection only.

'Wilma George, Biologist Philosopher: A
Study of the Life and Writingsof Alfred Russel
Wallace (New York:Abelard-Schuman,1964),
pp. 8, 72-74, 93-94, 120, 157, 235-250, 277-278,
282, 284. James Marchant,Alfred Russel Wallace: Lettersand Reminiscences(London:Cassel,
1916), Vol. II, pp. 181-186. The most complete
discussionof Wallace'sviews on naturalselection
and the originof man, but with little referenceto
his belief in spiritualism,is Loren Eiseley, Darwin's Century(Garden City:Anchor, 1961), pp.
287-324. Brief accounts of Wallace's involvement with spiritualismare S. Smith, "Alfred R.
Wallace-ScientificEnthusiast,"Tomorrow,1960,
8:95-104, and N. Fodor, "Dr. Alfred Russel
Wallace," in Encyclopediaof Psychic Science
(London:Arthurs, 1933). Two invaluabletreatments of psychical phenomena and researchin
the nineteenth century, with great relevance to
Wallace'sspiritualistexperiences,are A. Gauld,
TheFoundersof PsychicalResearch(New York:
Schocken,1968)and R. G. Medhurstand K. M.
Goldney, "William Crookes and the Physical
Phenomenaof Mediumship,"Proceedingsof the
Societyfor PsychicalResearch,1964, 54: 25-157.
Since my paperwas completedI have learnedof
two recent,detailedstudiesof Wallace'sbelief in
spiritualismand its relationshipto his views on
the origin of man: F. M. Turner, "Between
Scienceand Religion: The Reaction to Scientific
Naturalism in Late Victorian England" (Ph.D.
Dissertation,Yale University, 1971),pp. 79-122,

and R. Smith, "Alfred Russel Wallace: Philosophy of Nature and Man," The BritishJournal
for the Historyof Science, 1972, 6:177-199.
2 Besidesthe origin of man, Wallacemade one
other interestingexception to the all-sufficiency
of natural selection. He was converted by the
highly controversialexperimentalwork of H. C.
Bastian to a belief in abiogenesis and heterogenesis which acted, in lieu of natural selection,
in the originof the lowerforms of life. The rate of
evolution by means of natural selection was
considereda function of the complexityof interactions between species, and consequently the
developmentof the early, lower forms of life had
been thought exceedinglyslow. However, recent
calculationsof the physicistshad vastly reduced
the amount of time availablefor the evolutionof
all forms of life on earth. If natural selection
alone had acted, the development of the lower
forms of life would have consumed most of the
time available. Wallace welcomed abiogenesis
and heterogenesisbecause they acceleratedthe
evolution of these lower forms and therebyfreed
most of the availabletime for the evolutionof the
multitudeof higherforms of life. A. R. Wallace,
"The Beginningsof Life," Nature, 1872, 6:302303. Marchant, Wallace, Vol. I, pp. 273-278.
Eiseley, Darwin'sCentury,pp. 233-244.
3Marchant, Wallace,Vol. I, p. 133.
4 H. Lewis McKinney, Wallace and Natural
Selection (New Haven:Yale University Press,
1972),pp. 80-96.
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Natural selection and the mind of man, 1864

Wallace first expressed his views on the origin of man in public and in print six
years later (1864). Peter Vorzimmer feels that Lyell's Antiquityof Man (1863) was the
indirect stimulus to Wallace, while Lyell's presidential address to the summer
meeting of the British Association for the Advancement of Science (BAAS) in 1864
was the direct stimulus. In preparation for his address, Lyell wrote to Wallace "as to
the division of the Malay Archipelago into two regions, and the relation of this
division to the races of man... ."5 Wallace rather quickly gathered together his ideas
on the origin of man, for he presented a paper to the Anthropological Society of
London on March 1, 1864.6Wallace himself cited Herbert Spencer's Social Statics as
the stimulus for his new ideas about man's development. Confusion surrounds the
contents of this paper, because Wallace reprinted it with brief though significant
modifications in a collection of essays published in 1870. Thus Vorzimmer has mistakenly dated Wallace's belief in the insufficiency of natural selection, and the necessity for divine intervention, in the origin of man to 1864 and this paper. But Eiseley,
De Beer, and George have correctly noted that nowhere in the original 1864 paper did
Wallace invoke anything remotely non-natural to explain man's origin. Wallace no
doubt contributed to the confusion by stating, incorrectly, in his autobiography that
his divergence from Darwin respecting the origin of man was "first intimated" in this
1864 paper.7
In the 1864 paper Wallace's leading idea was that man's mind-specifically his
intellectual and moral nature-had "shielded" his body from the action of natural
selection and thereby put an end to his structural change. This new cause in man's
development effectively solved two major problems surrounding the origin of man:
(1) did the races of man belong to one species or was each race a species in itself? and
(2) why did man's body, with the exception of his skull, so closely resemble the bodies
of extant apes, while his skull and mental capacities so widely diverged from those of
the same apes ?
The strongest evidence put forward by the so-called polygenists in answer to the first
question was that remains from ancient Egyptian tombs, about five thousand years old,
indicated as much difference then between the Negro and Semitic races as now. This
seemingly contradicted the monogenist hypothesis that the further back in time one
went the more alike the different races became until, finally, one reached the point at
which man began his existence as a species on this earth and there was only one race.
This contradiction was especially marked the more one restricted the age of the earth
and the age of man on it. The Egyptian tomb evidence carried little weight with
Wallace for two reasons. He believed that man's antiquity far antedated five thousand
years and that at some distant time prior to ancient Egypt racial divergence had come
5 A. R. Wallace, My Life: A Record of Events

(New York: Mentor, 1961),pp. 311-315. Eiseley,

andOpinions(London:ChapmanandHall, 1905),
Vol. I, p. 417.
6 A. R. Wallace,"The Originof Human Races
and the Antiquity of Man Deduced from the
Theory of 'Natural Selection,'" Journalof the

7 Wallace, My Life, Vol. I, p. 418 and Vol. II,
p. 17. Marchant,Wallace,Vol. I, p. 240 and Vol.
II, pp. 183-184. P. J. Vorzimmer, Charles

Anthropological Society of Lonidon, 1864, 2:

TempleUniversity,1970),p. 190. GavinDe Beer,

Darwin's Century, pp. 304-309.

Darwin: The Years of Controversy (Philadelphia:

clviii-clxx. Wallace'sown summaryof the paper

Charles Darwin: A Scientific Biography (Garden

appeared in Natural History Review, 1864, II. 4:
328-336. John C. Greene, The Death of Adam

City:Anchor, 1965), p. 214. George, Biologist
Philosopher, pp. 71, 241.
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to an end, as had nearly all structuralmodification in all men, because of the operation
of the new cause-the mind of man. Therefore it was fully possible for the differences
between human races to have remained unchanged over five thousand years but to
have been increasingly smaller in earlier and earlier periods. Similarly, man's body
would be only slightly differentfrom an ape's body if this new cause, putting an end to
structural change in man, had begun to act at an early stage in man's development.
Wallace illustrated the manner in which this new cause acted to suspend the influence of natural selection on man's body by comparing the survival responses of
animals and man to important environmental changes. A change in climate might
require a thicker fur or a layer of fat for an animal's survival. Man, in contrast, could
survive by means of warmer clothing or shelter without undergoing bodily change. A
change in abundance of the food species might require a change in diet and corresponding changes in bodily weaponry (claws, teeth) and internal digestive anatomy for
an animal's survival. Man in an early period could survive by means of a better weapon
or trap or by hunting in a (larger)group without undergoing bodily change. At the same
time his possession of fire enabled him to render many differentfood species palatable
and thereby increase the natural food supply available. Man in a later period would be
independent of natural fluctuations in the abundance of a potential food species,
because agriculture and domestication of animals provided him with a sure, ready
food supply. Thus by means of intellect alone, man, with an unchanged body, could
maintain his harmony with a changing universe and survive. Natural selection acted so
powerfully on animals because the individual was isolated, on its own. With a slight
injury or weakness, an individual might not survive. But man's social and sympathetic
feelings checked the action of natural selection in eliminating the weaker among men.
Thus by his moral nature alone, man, with an unchanged body, could survive the
harsh standard imposed by natural selection on the body of every individual of an
animal species.8
This stage in man's development having been reached, the focus of natural
selection's operation shifted from man's bodily nature to his intellectual and moral
nature:
... everyslightvariationin his mentaland moralnaturewhichshouldenablehim better
to guardagainstadversecircumstances,andcombinefor mutualcomfortand protection,
wouldbe preservedand accumulated.9
The more intellectual and moral races displaced the lower and more degraded. Natural
selection acted on man's mental organization and led "to the more perfect adaptation
of man's higher faculties to the conditions of surroundingnature and to the exigencies
of the social state."10
Quite clearly Wallace explained by natural selection the further development of
man's intellectual and moral nature once it had reached a "fairly developed" stage. In
the paper he did not consider the cause of the development up to the "fairlydeveloped"
stage, but in the discussion that followed presentation of the paper, Wallace expressed
the belief that animals possessed an intellect, too, and argued that unless they did, one

8Wallace,"Originof HumanRaces,"pp.clviiiclxiv, clxvi, clxix.

9 Ibid.,p. clxiv.

loIbid.,p. clxix.
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faced "immense difficulty.""' In other words, Wallace sought the origin of man's
intellectual and moral nature in man's nonhuman ancestors and considered its development to the "fairly developed" stage-at which point it became the new cause in man's
development-to have been the result of natural selection.
Wallace noted an interesting corollary of this position. If the totality of man were
the product of natural selection, then the large increase in brain size in man, as compared to the apes, had to have occurred slowly, just as any other large change effected
by natural selection. Since early man-that is, man whose body was still subject to
natural selection-had arisen before this increase in brain size had proceeded very far,
Wallace felt that traces of early man should be found in the Miocene period "when not
a single mammal possessed the same form as any existing species." If man arose in a
later period-when mammals were already very similar to extant species-then man
would have altered in bodily structure (for example, attained his erect posture) while
animal species remained virtually constant. Yet Wallace's entire theory held that
man's bodily structure had been constant while the bodies of animal species had
changed and not vice versa. There was no evidence of man at such an early geological
period, but the incompleteness of the fossil record from the appropriate part of the
world could explain that.'2
Wallace sent a copy of his paper to Darwin. The "Anthropologicals" had not
appreciated it much, but Wallace hoped Darwin would be able to agree with him.
Indeed, Darwin was: in his letter of May 28, 1864, he praised Wallace for his new "great
leading idea."'3 However, Darwin was concerned with the prospect of another priority
dispute with Wallace. Until receipt of Wallace's paper, Darwin had not realized that
once again the two of them were thinking about the same problem-this time the
origin of man. Nevertheless, Darwin made an offer to Wallace of his notes on man.
Wallace, in fact, had no immediate plans to write more about man and declined
Darwin's offer.'4 According to Vorzimmer, Darwin was most afraid Wallace would
"scoop" him on sexual selection, which Darwin had only briefly discussed in the
Origin (1859). In his May 28, 1864, letter Darwin expressed his view that "a sort of
sexual selection has been the most powerful means of changing the races of man." And
in his Descent (1871) he used sexual selection extensively to account for interracial
differences. Wallace initially accepted the action of sexual selection in nature but, in
time, rejected it. Even in May 1864 he made clear to Darwin his opinion that sexual
selection had not been very important in human evolution.'5 Wallace also received

11The discussionis printedin the J. Anthropol. agreed to. F. Darwin and A. C. Seward, eds.,
More Letters of CharlesDarwin (London:John
Soc. London,1864,2: clxx-clxxxvii.
Murray, 1903), Vol. II, pp. 31-32. Marchant,
12
Wallace, "Origin of Human Races," pp. Wallace,Vol. I, pp. 155-158. Greene, Death of
clxvi-clxvii; My Life, Vol. I, pp. 419-420. Adam, pp. 315-316. Kentwood D. Wells,
Marchant,Wallace,Vol. 1, pp. 157-158.
"WilliamCharlesWells and the Races of Man,"
13 Marchant, Wallace, Vol. I, pp. 152-155. Isis, 1973, 64:223-224. Turner, "Between
Darwin also praised Wallace in a letter to J. D. Scienceand Religion,"p. 89.
Hooker. Greene is clearly exaggeratingwhen he
14 Marchant,Wallace,Vol. 1, pp. 155, 158.
claims Darwin was "disturbed"by Wallace's
15Ibid.,pp. 154-155, 157.Vorzimmer,Darwin,
views. Darwin had qualms about minor points
only and made some suggestionswhich Wallace pp. 191-202.Wallace,MyLife, Vol.11, pp. 17-20.
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praise from Lyell and Spencer for his leading idea, though Lyell had doubts about
Wallace's inferred Miocene antiquity for man.16 So matters stood-so Wallace's
friends thought-for five years.
Higher intelligences and the inadequacy of natural selection, 1869-1870

In March 1869 Wallace must have given Darwin a hint that his mind had changed
about man. For on March 27, 1869, Darwin wrote to Wallace, "I shall be intensely
curious to read the Quarterly:I hope you have not murderedtoo completely your own
and my child."17 The Quarterlyreferred to was the forthcoming April 1869 issue in
which Wallace reviewed new editions of two books by Lyell.18At the end of his review
Wallace took the opportunity to reveal his new thoughts on the origin of man. They
were presented as ostensibly the result of a utilitarian analysis of man's unique
features. Darwin had emphasized in the Origin that natural selection was a principle of
utility. Natural selection could not preserve a harmful structure; indeed, the presence
of such a structure in a species would be "fatal" to his theory. Furthermore, natural
selection was a principle of present utility and relative perfection only; it could not
provide for future use. A structure was not preserved by natural selection because it
would be valuable in future generations if in the present it was valueless. In addition,
there could be no accumulation of favorable variations by natural selection to provide
a more efficient (perfect) structure if a less efficient structure was sufficient in the
present struggle for existence.19
Wallace, in his review, considered some facts about prehistoric and savage races of
man which natural selection as a principle of present utility and relative perfection was
unable to explain. One such fact, characteristic of all animals (including man), was
consciousness. The origin of consciousness was inexplicable to Wallace by evolution,
much less natural selection. Wallace delayed treatment of this problem until 1870. The
origin of man's intellectual and moral nature appeared to be as unique an event as the
origin of consciousness and therefore equally inexplicable by natural selection. The
development of this nature had been the direct result of the development of man's
brain. Wallace's belief in phrenology left no doubt about this relationship.
Thus the large brain size in prehistoric and savage races could not be explained by
natural selection, nor could three other physical features: the hand, the external form,
and the organs of speech. Natural selection could not account for these four physical
features, because each one was present in prehistoric and savage races in a more highly
developed state than was required in the struggle for existence. As a principle of
relative perfection only, natural selection could not explain these highly developed
states. At least one feature (the hairlessness of man's external form) was actually
16 Marchant, Wallace,Vol. I, p. 158 and Vol.
II, pp. 18-19. Wallace,My Life, Vol. I, pp. 418419. Eiseley has noted the very favorablereception accordedWallace'snew idea by Spencer,C.
Wright,J. McCosh,E. S. Morse,E. R. Lankester,

and J. Fiske (Darwin's Century, p. 313).
17 Marchant,Wallace, Vol. I, p. 241.

A. R. Wallace, "Geological Climates and

and Theology(Leiden:E. J. Brill, 1963),pp. 115117, 174. W. Irvine, Apes, Angels, & Victorians

(New York: McGraw-Hill, 1955), pp. 186-187.
Eiseley, Darwin'sCentury,pp. 310-312. De Beer,
Darwin: A Scientific Biography, p. 214. George,
Biologist Philosopher, pp. 242-246. Greene,

Death of Adam,p. 316. The two books by Lyell

(Americaned.), 1869,126:187-205.R. Hooykaas,

were Principles of Geology (1Othed.) and Elements
of Geology (6th ed.).
19Charles Darwin, On the Origin of Species

The Principle of Uniformity in Geology, Biology

(London:John Murray,1859), pp. 199-201, 204.

18

the Origin of Species," London Quarterly Review
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harmful to man and therefore could not have resulted from natural selection. Furthermore, all four features were useful to civilized man; in fact they were prerequisitesfor
the civilized state. Therefore their presence in early man, to whom they were useless in
such highly developed states, bespoke provision for future use and thus could not have
been due to natural selection.
1. Brain size

Wallace believed that the brain was the organ of mind and that brain size was a
sound measure of intellectual and moral capacities. Prehistoric and savage races
possessed brains almost as large as those of civilized man. But the higher moral faculties, pure intellect, and refined emotions-all made possible by such a large brainwere useless to prehistoric and savage races because they bore no relation to wants,
desires, or welfare. Nevertheless, these capabilities were latent because occasionally
they were manifested by savage men; given enough time in civilization, these latent
capabilities would become patent in living savages. But taking into account the
savage's actual needs, Wallace felt natural selection could have provided a brain just
"a little superior to that of an ape." There could be no doubt that man's highly
developed intellectual and moral nature was useful, indeed necessary, to him in the
civilized state, and so the possession by the prehistoric and savage races of the same
nature, of no use to them, meant there had been provision for mankind's future. Such
provision was impossible by the action of natural selection.
2. Hand

Just as the prehistoric and savage races had the same large brain as civilized man,
they had the same perfect hand. But the savage had no need for such perfection and
was incapable of fully using his perfect hand, so natural selection could not have
provided man with his hand. (Wallace recognized that this argument extended beyond
the savage to the Quadrumana.Apes, for example, also possessed a hand more perfect
than required.) Since man's arts and sciences ultimately depended on his marvelous
hand, and since these were among the chief characteristics of civilization, civilization
required man's hand. Again provision for civilized man's future was apparent in the
hand of the prehistoric and savage races of man.
3. External form

Wallace envisioned five aspects of external form which could not be explained by
natural selection: erect posture; delicate, expressive features; marvelous beauty of
form; symmetry of form; and smooth, naked skin. All were useless to prehistoric and
savage man-the last positively harmful. Natural selection, consequently, could account for none. But all were essential for civilized existence. Expressiveness of face
and beauty of form were essential for civilized man's refined emotions and aesthetic
ideas. Naked skin, though harmful to prehistoric and savage man, was most useful to
civilized man: it stimulated his inventive and constructive faculties to devise clothing
and shelter and helped develop feelings of modesty and thereby contributed to man's
moral nature. There was a clear sign of provision for the future in man's external form.
4. Organs of speech

Wallace had no doubt that savages were as vocally able as higher races, but the
lowest savage had no use for speech. Needless to say, civilization depended absolutely
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on man's power of speech. The conclusion was the same as before: natural selection
could not account for the presence of the organs of speech.
If natural selection failed so completely to explain these four physical attributes of
man, what explanation did exist for them? Wallace's answer was a startling one: there
existed some power guiding the action of the "great laws of organic development" in
definite directions, for special ends. Man's own guidance of nature for his own ends
was a model for this power. Wheat, the seedless banana, breadfruit, the Guernsey
milk cow, and the London dray horse-all products of artificial selection-were so
like the unaided productions of nature that Wallace felt sure some
... beingwho had masteredthe laws of developmentof organicformsthroughpast ages
[wouldrefuse]to believethat any new powerhad beenconcernedin theirproductionand
scornfully[reject]the theory that in these few cases a distinctintelligencehad directed
the actionof the laws of variation,multiplication,and survivalfor his own purposes.
Continuity with respect to effects would be observed despite a discontinuity with
respect to causes. Wallace asserted that a Higher Intelligence guiding the laws of
organic development for nobler ends in the case of human development was in perfect
harmony with science. This was especially so because a strict utilitarian analysis of
certain features of man had shown the inadequacy of natural selection to explain
them.20

Darwin's response was rapid and incredulous:
If you had not told me I shouldhave thoughtthatthey had beenaddedby someoneelse.
As you expected,I differgrievouslyfrom you, and I am very sorry for it. I can see no
necessityfor callingin an additionaland proximatecausein regardto Man.
Darwin marked his copy of the review with "a triply underlined 'No' and with a shower
of notes of exclamation." He also wrote quickly to Lyell of his disappointment in
Wallace.21

Wallace understood such a response, for he felt he himself would have reacted
similarly to such ideas a few years before. But he was not swayed by Darwin's adverse
opinion. In what he later called the most extreme statement of his position, Wallace
wrote to Lyell (April 28, 1869):
It seemsto me thatif we once admitthe necessityof any actionbeyond'naturalselection'
in developingman, we have no reasonwhateverfor confiningthat agencyto his brain.
On the meredoctrineof chancesit seemsto me in the highestdegreeimprobablethat so
many points of structure,all tendingto favourhis mental development,should concur
in man alone of all animals.If the erectposture,the freedomof the anteriorlimbs from
purposesof locomotion, the powerfuland opposablethumb, the naked skin, the great
symmetryof form, the perfectorgansof speech,and, in his mentalfaculties,calculation
of numbers,ideas of symmetry,of justice, of abstractreasoning,of the infinite, of a
futurestate, and many others,cannot be shown to be each and all useful to man in the
veryloweststate of civilization-how are we to explaintheirco-existencein him alone of
the whole series of organizedbeings? Years ago I saw in London a bushmanboy and
girl, and the girl playedvery nicely on the piano. Blind Tom, the half-idiotnegro slave,
had a 'musicalear' or brain, superior,perhaps,to that of the best living musicians.

20

Wallace, "Geological Climates," pp. 204-

205.
21

Marchant, Wallace,Vol. I, pp. 240, 243.

F. Darwin, ed., TheLife and Letters of Charles
Darwin(London:John Murray, 1887), Vol. III,
p. 117.

This content downloaded from 35.8.33.86 on Tue, 11 Mar 2014 03:17:49 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

WALLACE, THE ORIGIN OF MAN, AND SPIRITUALISM

153

Unless Darwin can show me how this latent musical faculty in the lowest races can have
been developed through survival of the fittest, can have been of use to the individual or
the race, so as to cause those who possessed it in a fractionally greater degree than others
to win in the struggle for life, I must believe that some other power (than natural selection)
caused that development. It seems to me that the onus probandi will lie with those who
maintain that man, body and mind, could have been developed from a quadrumanous
animal by 'natural selection.'22

Wallace's transformation was discussed at the summer meeting of the BAAS and
reported with approval in the religious popular press.23In the following year (1870)
Wallace elaborated on his position in two essays inserted at the conclusion of a collection of ten essays.24 One of Wallace's reasons for publishing the collection was his
knowledge that Darwin's Descent was about to appear (1871) and that on certain
matters to be discussed in the Descent he differed from Darwin. The first of the two
essays ("IX. The Development of Human Races under the Law of Natural Selection")
was a reprint of the 1864 paper, for the most part unchanged. The significant change
appeared at the end of the essay. In the original version Wallace had concluded with
a utopian vision of the future of mankind as natural selection continued to act on man's
intellectual and moral nature to produce finer and finer men:
While his external form will probably ever remain unichanged,except in the development
of that perfect beauty which results from a healthy and well organized body, refined and
ennobled by the highest intellectual faculties and sympathetic emotions, his mental
constitution may continue to advance and improve till the world is again inhabited by a
single homogeneous race, no individual of which will be inferior to the noblest specimens
of existing humanity. Each one will then work out his own happiness in relation to that
of his fellows; perfect freedom of action will be maintained, since the well balanced
moral faculties will never permit any one to transgress on the equal freedom of others;
restrictive laws will not be wanted, for each man will be guided by the best of laws; a
thorough appreciation of the rights, and a perfect sympathy with the feelings, of all about
him; compulsory government will have died away as unnecessary (for every man will
know how to govern himself), and will be replaced by voluntary associations for all
beneficial public purposes; the passions and animal propensities will be restrained within
those limits which most conduce to happiness; and mankind will have at length discovered that it was only required of them to develope the capacities of their higher nature,
in order to convert this earth, which had so long been the theatre of their unbridled
passions, and the scene of unimaginable misery, into as bright a paradise as ever haunted
the dreams of seer or poet.25

22 Marchant, Wallace, Vol. I, pp. 243-244.
Wallace,My Life, Vol. 1, pp. 427-428. Lyell was
pleasedwith Wallace'snew position, even though
he was not particularlyimpressedwith Wallace's
argumentagainst natural selection from bodily
structures.He wrote to Darwin: "I rather hail
Wallace's suggestion that there may be a
SupremeWill and Powerwhichmay not abdicate
its function of interferencebut may guide the
forces and laws of Nature." K. Lyell, ed., Life,

23A. Ellegard, "Darwin and the General
Reader," Acta Universitatis Gothoburgensis, 1958,

7:84.
24
A. R. Wallace, Contributions to the Theory
of Natural Selection (London:Macmillan, 1870).

Reprinted in A. R. Wallace, Natural Selection
and Tropical Nature: Essays on Descriptive and
Theoretical Biology (London:Macmillan, 1891).

John Murray,1881), Vol. II, p. 442. Hooykaas,

25 Wallace, "Origin of Human Races," pp.
clxix-clxx. See "Mr. Wallace on Natural Selection Applied to Anthropology," The Anthropo-

Principles of Uniformity, p. 117.

logical Review, 1867, 5:103-105.

Letters and Journal of Sir Charles Lyell (London:
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By 1870 Wallace was doubtful about natural selection's ability to produce such a
future. The mediocre were, after all, the ones who reproduced most prolifically in
civilized nations despite the fact that there was an indubitable advance, "on the whole
a steady and a permanent one-both in the influence on public opinion of a high
morality, and in the general desire for intellectual elevation." Wallace was led to
invoke an
... inherentprogressivepowerof thosegloriousqualitieswhichraiseus so immeasurably
above our fellow animals,and at the same time affordus the surestproof that thereare
other and higherexistencesthan ourselves,from whom these qualitiesmay have been
derived,and towardswhomwe maybe evertending.26
The only other relevant change in the essay was Wallace's inclusion of the words
"from some unknown cause" to explain the development of man's mind from its
near-animal condition to the point at which it began to shield man's body from natural
selection. Therefore this essay in its new form was contradictory. It still included
passages describing natural selection's accumulation of slight variations in man's
intellectual and moral nature leading to ever-higher human types. But in its final
paragraph it referred to an inherent progressive power of development in man's
intellectual and moral nature handed down from on high. With such an inherent
power, man's intellectual and moral nature was independent of external conditions
and the "chance" appearance of favorable variations. Therefore it was independent
of and inexplicable by natural selection.
The final essay ("X. The Limits of Natural Selection as Applied to Man") was
newly written, and so it lacked the contradictions of the previous essay. In the review
of Lyell's books Wallace had mentioned two fundamentally new aspects of life which
natural selection could not explain. He had discussed only the origin of man in the
1869 review. In this 1870 essay he discussed both the origin of man and the origin of
consciousness. Whereas Wallace had laid greatest stress in the review on physical
structures of man which could not be accounted for by natural selection, he chose in
the essay to emphasize man's higher intellectual and moral nature and the problems it
posed for natural selection. But Wallace still believed there were physical structures,
aside from the large brain which was the necessary substratumof man's intellectual and
moral nature, which were not due to natural selection. Man's hairlessness was the
physical feature most strongly indicative of the action of a power other than natural
selection, because hairlessness was actually harmful to prehistoric and savage man.
Hair in mammals protected against severe climates and was most plentiful on the back,
yet the most hairless part of man's body was his back. The savage coped with his
climate by covering his back, though he might not cover any other part of his body.
The unmistakable conclusion Wallace drew was that the savage "missed" his hairy
back and that his naked skin was detrimental to him.
Wallace could imagine some objections to this argument, but he dismissed them all.
Perhaps man did not really need a hairy back because of his erect posture. Aside
from leaving unexplained why man then covered his back, the objection failed to
consider man's stooped posture, which exposed the back to the elements. Perhaps hair
had been useful but had nevertheless been eliminated because it had been correlated
26

Wallace, Contributions, pp. 330-331.
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with a very harmful structure which natural selection had eliminated. "Correlation of
growth" was one of Darwin's ways to explain the persistence of useless structures.
They were physiologically linked to useful ones and thereby preserved by natural
selection. Wallace in imagining this objection considered the correlation of useful and
very harmful structures with the resultant elimination of both. But Wallace found it
hard to believe that in man alone a correlation between hair and a harmful structure
had arisen. Furthermore, even if hair had been eliminated because of correlation
of growth, why did not one observe reversion to a hairy condition in colder climates
once the harmful structurehad been eliminated ?27
Certain mental and moral features of man were even more difficultto account for by
natural selection. Wallace selected five: mathematical ability, ability to form abstract
ideas, ability to perform complex trains of reasoning, aesthetic qualities, and moral
qualities. In all cases savages possessed latent capabilities, but in no case did their
needs require these capabilities. In only rare instances were these capabilities ever
used. The savage did not need to form or use abstract ideas, because his language contained no words for them. The savage did not reason on any subject not appealing
immediately to the senses; nor did he need to foresee beyond the simplest necessities.
Six years earlier Wallace had emphasized the shielding effects of man's mind. He did
not have to develop larger claws or teeth to cope with a larger prey animal; he could
adapt by means of his intellect-by constructing a better spear. There was no denying
that savages made and used weapons, but, in 1870, Wallace wondered if they "exhibited more mind in using them than do many lower animals." The savage seemed to
function generally on the level of animal intellect. The jaguar was as ingenious and
thoughtful in the capture of fish as any savage. Various behavioral traits in the wolf,
jackal, fox, antelope, monkey, field mouse, beaver, and orang-utan were also indicative
of as much "care and forethought bestowed by many savages in similar circumstances."128
There seemed to be simply no question about the uselessness of many latent mental
faculties in savages. There was no use for
... the capacityto form ideal conceptionsof space and time, of eternityand infinitythe capacityfor intenseartisticfeelingsof pleasure,in form, colour, and compositionand for those abstractnotions of form and numberwhich rendergeometryand arithmeticpossible.
Wallace was even doubtful that civilized man had fully employed these capabilities, so
they appeared more appropriate to civilized man's future, not only the future of prehistoric man. Lastly, man's moral sense-his conscience-was utterly inexplicable on
grounds of utility. The practice of honesty might be understandable on such grounds.
But man's moral sense included the feeling of sanctity for such things as honesty. How
could this feeling arise from considerations of utility? In the case of honesty it was
even hard to argue that its practice resulted from its utility.
The utilitariansanctionfor truthfulnessis by no meansvery powerfulor universal.Few
laws enforceit. No veryseverereprobationfollows untruthfulness.In all ages and countries, falsehoodhas been thought allowablein love, and laudablein war; while, at the

27 Ibid., pp. 344-349. Vorzimmer, Darwin, p.
214. Eiseley, Darwin's Century, p. 314.

28

Wallace,Contributions,
pp. 340-343.
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presentday it is held to be venial by the majorityof mankind,in trade,commerce,and
speculation.A certainamountof untruthfulnessis a necessarypart of politenessin the
east and west alike, while even severemoralistshave held a lie justifiable,to elude an
enemyor preventa crime.
Wallace's conclusion was that a feeling of right or wrong in man was antecedent to any
experience of utility. This feeling was then attached to certain "acts of universal utility
or self-sacrifice."Therefore such a feeling, preceding experience of utility, could not be
accounted for by natural selection.29
A consideration of all these facts led inescapably to the conclusion of the 1869
review that some higher intelligences had been necessary for man's development. The
most objectionable aspect to Wallace of this inescapable conclusion was that the laws
governing the rest of the universe were then insufficientto produce the "ultimate aim
and outcome of all organized existence-intellectual, ever-advancing, spiritual man."
The solution, Wallace surmised, lay in the probability that these laws were also under
"the controlling action of such higher intelligences."30
The remainder of the essay dealt with the origin of consciousness. Wallace took
issue with Huxley's belief that thoughts were the result of molecular change in protoplasm. If molecules themselves lacked consciousness, then complex arrangements of
them could not produce consciousness. It is interesting in this regard to note Wallace's
belief that the origin of life could be explained by complex arrangements of lifeless
molecules. The difference between the two cases lay in our ability to conceive a
transition from inert to vital by means of "a specific combination and co-ordination of
the matter and the forces that compose the universe .. ." as contrasted to our inability
to conceive such a transition from unconscious to conscious. (Wallace did not insist,
though, that life had arisen in a purely physical manner; see the discussion below.)
There had to be conscious beings "outside of, and independent of" matter. The
addition of such beings to unconscious matter resulted in consciousness. Wallace
philosophized further. Matter was an impossibility; it was really just a manifestation
of force. Force, in turn, could be of two sorts: natural force and will force. The latter
was apparent in the power of the will to direct natural forces in the body. A power to
direct implied the exertion of force by the will. Wallace speculated that all force was
really will force. If so, the universe was the will of higher intelligences or one Supreme
Intelligence.31

Several months before the essays were published, Wallace informed Darwin of the
nature of their contents. Darwin began his lament before he had a chance to read.
"But I groan over Man-you write like a metamorphosed (in retrograde direction)
naturalist, and you the author of the best paper that ever appeared in the Anthropological Review! Eheu! Eheu! Eheu!-Your miserable friend," and several weeks later,
"I must add that I have just re-read your article in the AnthropologicalReview and I
defy you to upset your own doctrine.32

29Ibid.,pp. 351-354.

considered Wallace's ideas a "singularlyfeeble
contribution." K. Pearson, The Grammarof
Science(London:J. M. Dent, 1937),p. 342.
32
31Ibid., pp. 362, 365-368, 372 A-C. Pearson
Marchant,Wallace,Vol.1, pp. 250-251.

30Ibid., pp. 359-360.
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Wallace's critics

Instead of attempting to be complete in my survey of the critical reaction of evolutionists to Wallace's new ideas on the origin of man, I will offer a representative
sampling of the nature and tone of the responses. The reviewers of Wallace's Contributions were very hostile to the concluding essay. Several did not bother to dispute
Wallace's facts; they simply rejected outright his repugnant conclusions. The Saturday
Reviewer, in fact, almost admitted that natural selection was not "a universal solvent
for all the mysteries of organized being" and included among the mysteries "the stages
of man's intellectual and moral progress." Nevertheless, the introduction of "some
occult or spiritual agency or force in nature and man, prior and superior to all law,
and exterior to the unity of cosmical order" was "parting company with science."33
But other reviewers did criticize Wallace's facts as well as his conclusions. They
denied his claim that nakedness was harmful. Both E. Claparede and A. Dohrn suggested the possibility that man had begun clothing himself before he lost his hair.
Thereafter hair had become useless and was lost. Darwin in his Descent even tried to
find utility in hairlessness: hair was harmful in the tropics where man originated, or
possibly hair was harmful because it hosted ticks and other infestations. But eventually
Darwin did acknowledge the strength of Wallace's case for the harmfulness of man's
naked skin and finally settled on sexual selection as the cause of hairlessness, especially
in females. C. Wright, contrary to Claparede and Dohrn, agreed with Wallace that
nakedness preceded clothing and admitted the uselessness of man's hairless skin, but
he felt this was compatible with natural selection. Wallace had overlooked the possible correlation of hairlessness with brain size and the resultant preservation of both
because of the great value of increased brain size.34
Huxley and Darwin differed from Wallace as to the value of a large brain to prehistoric and savage races. Huxley even quoted from another essay by Wallace in the
Contributionsto show the great mental challenges in a savage's daily life. He concluded that "in complexity and difficulty . . . the intellectual labor of a 'good hunter
or warrior' considerably exceeds that of an ordinary Englishman." Wright did not
deny that the savage possessed many unneeded and unused latent mental capabilities,
but he wondered if the mere possession of language did not require the large brain of
the savage. Dohrn's critique was rather ironic. To demonstrate the utility of a large
brain to a savage, and thereby make possible its origin by natural selection, Dohrn
invoked one of the supplementary hypotheses to natural selection-the inherited
effect of the use and disuse of parts. He argued that if the brain were not used, it would
degenerate. Since it had not degenerated, it must have been used.35
Wright disputed Wallace's assertion that the practice of honesty could not have
33 Saturday Review, 1870, 29:710. Westminister
Review, 1870, 94:195. Nature, 1870, 2:472-473.

34E. Claparede, "Remarques a propos de
l'ouvrage de M. Alfred Russel Wallace sur la
Theorie de la Selection Naturelle," Bibliotheque

Universelle de Gene've, 1870, 38:186. A. Dohrn,

The Academy,1871, 2:160. CharlesDarwin, The

C. Wright, North AmericanaReview, 1870, 111:

292. Wallace was not impressed by Darwin's
counterarguments.Marchant, Wallace,Vol. II,
p.31.
35 T. H. Huxley, "Mr. Darwin's Critics," The
ContemporaryReview, 1871, 18:470-471. Darwin,

Descent of Man and Selection in Relation to Sex
The Descent, Vol. 1, p. 132. L. Huxley, ed., Life
(New York:Appleton, 1871),Vol. I, pp. 143-144 and Letters of Sir Joseph Dalton Hooker (New
and Vol. II, pp. 359-362. Darwin, The Descent York:Appleton, 1918), Vol. I, p. 130. Wright,
(2nded., New York:A. L. Burt, 1874),pp. 64-65. loc. cit., pp. 295-297. Dohrn, loc. cit., p. 159.
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arisen from experiences of utility. He sought the "uncalculating, uncompromising
moral imperative" in what was good for the race, rather than in an individual's own
experience of utility. The bee sting was analogous: it was good for the species but
disadvantageous (even fatal) to the individual. Nevertheless the bee sting was clearly,
to Wright, within the province of natural selection. Darwin's explanation of man's
moral nature followed the same lines. Considerations of utility to the group accounted
for its origin. Man's moral nature ultimately derived from his social instinct. Acts in
the best interest of the tribe were approved and held moral, whereas acts contrary to
that interest were disapproved and held immoral. Man's conscience arose from the
mental struggle which ensued when a self-beneficial act was perceived as injurious to
the tribe.36
Having discussed Wallace's facts and in their own opinions refuted them, these
reviewers proceeded to reject his conclusions. But a closer examination of their
critiques reveals that they were not entirely satisfied with their own arguments. The
next resort was reductio ad absurdumand ridicule. Claparede marvelled at Wallace's
inability to explain a hairless man by natural selection, since he could derive by
natural selection a hairy mammal and a feathery bird from a scaly reptile. Furthermore, did Wallace intend to explain the hairless mammals (elephant, rhinoceros,
hippopotamus, and whale) by some superior force rather than natural selection?
Claparede also wondered if Wallace assumed that a higher intelligence was required to
produce the singing voice of male birds, since he considered one necessary to produce
the musical voices of men and especially women? Was it not more probable that sexual
selection had operated in both instances: by female choice in birds and vice versa in
man? Or as an analogy to the presumably unused but highly developed brain of the
savage, Claparedepointed to the well-developed larynx of nonsinging birds and asked
if Wallace intended to explain this larynx by the action of a superior force providing
for future, singing birds. Was it not more reasonable to conclude that the nonsinging
birds had once been singers, had lost the singing habit, but retained the larynx?
Similarly, could not the savage have degenerated from a higher form of man who had
used his large brain ? Wright also suggestedthe possibility of degeneration (see below). 3
Dohrn and Claparede proposed that a large brain did not reflect mental power
anyway. A savage could then have a large brain and yet not possess unneeded and
unused capabilities. Did Wallace really think an elephant or whale was more intelligent than man? After all, they possessed larger brains than any man. Huxley must not
have been entirely sure the savage was so much brighterthan the ordinary Englishman,
for he admitted the possibility that the savage possessed a bigger brain than his needs
required. But he wondered what differencethat made, for surely a porpoise possessed
a bigger brain than it needed, and more surely a wolf possessed a bigger one than it
needed. Would Wallace then conclude that the larger-than-necessarybrain of the wolf
was provision for the wolf's future as the more intelligent dog ?38
Critics of natural selection like G. Buckle, A. Bennett, and the Dublin Reviewer
wrote, not surprisingly, more favorably of Wallace's new views on the origin of man.
But even they had criticisms. Wallace had not gone far enough in questioning the
36 Wright, loc. cit., pp. 299-300. Darwin, The
loc. cit., p. 294.
38Dohrn, loc. cit., p. 159. Clapar6de, loc. cit.,
Descent,Vol. I, pp. 68-70.
3 Claparede,loc. cit., pp. 184-188; Wright, pp. 187-188.Huxley,loc. cit., pp. 471-472.
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efficacy of natural selection in nature. The clergyman evolutionist C. Kingsley felt the
same way and wrote to Wallace to tell him so. Only the Edinburgh Reviewer had
unqualified praise for Wallace's argument.39
Wallace did not succumb to his many critics; he enjoyed controversy. He respected
the contributions of Darwin and Wright, but he was repelled by Claparede'stechnique
of ridicule, though Darwin in his Descent considered Claparede's critique most
effective and able. In a letter to Nature Wallace rebutted Claparede convincingly,
saying that he had failed to point out that the reptile's scales, the bird's feathers, and the
mammal's hair were all adaptive. Similarly, the hairless mammals (excluding man)
were not harmed in the least by the absence of hair and were protected in other wayswith a thick skin, for example. The problem for the Darwinian with respect to man was
the harmfulness of hairlessness. After all, the mammoth and woolly rhino were proof
that in cold climates there was reversionto a hairy condition. But this had not happened
in man. In his essay Wallace had already discounted the operation of sexual selection
in the origin of man's voice. Savage males did not select mates with any consideration
for their voices, and savage females did not choose a mate. In the case of both sexes,
sexual selection could not have acted. As for the analogy between the complex larynx
capable of song in nonsinging birds and the large, unused brain of savage man,
Wallace had a ready answer. There was no evidence that this larynx had ever been
developed before birds began to sing. So Claparede could be right that whenever nonsingers possessed this larynx it was a sign of degeneracy. But the burden was on Claparede to prove that man's brain had become highly developed only when it had been
needed-in other words to prove that prehistoricraces had needed and used their large
brains even though extant savages did not. Wallace had little difficulty putting his
finger squarely on Claparede's main thesis: "the theory of Natural Selection must
apply equally to man and the rest of Nature, or to neither." Against this all-or-nothing
argument, Wallace remarked that Darwin had only claimed that, on analogy, plants
and animals had a common origin. Wallace now turned Claparede'slogic against him:
"Mr. Claparede ... would, I presume, say that, either all animals or plants must be
descended from one common ancestor or, that no two species are thus descended."
Despite the cogency of Wallace's refutation, Claparede's aphorism in criticism of
Wallace-"man was God's domestic animal"-caught on. In an appendix to the
ContributionsWallace tried to make clear that intelligences other than God co-uldhave
been active agents in man's development.40
Wallace's only other response to his critics appeared in a review of Darwin's
Descent. Darwin had argued that man's physical defenselessness had been possible
partly because of his large brain (and partly because of his freedom from dangerous
enemies-something of a contradiction!). Therefore his brain had gradually increased
in size by means of natural selection. Wallace simply could not accept this reasoning.
39G. Buckle,"NaturalSelectionInsufficientto Edinburgh Review, 1871, 134:195-235. Wallace,
the Development of Man," Popular Science My Life, Vol. II, pp. 62-63.
Review, 1871, 10: 14-24. A. W. Bennett, "The
40 Marchant, Wallace, Vol. I, pp. 253-255, 259
Theoryof NaturalSelectionfroma Mathnematical and Vol. II, pp. 31-32. Darwin, The Descent,
Point of View," Nature, 1870, 3:32-33. "Evolu- Vol. I, p. 132. A. R. Wallace,"Man and Natural
tion and Faith," Dublin Review, 1871, N.S. 17:6.
Selection," Nature, 1870, 3:9. Claparede, loc.
His Wife, ed., Charles Kingsley: His Letters and
Memories of his Life (London :Macmillan, 1902),
Vol. IV, p. 77. "Darwin on the Descent of Man,"

cit., p. 182. Wallace, Contributions, pp. 372372A. Nature, 1870, 2:472. Pearson, Grammar of
Science, p. 342.
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Many animals had been exposed to the same external dangers as man, yet not one had
developed an especially large brain. "Man could have acquired very little of his
superiority by a struggle with animals." Darwin had also adopted the leading idea of
Wallace's 1864 paper. Brain size increased through intergroup natural selection. But
for such selection to occur, two things were required: a large population and a large
area. All agreed, according to Wallace, that man's development had been restricted to
a small area; otherwise he would have diverged into several species. The real problem
was the vast extent of the existing differences between man and animals. In the same
tone as he had written to Lyell in 1869 Wallace now concluded,
His absolute erectness of posture, the completenessof his nudity, the harmonious
perfectionof his hands, the almost infinitecapacitiesof his brain,constitutea seriesof
correlatedadvancestoo great to be accountedfor by the strugglefor existence of an
isolatedgroupof apesin a limitedarea.41
Wallace's views were well known to all by now. In only one public statement
between 1871 and Darwinism(1889) did he refine his argument; this statement was his
1876 address to the BAAS as President of the Biology Section.42 In the address,
Wallace made one interesting concession to his critics, but in doing so he actually
strengthened his case against natural selection. Claparede and Wright had suggested
that the large brain of the savage could have reflected a prior stage in man's development during which the brain had been used. The savage no longer used it but still
possessed it. This deterioration or degeneration theory of the savage was common at
the time, especially since it was repugnantto many that European man could have ever
passed through a savage stage.43Wallace suddenly took notice of this theory when he
read an address by Albert Mott delivered in 1873. Wallace was completely convinced
by Mott's evidence, and a part of the BAAS address was devoted to a presentation of
the degeneration theory. Mott's evidence included the works of the Easter Islanders
and the American Indians. Wallace added the works of the Egyptian pyramid builders
on the basis of Piazzi Smyth's numerology. All represented far greater achievements
than anything in the civilizations that succeeded them. Though such a theory removed
the problem of the savage's fail-ureto use the latent capabilities of his brain, it in no
way damaged Wallace's brain-size argument against the adequacy of natural selection
in the origin of man.
It was now clear that man had reached a high point in his intellectual and moral
development in the "very remote" past. How much time had man had to reach that
point? In his 1864 paper Wallace had noted the necessity of a very great antiquity for
man if natural selection alone had acted in his development. St. G. Mivart's work had
shown that no one ape was any closer to man than any other ape, therefore the line
leading to man must have originated before any divergence had occurred among the
apes. Since there was evidence of such divergence in the Miocene, thus, in support of
41 Darwin, The Descent, Vol. I, p. 151. A. R.
Wallace, The Academy, 1871, 2:182-183. Marchant, Wallace, Vol. I, pp. 256-260. Eiseley,

Darwin's Century, pp. 293-295.
42 Report of the Forty-Sixth Meeting of the
British Association for the Advancement of Science
held at Glasgow in September 1876, Transactions,

1876:100-119.Reprintedin full in A. R. Wallace,

Tropical Nature and Other Essays (London:

Macmillan,1878),pp. 249-303. Reprintedin part
in Wallace,

Natural Selection

and Tropical

Nature, pp. 416-432 and as "Difficultiesof Developmentas Applied to Man," PopularScience
Monthly, 1876, 10:60-72. Eiseley, Darwin's Cen-

tury,pp. 310, 312.
43 Eiseley,Darwin's Century, pp. 297-302.
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Wallace's 1864 conclusion, man must have begun his development very early, assuming natural selection alone had acted. In 1864 there was no evidence of this antiquity.
Twelve years later, despite extensive explorations, the oldest known crania were still
the ones discovered about thirty years before and were from a relatively recent geological period. Since they were nearly as large as modern crania, they could not have
belonged to early man. These explorations had failed to unearth older remains or
missing links. Wallace's ultimate conclusion was that if such evidence was not discovered, "it will be at least a presumption that [man] came into existence at a much
later date, and by a much more rapid process of development." If, indeed, man's
origin was more recent than the Miocene, a much shorter period existed than most
envisaged for man's evolution. In a relatively short period of time, the brain of prehistoric races had to have attained near-modern size. Natural selection was totally
incapable of such a feat.44
Wallace's last statement of his belief that natural selection was insufficient to explain the origin of man, in an influential publication, appeared in Darwinism(1889).45
Vorzimmer believes the timing of the publication of this work-after Darwin's death
in 1882-was not an accident. With one exception Wallace had come to be more a
Darwinian selectionist than Darwin. Darwin had gradually bowed before many of the
criticisms of his adversaries and accordingly supplemented the action of natural
selection with other processes such as sexual selection and the inheritance of acquired
characters. Wallace, in contrast, had no use for these supplementary hypotheses and
refused to restrict the action of natural selection.46The one exception was, of course,
man. Darwinismpresented the curious picture of fourteen chapters of neo-Darwinism
followed by a last chapter of anti-Darwinism. In the fifteenth chapter there was one
noteworthy change in Wallace's earlierposition. Wallace no longer doubted that man's
body, except his brain, had developed by natural selection; his disagreement with
Darwin was restricted to man's intellectual and moral nature. Wallace was willing to
accept Darwin's demonstration of continuity from animal to man with respect to this
nature. There were rudiments of man's intellectual and moral nature throughout the
animal world, and savages occupied an intermediate position between animals and
civilized man. But Wallace denied that continuity proved the operation of natural
selection in the origin of man's intellectual and moral nature. In his 1869 review
Wallace had used the analogy of artificial selection to demonstrate that continuity of
effects did not require a continuity of cause(s). In Darwinismhe employed a geological
analogy. For a long time geologists had considered only two factors modeling the
surface of the earth: volcanoes and the elements. Then the action of glaciers became
appreciated, an action which was perfectly continuous with that of volcanoes and the
elements, but obviously involving a new agency.47
In the case of man's intellectual faculties Wallace offered a new and independent
proof of natural selection's inability to produce them. Characters developed by
44A. Mott, "On the Origin of Savage Life:
Opening Address Read before the Literaryand
PhilosophicalSociety of Liverpool,October6th,
1873," The Academy, 1874, 5:66. Report, pp.

113-118.
45 A. R. Wallace,Darwinism:An Expositionof
the Theory of Natural Selection with Some of its

Applications (London:Macmillan, 1889). Wallace's last major work, The World of Life (1910),

in which this belief was fully developed and extended to all of nature,cannot be consideredan
influentialwork (see discussionbelow).
46 Vorzimnmer,Darwin, pp. 210-212.
47 Wallace,Darwinism, pp. 461-463.
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natural selection were present in all individuals of a species and were relatively invariable. All savages had about the same running speed, bodily strength, acuteness of
vision. But there were great inequalities concerning intellectual qualities among
individuals. Such inequalities were incompatible with the action of natural selection.
Wallace was able to draw support from another great neo-Darwinian of the day,
August Weismann. Weismann could not envisage any life-or-death value attached to
any of man's talents. He rejected their origin in the inherited effects of use and
disuse of parts. He could only explain them as "bye-products" of the human mind. In
1870 Wright had made a similar suggestion. Wallace found this vague conception to be
no explanation at all, partly because of his phrenological belief that human talents
represented distinct mental faculties which corresponded to definable parts of the
brain.48

The alternative Wallace proposed in 1889 was a more developed expression of his
1869/1870 conclusions. A spiritual essence in man, capable of progressive development, was the most acceptable explanation for man's intellectual and moral nature.
The fact that a new cause had acted twice before in the organic world-in the origin of
life and the origin of consciousness-made it very likely that a new cause had acted a
third time in the origin of man's intellectual and moral nature. There existed an unseen
universe, a world of spirit. The degree of spiritual influx determined the state of living
matter-unconscious, conscious, or intellectual. Wallace included in this spiritual
world gravitation, cohesion, chemical force, radiant force, and electricity in order to
achieve the unity he had earlier missed in nature (1870). The purpose of the world was
the "development of the human spirit in association with the human body." In fact
the whole universe was a "grand, consistent whole adapted in all its parts to the
development of spiritualbeings capable of indefinite life and perfectibility."49
WALLACEAND SPIRITUALISM

In all his publications concerning the origin of man from 1869 through 1889 Wallace
conveyed the impression that the facts adduced from a utilitarian analysis of certain
unique features of man were the sole grounds for his conclusion that natural selection
was inadequate to explain man's development. Wallace's belief in spiritualism had
entered these publications only at the end of each as the explanation for those features
of man which the utilitarian analysis had demonstrated natural selection could not
account for. Wallace never suggested that his belief in spiritualism had been in any
way the cause of his doubts about the efficacy of natural selection in the origin of man.
But as early as the 1870s, Anton Dohrn, in his short paper "Englische Kritiker und
Anti-kritiker iuberden Darwinismus," felt that the intense religiosity dominant among
the English had ultimately been behind Wallace's divergence from Darwin. In Wallace's case this national religious conviction had been expressed through a belief in
spiritualism.50I, too, believe that Wallace's spiritualist beliefs were the origin of his
48 Ibid., pp. 469-472. A. Weismann, Essays
50A. Dohrn, "Englische Kritiker und Antiupon Heredity and KindredBiological Problems kritiker iuberden Darwinismus,"Das Ausland,
(Oxford:Clarendon, 1891), Vol. I, pp. 96-99. 1871, (Nr. 49):1153-1155. A. R. Wallace, On
Wright,loc. cit., pp. 297-298. Pearson,Grammar Miracles and Modern Spiritualism (London:
of Science, p. 165.
JamesBurns, 1875),p. vi. Wallace,My Life, Vol.
49 Wallace,Darwinism,
pp. 473-477.
II, p. 295.
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doubts about the ability of natural selection to account for all of man. In the remainder
of this paper I will discuss Wallace's involvement with psychical phenomena and
spiritualism and examine how it influenced his views on the origin of man in the
critical period 1865-1869.
In 1864 Wallace was firmly committed to the action of natural selection alone in the
development of man. In 1869 he first expressed publicly his new point of view that
natural selection was unable to explain the origin of man and that higher intelligences
guiding man's development were required. Something happened between 1864 and
1869 to change his mind: the crucial event was Wallace's conversion to spiritualism.
Wallace believed that spiritualism was incompatible with his earlier view (1864) that
natural selection alone had acted in the development of man. Indeed, Wallace wrote
to Darwin in 1869 that his new view was solely the result of his new belief in spiritualism.
Wallace's first acquaintance with the phenomena of spiritualism occurred in July
1865. Shortly thereafter Wallace began to read extensively in the spiritualist literature.
Within a little more than a year (November 1866) he had become convinced of the
reality of the phenomena and, not long thereafter, of their spiritualist interpretation.
It is important to distinguish Wallace's belief in the reality of psychical phenomena
from the spiritualist interpretation of those phenomena, because it was the incompatibility Wallace perceived between spiritualism and the origin of man by means of
natural selection alone which led him to his new views on man. The alternative
psychic-force interpretation would not necessarily have forced Wallace to reject his
1864 belief in the adequacy of natural selection in the origin of man, for this interpretation held that psychical phenomena resulted from the action of a previously unknown
natural force. The interpretation was noncommittal about the existence of spirits, or
even opposed their existence.51 On the other hand, according to the spiritualist
interpretation, incorporeal intelligences-spirits independent of matter-were the
active agents responsible for seance phenomena. Wallace rejected the psychic-force
interpretation of psychical phenomena in favor of the spiritualist interpretation once
he had become convinced of the reality of spirit communication and spirit manifestation. These phenomena demanded "survival" after bodily death and thereby established the existence of incorporeal intelligences and a duality of "organised spiritual
form" and physical body within man. The essence of man was his spirit: "if you leave
out the spiritual nature of man you are not studying man at all." Natural selection
could not explain this spirit, which possessed an inherent tendency of progressive
development and the ability to interact powerfully with mind and ordinary matter "as
must revolutionise [materialist]philosophy."
Perhaps the strongest clue to the actual origin of Wallace's new views on man is a
letter written to Darwin after Darwin had read Wallace's 1869 review.

51 W. Crookes, Researches in the Phenomena
174-239. It appears that Crookes began his
of Spiritualism,reprinted in R. G. Medhurst, formal investigationof seance phenomena as a
coll., Crookes and the Spirit World (New York:
spiritualistbut emerged from the investigation
Taplinger,1972),pp. 128-129.A secondvaluable unconvincedof "survival."Then, late in life, he
sourceon Crookes'involvementwith spiritualism returnedto a belief in spiritualism.Medhurstand
is E. E. Fournier d'Albe, The Life of Sir William Goldney, "Crookes," pp. 127-133. Medhurst,
Crookes(London:T. Fisher Unwin, 1923), pp. Crookes,pp. 227-248.
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My opinionson the subjecthave beenmodifiedsolely by the considerationof a seriesof
remarkablephenomena,physicaland mental,whichI havenow had everyopportunityof
fully testing, and which demonstratethe existence of forces and influencesnot yet
recognisedby science.This will, I know, seemto you like some mentalhallucination,but
with them, that Robert Chambers,
as I can assureyou from personalcommnunication
Dr. Norris of Birmingham,the well-knownphysiologist,and C. F. Varley, the wellknownelectrician,who have all investigatedthe subjectfor years,agreewith me both as
to the facts and as to the main inferenceto be drawnfrom them,I am in hopes that you
will suspendyourjudgmentfor a time till we exhibit some corroborativesymptomsof
insanity.52

The remarkable phenomena referred to Wallace's experiences at seances. The forces
and influencesreferredto the spiritual agencies responsible for the phenomena.
Wallace revealed the same truth twenty years later to another friend and fellow
evolutionist while writing Darwinism. Wallace asked E. B. Poulton to read the proofs
of the chapter on man. In his obituaries of Wallace, Poulton included Wallace's reply
to his criticisms of that chapter.
Manythanksfor yourkindnessin lookingovermy proofs.I will not troubleyou with the
last sheet,whichwouldonly horrifyyou still more. I am quiteawaremy viewsas to Man
will be-as they have been-criticized. I have referred to Weismann's opinion further on;

but I doubtif his view or yourswill reallyaccountfor the facts. Of coursewe look at the
questionfrom differentviewpoints.I (thinkI) knowthat non-humanintelligencesexistthat there are minds disconnectedfrom a physical brain-that there is, therefore,a
spiritual world. This is not, for me, a belief merely, but knowledge founded on the long-

continuedobservationof facts-and such knowledgemust modify my views as to the
originand natureof humanfaculty.53
In the two years 1867-1868 Wallace tried to interest Huxley, W. B. Carpenter,
Tyndall, and G. H. Lewes in psychical phenomena but failed. Though he received
encouragement from other scientist friends (H. Bates, E. B. Tylor, A. De Morgan,
and R. Chambers) and willingly gave advice to interested scientists when they approached him (St. G. Mivart, and a decade later, G. J. Romanes), Wallace abandoned
the role of missionary and the hope of introducing spiritualist evidence into his
scientific discussions of the origin of man.
Was Dohrn right that Wallace's belief in spiritualismgrew from religious prejudice?
Wallace's own answer was a decided no. At the age of fourteen, after an orthodox
childhood, he had become a complete materialist under the influence of two freethinking brothers. His agnosticism had grown during the course of his scientific development. At the time of his first spiritualist experiences he was "so thorough and confirmed a materialist that [he] could not at that time find a place in [his] mind for the
conception of spiritual existence, or for any other agencies in the universe than matter
and force."54 But Wallace's materialism did not preclude an interest in the nature of
the human mind, an interest which went back almost as far in his life as his conversion
to materialism.
Mesmerism

and phrenology

Wallace's fascination with the human mind began in 1844 when he was twenty-one
and a teacher at a school for boys in Leicester. A Mr. Spencer Hall gave some lectures,
Marchant,WVallace,
Vol. I, p. 244.
E. B. Poulton, Tue Zoologist, 1913, ser. 4.,
17:470-471 and Proceedings of the Royal
52

Society ofLondon, 1924, 95B: xxviii.

53

54 Wallace,Miracles,pp. vi-vii, 125; AMyLife,
Vol. I, pp. 226-228.
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with demonstrations, on mesmerism in Leicester which Wallace attended with some
students. Hall assured his audience that most people could mesmerize some others.
The boys took Hall at his word, tried mesmerizing each other, and once they had
succeeded, invited Wallace to watch. Wallace was convinced of their success and proceeded to try out his own mesmeric powers. He, too, succeeded. Having previously
read works of George Combe on phrenology, he investigated phreno-mesmerism, a
lesser-known phenomenon in which the mesmerized subject responded according to
the phrenological organ of the brain touched by the mesmerizer but not seen by the
subject. Wallace eliminated the possibility of suggestion by keeping himself unaware
of the part of the head he was touching, yet the mesmerized subject still showed the
emotions and movements corresponding to the part touched. For example, Wallace's
touching the organ of veneration on the head induced the mesmerized subject to drop
to his knees and assume the posture of religious devotion.
Wallace got permission from the headmaster to continue his work and even gave
demonstrations to his friends. His holidays were spent in London, where he took full
opportunity of the multitude of public lectures on mesmerism. Wallace had no doubts
about the reality of the phenomena. "Knowing by my own experience that it is quite
unnecessary to resort to trickery to produce the phenomena, I was relieved from that
haunting idea of imposture which possesses most people who first see them... ." He
rightly emphasized the great personal importance of his experiments in 1844:
The importanceof these experimentsto me was that they convincedme, once for all,
that the antecedentlyincrediblemay neverthelessbe true; and, further,that the accusations of impostureby scientificmen shouldhave no weightwhateveragainstthe detailed
observationsand statementsof other men, presumablyas sane and sensible as their
opponents,who had witnessedand tested the phenomena,as I had done myself in the
case of some of them.55
It should be remembered that by the mid-1840s both phrenology and mesmerism
had become "heretical" to scientists. Phrenology had enjoyed success earlier in the
century, but by the time of Wallace's first experiences it was no longer favorably
viewed. It was Wallace's later opinion that phrenology had declined as a result of
theological and metaphysical objections, the proliferation of quacks, and the association with the even more controversial subject, mesmerism. Wallace made only brief
mention of physiological experiments.56Mesmerism was being fiercely debated at this
very time, primarilybecause of its use in surgery. Prominent physicians were unwilling
to accept the facts of mesmerism, much less the explanation of those facts by animal
magnetism. Almost equally disputed were the claims of clairvoyance displayed in the
mesmeric trance. Later in the century when the facts of mesmerism were widely
accepted, Wallace never ceased to point out how long physicians had held out against
them.
Three years after his first experiences Wallace underwent phrenological examinations by E. T. Hicks and J. Q. Rumball. Rumball had examined Herbert Spencer's
head five years before (1842), but since Wallace could not afford complete studies, he
settled for sketches. Nearly sixty years later he still possessed the sketches and looked
back on them to check their accuracy. They were "so curiously exact in so many
66
58

Wallace,My Life, Vol. I, pp. 232-236, 262.

York:Dodd, Mead, 1899),pp. 177-181.
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distinct points as to demonstrate a large amount of truth-both in the principle and in
the details-of the method by which they were produced." The phrenologists had
correctly diagnosed Wallace's close attention to facts and his readiness to theorize
upon them; his fondness for argument and slowness to be convinced; his lack of wit
and of mathematical ability; his love of music, but lack of ear and sense of time; his
lack of self-confidence, despite some vanity and more ambition; and his possession of
concentrative powers but lack of verbal memory. The first two "combined with large
Ideality and Wonder(as indicated by both phrenologists) giving a strong love of the
beauties and the mysteries of nature, [furnished] the explanation of [his] whole scientific work and writings."57 Thus at an early age, prior to his life in science, Wallace had
become acquainted with and committed to two heresies, solely on the basis of personal experience.
A year later (1848) Wallace embarked on his first voyage (South America) and was
gone four years. In 1854 he was off again (to the Far East) and was gone eight more
years. During this second voyage Wallace discovered the principle of natural selection,
independently of Darwin. Wallace had continued to practice mesmerism on the
Indians of South America during his first voyage, while during the second voyage he
began to hear of the phenomena of spiritualism.58
The beginnings of modern spiritualism are traced back to upstate New York in 1848
when mysterious rapping noises occurredin the presence of some of the children of the
Fox family of Hydesville. By means of code, these raps were able to communicate
intelligently and apparentlyabout matters unknown to anyone present. The spiritualist
movement spread rapidly in America and within a few years had begun to grow in
England. From 1852 to 1854, when Wallace was back in England between voyages, the
first American mediums were making visits to England. But spiritualism in England
suffered a temporary setback in 1853 and only fully revived in 1859 when Wallace was
already in the East. This setback was the work of scientists, especially Faraday, who
investigated table turning, one of the most frequently observed physical phenomena of
seances. In at least one instance Faraday successfully demonstrated that the motive
force for the turning had come from the sitters: unconscious muscular movements
from hands placed on the table had produced the turning the sitters had expected and
desired. In the same year W. B. Carpenterexplained the mental phenomena of seances
(for example, intelligent raps) by the medium's ability to detect unconscious muscular
movements by the sitters (so-called muscle reading) when the medium was on the right
track in an inquiry. Another "exposure" from this year was the clever work of G. H.
Lewes, who obtained the rapped reply "Y-E-S" from the medium Mrs. Hayden to the
written, but unspoken, question: "Is Mrs. Hayden an impostor ?"59
Wallace's reaction while in the East to news of spiritualist phenomena was highly
skeptical:

57 Ibid., pp. 174-177. Wallace,AMy
Life, Vol. I,
pp. 257-262. H. Spencer,An Autobiography
(New
York: Appleton,1904),Vol. I, pp. 227-231.

Turning,"TheAthenaeum,1853, pp. 801-803. B.
Jones, ed., The Life and Letters of Michael

Faraday(Philadelphia:Lippincott,1870),Vol. II,
58 Wallace, My Life, Vol. II, pp. 275-276;
pp. 307-308. W. B. Carpenter,"Electrobiology
Miracles, p. 124.
and Mesmerism,"London Q. Rev., 1853, 93:
59 Gauld, Founders, pp. 3-31, 66-87. Michael 501-557. G. H. Lewes,"The RappitesExposed,"
Faraday,"ExperimentalInvestigationsof Table- TheLeader,1853,4:261-263.
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Duringmy eight years'travelsin the East I heardoccasionally,throughthe newspapers,
of the strangedoingsof the spiritualistsin Americaand England,some of whichseemed
to me too wild and outreto be anythingbut the ravingsof madmen.Others,however,
appearedto be so well authenticatedthat I could not at all understandthem, but concluded,as most peopledo at first,that suchthingsmustbe eitherimpostureor delusion.60
Shortly after his return to England in 1862 Wallace paid a visit, with his friend Bates,
to Herbert Spencer. Both had read Spencer and were hopeful he could give some clue
to the origin of life-a problem left unsolved by Darwin. They were quite disappointed
by Spencer, who believed the problem
wastoo fundamental... to eventhinkof solvingat present.We did not yet knowenough
of matterin its essentialconstitutionnor of the various forces of nature; and all [we]
could say was that everythingpointedto its havingbeena developmentout of matter-a
phase of that continuousprocess of evolution by which the whole universehad been
broughtto its presentcondition.6'
One recent biographer of Wallace has concluded that Wallace then turned to mediums
and spiritualism for answers to this and other fundamental questions.62It is true that
eventually he found his answers in spiritualism, but from 1862 to 1865 there is no evidence of any interest by Wallace in spiritualism.
Conversion

to spiritualism,

1865-1869

Nevertheless, the things he had heard intrigued him. "Being aware, from my own
knowledge of Mesmerism, that there were mysteries connected with the human mind
which modern science ignored because it could not explain, I determined to seize the
first opportunity on my return home to examine into these matters." The opportunity
came in July 1865 when Wallace attended his first seances at the home of a skeptical
lawyer friend. Only Wallace, the friend, and the friend's family were present. There
was no medium. Wallace's notes from the time described the phenomena:
Sat with my friend, his wife, and two daughters,at a large loo table, by daylight.In
about half an hour some faint motions wereperceived,and some faint taps heard.They
graduallyincreased;the taps becamevery distinct, and the table moved considerably,
obligingus all to shift our chairs.Then a curious vibratorymotion of the table commenced,almostlike the shiveringof a livinganimal.I cou'ldfeel it up to my elbows.These
phenomenawere variouslyrepeatedfor two hours. On tryingafterwards,we found the
table could not be voluntarilymoved in the same mannerwithout a great exertion of
force, and we could discoverno possibleway of producingthe taps whileour handswere
upon the table.
Wallace continued to attend seances with these friends, making "experiments" all the
time to elucidate the phenomena. Wallace requiredone after another to leave the table.
The raps continued, until finally Wallace was alone at the table and there were still
"two dull taps or blows, as with a fist on the pillar or foot of the table, the vibration of
which I could feel as well as hear." Wallace was convinced there had been no deception.
His notes ended, "These experimentshave satisfied me that there is an unknown power
developed from the bodies of a number of persons placed in connection by sitting
round a table with all their hands upon it."63
60
Wallace, My Life, Vol. II, p. 276; Miracles,
p. 124.
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Wallace's first seances with a medium followed just two months later. The medium
was Mrs. Marshall,the most renowned British medium from 1858 to 1868. Wallace went
with skeptical friends. He now encountered mental as well as physical phenomena: the
physical phenomena included table levitation and the movement of other objects in
defiance of gravity; the mental phenomena included the communication of names,
ages, and other particulars of the relatives of those present at the seance, presumably
totally unknown to the medium. The communication was accomplished just as it had
been in 1848. The letters of the alphabet were indicated and raps sounded at the correct
letters to spell out the name and place of death of one of Wallace's brothers, as well as
the name of the last mutual friend to see the brother. Wallace also witnessed a combined physical/mental phenomenon, a prelude to slate writing (see below). A piece of
paper and a pencil were placed under the center foot of a table, and after some raps
sounded, the paper was removed and a name was found written on it.
Wallace was aware of the possibility of deception and accordingly performed tests
to rule it out. In the case of the table movements he investigated the furniture in
advance of the seance and assured himself that they were ordinary pieces. Then he
placed them wherever he pleased prior to the seance. In the case of the communications by raps, Wallace knew the capability of certain persons to detect slight, even
unconscious, movements made by interested parties during the indication of letters of
the alphabet. Thus he made every effort to avoid such movements. Since in one
instance the medium, through the raps, spelled out the sought-for name backwards,
Wallace was convinced she could not have been muscle reading. Finally, in the case
of the paper and pencil, Wallace secretly marked the paper, so he knew there had been
no substitution of a paper with a name written on it for the blank paper put under the
table foot.64
About this time Wallace began reading the spiritualist literature extensively and
discovered to his surprise that the most reputable persons had become convinced of
the reality of seance phenomena. He decided to bring together their testimony in a
magazine article entitled "The Scientific Aspect of the Supernatural,"which was also
privately printed as a pamphlet (1866). Wallace omitted his own experiences from this
piece, because he had yet to obtain evidence for the phenomena in his own home. But
such evidence was not long in coming. At first the phenomena were not very impressive, but Wallace was still inclined to believe they were not produced by the efforts of
those present at the seance.65Only in November 1866 did he and friends succeed in
finding, among their numbers and in Wallace's own home, someone in whose presence
conclusive phenomena occurred. The discovery of this new medium, Miss Nichol, was
actually made by Wallace's sister.66Raps, table tilting and levitation, the production of
musical sounds, and most remarkable of all the production of flowers and fruit
(so-called apports) were witnessed. The most elaborate test Wallace ever instigated to
rule out deception occurred with Miss Nichol at this time. To ensure that table levita64
Gauld, Founders,pp. 71-72. Fodor, op. cit.,
"Mrs. Mary Marshall."Wallace, Uiracles, pp.
128-131; My Life, Vol. II, p. 277. At a later
seance with Mrs. Marshall (1867) Wallace
actuallyspoke to the medium's"spiritcontrols,"
the ubiquitousJohn and Katie King, even while
the medium was out of the room. B. Coleman,

"Passing Events-The Spread of Spiritualism,"
The Spiritual Magazine, 1867, II. 2:349-350.

Medhurstand Goldney,"Crookes,"pp. 33-34.
65 Wallace,Miracles,pp. 119, 131-132.
66 F. Sims, "A New Medium,"Spiritual Mag.,
1867, II. 2:49-51.
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tion was not the simple result of the medium's foot lifting up the table, Wallace
. . . preparedthe table before [the] second trial without telling any one, by stretching
some thin tissuepaperbetweenthe feet an inch or two from the bottom of the pillar,in
such a mannerthat any attemptto insert the foot must crush and tear the paper. The
table rose as before,resistedpressuredownwards,as if it wasrestingon the backof some
animal, sunk to the floor, and in a short time rose again, and then droppedsuddenly
down. [Wallace]now with some anxietyturnedup the table, and, to the surpriseof all
present,showed them the delicatetissue stretchedacrossaltogetheruninjured!Finding
that this test was troublesomeas the paperor threadshad to be renewedeverytime, and
wereliableto be brokenaccidentallybeforethe experimentbegan,[Wallace]constructed
a cylinderof hoops and laths,coveredwith canvas.The tablewas placedwithinthis as in
a well, and, as it was about eighteen inches high, it effectuallykept feet and ladies'
dressesfromthe table.67
Again the table levitated.
The apport of flowers was so marvelous that Wallace preserved the flowers and
"attached to them the attestation of all present that they had no share, as far as they
knew, in bringing the flowers into the room." Wallace wrote a short description of
this December 1866 seance, which was published in the Spiritual Magazine: in all
there were "15 chrysanthemums, 6 variegated anemones, 4 tulips, 5 orange berried
solanums, 6 ferns, of two sorts, 1 Auriculasilnenisis,with 9 flowers-37 stalks in all."
The freshness, coldness, and dewiness of the flowers precluded the possibility that they
had been brought into the room by aiiy member of the party, for over an hour had
passed in a warm room before the production of the flowers. There was only one
entrance to the seance room, and there was no sound of an outsider bringing in the
flowers at the time of their appearance. There was some "very diffused light" which
made the table visible, so any outsider should have been seen as well as heard. None
was.68

After the experiences with Miss Nichol in late 1866 and the first half of 1867,
Wallace was sure of the reality of the phenomena and inclined toward their explanation on spiritualist grounds. Facts had "beaten" him.69He felt the same facts would
affect fellow scientists similarly. The zeal with which Wallace tried in the next two
years to interest scientist friends in observing the phenomena is clear evidence of the
completeness of his conversion to spiritualism by 1867. I feel that Wallace's omission
of the facts of spiritualism from his discussions of the origin of man was the direct
result of his total failure to interest such friends. Thus it is worth examining Wallace's
''missionary"efforts.
Wallace sent his 1866 pamphlet to Huxley and inivited him to the weekly Friday
seance Wallace held with Miss Nichol and his friends (November 1866). He felt sure
Huxley would be shocked by Wallace's interest in this "new branch of Anthropology,"
but he wanted Huxley to see the phenomena for himself "before finally deciding that
we are all mad." Huxley replied that he was not shocked; nor was he "disposed to
issue a Commission of Lunacy" against Wallace. He even thought Wallace might be
right. But Huxley was just not interested.
67

Wallace,Miracles, pp. 133-134, 162-163.
R. Wallace, "A Postscript to 'A New

68 A.

Medium'," Spiritual Mag., 1867, II. 2:52. For

otherseancesWallaceattendedwith Miss Nichol,
see Coleman,op. cit., pp. 254-255, 349; Wallace,

My Life, Vol. II, p. 292; Miracles,pp. 134-136,
163-164. Fodor, op. cit., "Apports"and "Mrs.
SamuelGuppyII."
69

Wallace,Miracles, pp. vii, 125.

This content downloaded from 35.8.33.86 on Tue, 11 Mar 2014 03:17:49 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

MALCOLM JAY KOTTLER

170

I nevercaredfor gossipin my life, and disembodiedgossip, such as these worthyghosts
supplytheirfriendswith, is not more interestingto me than any other.As for investigating the matter,I have half-a-dozeninvestigationsof infinitelygreaterinterestto me to
which any spare time I may have will be devoted. I give it up for the same reason I
abstainfromchess-it's too amusingto be fairwork,andtoo hardworkto be amusing.
Needless to say, Wallace objected to Huxley's characterization of all seance phenomena as "gossip."
As for the "gossip"you speak of, I care for it as little as you can do, but what I do feel
an intenseinterestin is the exhibitionofforce whereforce has been declaredimpossible,
and of intelligencefroma sourcethe verymentionof whichhas beendeemedan absurdity.
Faradayhas declared(aproposof this subject)that he who can prove the existenceor
exertionof force, if but the lifting of a single ounce, by a power not yet recognisedby
science,will deserveand assuredlyreceiveapplauseand gratitude.... I believeI can now
show such a force, and I trustsome of the physicistsmay be found to admit its importanceandexamineinto it.70
But Huxley never attended a seance with Wallace.
However, Huxley had previously attended seances with others and after Wallace's
(rejected)invitation he attended some seances as well. At some time before 1863 he had
investigated the medium Mrs. Hayden whom Lewes had "exposed" in 1853. Despite
the fact that Huxley and Lewes were convinced Mrs. Hayden was a fraud, Augustus
De Morgan was converted to spiritualism by her.7' In 1870 William Crookes publicly
announced his intention to investigate spiritualism and a year later (1871) began to
publish the results of his experiments on the new psychic force. Over twenty years
before, Darwin had expressed disgust for such matters as mesmerismand clairvoyance,
but after reading one of Crookes' articles he was very perplexed. He wrote: "Nothing
is so difficult to decide as where to draw a just line between scepticism and credulity."
Now he hoped G. G. Stokes would accept Crookes' offer to jointly investigate the
phenomena.72

The next year (1872) Darwin's cousin Francis Galton participated in several
seances with the mediums D. D. Home and Kate Fox (one of the Fox children in 1848),
which were part of Crookes' investigation of spiritualism. Galton approached
spiritualism as "rubbish"; however, he was confounded and staggered by the phenomena he observed and was "very disinclined to discredit them." Galton was "convinced the affair [was] no matter of vulgar legerdemain and [believed] it well worth
going into... ." In addition to the usual seance phenomena Galton had the opportunity to witness soinething totally new and "confidential." In a letter to Darwin,
70Marchant, Wallace, Vol. II, pp. 187-188.
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Galton wrote
What will interestyou very much, is that Crookeshas needles(of some materialnot yet
divulged)whichhe hangs in vacuo in little bulbs of glass. When the fingeris approached
the needlemoves, sometimes(?) by attraction,sometimesby repulsion.It is not affected
at all when the operatoris jaded but it moves most rapidlywhen he is brightand warm
and comfortableafterdinner.Now differentpeople have differentpowerover the needle
and Miss F. [medium]has extraordinarypower. I moved it myself and saw Crookes
move it, but I did not see Miss F. (eventhe warmthof the hand cannotradiatethrough
glass).Crookesbelieveshe has hold of quitea granddiscovery....
This discovery was Crookes' radiometer. Judging from Galton's comment that the
medium had the most power over the needle, it would seem as if Crookes and Galton
initially considered the motion of the radiometer needle as evidence of a psychic force.
Galton hoped that Darwin would join him in an investigation of psychical phenomena
in which just the two of them and the medium Home would be present. The investigation never took place.73
Darwin finally did attend a seance in January 1874 with the medium C. Williams, at
the home of one of his sons. Lewes and his wife (George Eliot) were present along with
Darwin's cousins Hensleigh Wedgwood (a spiritualist) and Galton. After a while
Darwin became hot and tired, and so he left to rest before the astounding phenomena
took place. All sorts of objects jumped about the room (Galton called it a good
seance). Afterwards, Darwin "came downstairs, and saw all the chairs, &c., on the
table, which had been lifted over the heads of those sitting round it." Darwin was
puzzled; nevertheless he declared, "The Lord have mercy on us all, if we have to
believe in such rubbish." About a week later a smaller, more carefully organized
seance was held with Williams. Huxley attended incognito, and though he did not
publicly expose the medium to the other sitters, he and George Darwin were completely satisfied Williams was a cheat and imposter. Darwin was pleased and relieved
by Huxley's account. "Now to my mind an enormous weight of evidence would
be requisite to make one believe in anything beyond mere trickery.. ..74
After Huxley's refusal Wallace invited W. B. Carpenter to a seance. Wallace could
not guarantee anything on the first visit, and so he hoped Carpenter would come at
least six times. Carpenter did come once to a seance with Miss Nichol at which there
were some weak raps but nothing else. Carpenter was passive throughout the seance
and never returned.75
Wallace turned next to Tyndall. In 1864 Tyndall had attended his first seance after
Faraday, beseiged by spiritualists since 1853, had refused an invitation but then
transferred it to Tyndall. Tyndall's account of the seance is very amusing and, if
reliable (Wallace had doubts), illustrates the extreme credulity of some nineteenth73 Pearson,ed., Life of Galton, Vol. II, pp. 6365; also pp. 53, 66. Medhurst and Goldney,
"Crookes,"p. 95.
74 F. Darwin, ed., Life of Darwin, Vol. III, pp.
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century seance sitters.76Tyndall's response to Wallace's pamphlet was not promising
he read it with "deep disappointment" and continued,
I see the usualkeen powersof yourmind displayedin the treatmentof this question.But
mentalpowermay show itself, whetherits materialbe facts or fictions.It is not lack of
logic that I see in your book, but a willingnessthat I deploreto acceptdata which are
unworthyof yourattention.This is frank-is it not?
Tyndall replied to Wallace's seance invitation by asking permission to investigate the
phenomena just as he would "in other departments of nature." Wallace gave his
permission but asked Tyndall to sit passively for two or three seances with Miss Nichol
and then apply whatever tests he chose. Tyndall came but ignored Wallace's requests.
He insisted on sitting at a distance from the table and joked with the fun-loving Miss
Nichol. There were raps, but Tyndall wanted something more remarkable. Nothing
more happened and Tyndall, like Carpenter,never returned."
Wallace's last try was Lewes, to whom he also sent his pamphlet. Lewes was very
busy and, because of his previous negative experience, incredulous. But he reluctantly
agreed to come if he could fully investigate and bring someone like Spencer. As with
Tyndall, Wallace agreed to these conditions as long as Lewes sat passively at the first
seance. Lewes never came at all.78
Wilma George has commented that Wallace's insistence on passivity at the first few
seances played into the hands of (fraudulent) mediums who tried to determine the
attitudes and critical powers of the seance sitters before engaging in any trickery.
Once a medium discovered an investigative nonbeliever at the seance, the phenomena
presumably stopped to avoid exposure. It is true that such practices existed among
mediums. But Wallace's request was not completely unreasonable. Galton concurred,
"I really believe the truth of what they [mediums]allege, that people who come as men
of science are usually so disagreeable, opinionated and obstructive and have so little
patience, that the seances rarely succeed with them." The refusal of Wallace's scientist
friends to abide by his request reflectedtheir a priori skepticism or disbelief more than
an objective desire to freely investigate.79
In May 1868 Tyndall wrote to the Pall Mall Gazette about the medium Home, the
most famous medium of modern times. Home had never been exposed. Tyndall
claimed that Home had only escaped exposure by avoiding investigations by scientists.
In 1861 Faraday had agreed to attend seances with Home. The seances were never
held, because, according to Tyndall, Home had refused to participate. Tyndall's
charge precipitated a month-long interchange between spiritualists, including Home,
and skeptics. Home, in fact, had never been aware of the proposition. Faraday had
agreed to investigate, but only if Home would agree to certain conditions such as
7. If the effects are miracles,or the work of spirits, does he [Home]admit the utterly
contemptiblecharacter,both of themand theirresults,up to the presenttime, in respect
eitherof yieldinginformationor instruction,or supplyingany forceor actionof the least
valueto mankind?
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Robert Bell, who, through Emerson Tennent, had made the proposal to Faraday, then
broke off negotiations since Faraday was not approaching the matter with the proper
attitude. Tyndall proceeded to make an offer to investigate Home under the same conditions Faraday had. Lewes eventually joined the correspondence, claiming that
mediums evaded investigations by scientists because scientists had successfully
demonstrated how tables were turned, raps were sounded, and ropes were untied, in
perfectly normal ways. Lewes suggested that Tyndall sit with any medium one time
and propose three questions to decide the whole matter.80
Wallace was quite upset by the letters from Tyndall and Lewes, because he had
invited them to investigate Miss Nichol the preceding year. They, not the medium, had
been guilty of evasion. Wallace wrote to the Pall Mall Gazette stating that one reputable scientist, Cromwell Varley, had already investigated Home and satisfied himself
of the absence of fraud. Seeking to put an end to the correspondence, the editor of the
Pall Mall Gazette refused to publish Wallace's letter. Wallace promptly castigated
Lewes for publishing in a journal which refused critical replies. In the end Tyndall did
learn through Wallace of Varley's investigations. Durinlgthe Pall Mall Gazette dispute
Tyndall had written to Wallace about the possibility of Varley's performing some
tests at a seance. Wallace forwarded Tyndall's letter to Varley but questioned rightly
the decisiveness of a single test, positive or negative, as proposed by Tyndall and Lewes.
Wallace recognized that no single case was conclusive, but he insisted that many cases
had survived scrutiny.
During the last two years I have witnesseda great varietyof phenomenaunder such
variedconditionsthat each objectionas it arosewas answeredby otherphenomena.The
furtherI inquire,and the more I see, the more impossiblebecomes the theory of impostureor delusion.I knowthat the facts arereal naturalphenomena,just as certainlyas
I knowany othercuriousfactsin nature.81
The reaction of scientists to Crookes' investigations in the early 1870s confirmed
Wallace's skepticism about Tyndall's sincerity.
When Mr. Crookes... first announced that he was going to investigate so-called
spiritualphenomena,manypublicwriterswereall approval;for the complainthad long
beenthatmen of sciencewerenot permittedby mediumsto inquiretoo scrupulouslyinto
the facts. One expressed"profoundsatisfactionthat the subjectwas about to be investigated by a man so well qualified;"-another was "gratifiedto learn that the matteris
now receivingthe attention of cool and clear-headedmen of recognisedposition in
science;"-while a third declaredthat "no one could doubt Mr. Crookes' ability to
conduct the investigationwith rigid philosophicalimpartiality."But these expressions
wereevidentlyinsincere-were only meantto apply,in case the resultwas in accordance
with the writers'notions of what it ought to be.... But when the judge, aftera patient

80 The correspondencein the Pall Mall Gazette
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trial lasting several years, decided against them, and their accepted prophet blessed the
hated thing as an undoubted truth, their tone changed; and they began to suspect the
judge's ability, and to pick holes in the evidence on which he founded his judgment.82

Wallace's inability to interest Huxley, Carpenter, Tyndall, and Lewes in seance
phenomena put a damper on his missionary zeal, but these failures in no way diminished his own interest. For his abilities as a keen observer and theoretician, plus his
scientific reputation, Wallace was invited to join, in January 1869, the Committee of
the London Dialectical Society to investigate the phenomena alleged to be spiritual
manifestations. The committee also tried to interest Huxley, Carpenter, Tyndall, and
Lewes in the investigation but fared no better than Wallace had. Huxley's letter
rejecting the invitation of the committee to participate is a classic example of his
sarcastic wit, style, and attitude toward spiritualism:
I regret that I am unable to accept the invitation of the Council of the Dialectical Society
to cooperate with a Committee for the investigation of 'Spiritualism'; and for two
reasons.... In the second place, I take no interest in the subject. The only case of
'Spiritualism' I have had the opportunity of examining into for myself [the mediumship
of Mrs. Hayden], was as gross an imposture as ever came under my notice. But supposing
the phenomena to be genuine-they do not interest me. If any body would endow me
with the faculty of listening to the chatter of old women and curates in the nearest
cathedral town, I should decline the privilege, having better things to do. And if the folk
in the spiritual world do not talk more wisely and sensibly than their friends report them
to do, I put them in the same category. The only good I can see in a demonstration of
the truth of 'Spiritualism' is to furnish an additional argument against suicide. Better
live a crossing-sweeper than die and be made to talk twaddle by a 'medium' hired at a
guinea a seance.

In the report of the committee (1871) part of a paper delivered by Wallace to the entire
society on various arguments against the occurrence of miracles was included. Wallace
was one of the editors of the report and asked questions at the examination of some
witnesses. He also witnessed many seance phenomena under test conditions when no
paid mediums were present.83
The critical period 1865-1869 ended with Wallace's participation on the committee.
Wallace continued to demonstrate a great interest in spiritualism in the years after
1870, and I will conclude my discussion with some of the forms that interest took
during the rest of Wallace's life. The years 1865-1869 prove that Wallace's belief in
spiritualism was certainly not a quirk of his last years ;84 the decade of the 1870s is
furthertestimony to that fact.
The confirmed spiritualist, 1870-1913

In 1871 Wallace attended his first seance with Home, unquestionably the most
celebrated psychical medium of modern spiritualism. The year before, Crookes had
begun his investigation of Home and seance phenomena, and Wallace was invited to
one of these seances which occurred at the home of Miss Douglas, to whom Wallace
had been introduced by R. Chambers in 1869. Since Wallace was the only one present
82
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who had never sat with Home before, he was given every opportunity to examine the
phenomena. While the table levitated, Wallace personally looked underneath with a
candle to be sure Home's feet were distant from any part of the table. Similarly, while
Home held the top end of an accordion with one hand (placing the other hand in full
view on top of the table), Wallace requested the playing of "Home Sweet Hlome"and
observed the accordion playing a few bars of this air by itself, "a shadowy yet defined
hand on the keys" at the bottom end of the accordion.85
In 1874 Wallace was invited to contribute an article on spiritualism to the Fortnightly Review, a periodical founded in the 1860s by Lewes to acquaint the educated
public with scientific rationalism.86After the publication of "A Defence of Modern
Spiritualism" Wallace received invitations to seances with the well-known mediums
K. Cook, W. Eglinton, and F. Monck. At these he finally began to experience the more
advanced phenomena of spiritualism,including spirit manifestations.87
The full-form materialization or manifestation of a spirit was a new seance phenomenon in the 1870s. It so happened that Mrs. Guppy (formerly Miss Nichol) whom
Wallace had discovered was the first to introduce such materializations. In order to
accumulate enough "energy" for the materialization of a full figure, the medium was
confined to a small enclosure, the cabinet. Furthermore, since light presumably interfered with the materialization, the enclosure was kept totally dark. Eventually full
figures became visible (materialized) outside the cabinet and often persisted for long
periods of time, touching and conversing with the seance sitters.88Critics of spiritualism charged that the manifested spirits were the mediums themselves who, under the
cover of total darkness, had left the enclosure to roam among the gullible sitters
outside. By changing their clothes, among other things, these mediums succeeded in
tricking the sitters into believing spirits had materialized from thin air. However,
Wallace convinced himself that the spirits he had observed could not possibly have
been the mediums in disguise. Cook had pierced ears,_but the spirit materializing
during her seances did not. Haxby had a shorter foot and a shorter body than his
spirit, the Indian Abdullah. In Eglinton's case, a thorough and impromptu search of
the medium and the room after the seance failed to produce the clothing of the spirit
which Eglinton would have had to wear had the medium been the spirit.
The most amazing materializations were those few which actually occurred in light
with both the medium and the materialized figure in full view together. At a seance
with Monck in 1877 Wallace did indeed witness a complete materialization in daylight
during which Monck and the materialized figure gradually separated to a distance of
six feet before the figure was slowly reabsorbed by the medium. Though such a
phenomenon no doubt appeared to others to be "midsummer madness," Wallace was
convinced that under such circumstances the medium could not have been guilty of
fraud. In fact, thirty years later (1907) Wallace testified in court on Monck's behalf.
Archdeacon Colley had participatedin 1876 in the exposure of the medium Eglinton
who, like Monck, specialized in materializations. In the same year others claimed to
have exposed Monck as well, but Colley defended Monck's mediumship. Many years
85 Marchant, Wallace, Vol. II, pp. 189-190.

Wallace, My Life, Vol. II, pp. 286-287. Medhurst,Crookes,pp. 169-171.
86 A. R. Wallace, "A Defence of Modern
Spiritualism," The Fortnightly Review, 1874, N.S.,

15:630-657, 785-807. Wallace, My Life, Vol. II,
p. 295. Gauld, Founders, p. 63.
87 Wallace, My Life, Vol. II, pp. 327-331.
Marchant, Wallace, Vol. II, pp. 193-195.
88 Gauld, Founders, pp. 79-83.

This content downloaded from 35.8.33.86 on Tue, 11 Mar 2014 03:17:49 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

176

MALCOLM JAY KOTTLER

later, in 1906, Colley challenged the magician J. N. Maskelyne to duplicate Monck's
materialization in good light. Maskelyne was well known for his claim that he could
imitate, by trickery, all seance phenomena. Maskelyne proceeded to make good his
claim on stage, but Colley was not satisfied with the performance and refused to pay
Maskelyne the one thousand pounds promised in the challenge. In the lawsuit that
followed, Wallacetestified that he had
experienced the same phenomena
described by Colley. Besides, he had
seen Maskelyne's imitation and
characterized it as "perfectly ludicrous" and an "absurd travesty."
The court decided in Colley's favor,
largelybecause of Wallace's support.89
(See Fig. 1.)
Spirit photography was also a new
phenomenon of mediumship in the
1870s and a development clearly related to materializations. Thus it is
not surprising that the first spirit
photograph taken in England, like
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took the medium's advice, and the conditions of father and son were, in fact, improved.90
Wallace continued to lament the refusal of scientists to investigate the phenomena.
He did advise the few who approached him. And he vigorously rebutted the published
critiques of spiritualism by those friends, especially Carpenter, who had snubbed his
overtures in the previous decade (1860s). St. George Mivart's interest in spiritualism
apparently arose from Wallace's 1866 pamphlet. When in 1870 Mivart was going to
Naples, where Mrs. Guppy was staying, Wallace happily provided a letter of introduction on Mivart's request. Mivart attended three seances at which Mrs. Guppy
obliged with her specialty, the production of flowers in a closed room. Mivart was not
entirely convinced, but he was favorably inclined. Wallace felt Mivart was to blame for
not obtaining more conclusive results, since he had been impatient and had tried to
dictate the type of phenomena. Mivart visited Lourdes four years later and wrote to
Wallace of his belief in the reality of the miracles that had supposedly occurred there.
But Mivart never made public his beliefs. A letter appeared in Nature in 1880 signed
"M." in which the author wondered if brain vibrations transmitted through the ether
might explain the established facts of thought transference, clairvoyance, and mesmerism. Wallace always believed "M." was Mivart.91
Wallace's most vigorous defense of spiritualismbegan in 1874 when his article in the
FortnightlyReviewappeared. In that article Wallace had asserted,
My position, therefore,is that the phenomenaof Spiritualismin their entiretydo not
requirefurtherconfirmation.They are proved, quite as well as any facts are provedin
othersciences;and it is not denialor quibblingthat can disproveany of them, but only
freshfacts and accuratedeductionsfromthosefacts.Whenthe opponentsof Spiritualism
can give a recordof theirresearchesapproachingin durationand completenessto those
of its advocates;and when they can discoverand show in detail,eitherhow the phenomena are producedor how the many sane able men here referredto have been deluded
into a coincidentbelief that they have witnessedthem; and when they can prove the
correctnessof theirtheoryby producinga like beliefin a body of equallysane and able
unbelievers,-then, and not till then, will it be necessaryfor spiritualiststo producefresh
confirmationsof factswhichare, and alwayshave been,sufficientlyreal and indisputable
to satisfyanyhonestandperseveringinquirer.92
Carpenterin 1871 had vehemently attacked Crookes' psychical research. In 1875 in a
new edition of his Mental Physiology Carpenter repeated his twenty-year-old arguments against the reality of psychical phenomena and specifically criticized Wallace.
Wallace responded to the criticisms in the appendix to his book On Miracles and
Modern Spiritualism (1875), which brought together Wallace's paper on miracles
delivered to the Dialectical Society, his "The Scientific Aspect of the Supernatural,"
and "A Defence of Modern Spiritualism."93
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In the summer of 1876 Wallace and Carpenter "clashed" again during the BAAS
meeting, on the occasion of the delivery of a paper by William Barrett on thought
transferencein the mesmeric trance. In view of the great controversy surrounding this
paper, it is worth remarking that the young physicist Barrett, once an assistant of
Tyndall, was very skeptical of the reality of the more fantastic seance phenomena such
as the elongation and levitation of the medium's body. He preferred to attribute
reports of such phenomena to the power of suggestion exerted by the medium upon
the seance sitters.94Barrett had submitted his paper to the Biology Section, of which
Wallace was president (see above for his presidential address). The committee of the
section chose not to report on the paper but by a small majority referred it to the
section's Anthropology Department, of which Wallace was chairman. The committee
of the department was also divided, but by a majority of one-Wallace's deciding
vote-the reading of the paper was approved. Carpenterarrived during the paper, and
the discussion that followed was heated. Lord Rayleigh was especially active in the
discussion. He had attended his first seances in 1874 after learning of Crookes'
investigation, and though he forever remained undecided as to the reality of psychical
phenomena, he was convinced that ridicule of investigations of those phenomena was
wrong. Since Wallace had personally witnessed some of the same phenomena as
Barrett (such as phreno-mesmerism), he described his experiences with mesmerism
many years before and recommended that a committee be appointed to study the
phenomena. The BAAS later chose to print only the title of Barrett's paper in its
report.95
This lively session of the otherwise rather uneventful meeting of the BAAS was
vividly reported by the press and was followed by a lengthy correspondence in The
Times. In addition to Barrett's paper, the mediumship of H. Slade was at the heart of
the debate. In the discussion of the paper Rayleigh had cited his own recent experiences
with the American medium Slade, whose specialty was slate writing. In one of the
more common forms, two clean slates were placed face to face with a bit of pencil in
between. Eventually scratching noises were heard, and when the two slates were
separated, writing or drawing was found where previously there had been nothing.
Rayleigh had brought a professional conjuror to help detect any fraud in the manipulation of the slates. No fraud was detected, and the conjuror's only contribution was
the suggestion that the phenomena "might have something to do with electricity."96

94This "hallucination"explanationof observations at seanceshad been put forwardbefore. In
1872 Wallace had specifically disputed it in
Nature, arguing that it was the medium who
showed all the signs of being in a trance (thus
subjectto suggestion),not the seancesitters,who
were fully alert. A. R. Wallace, "Ethnologyand
Spiritualism,"Nature,1872,5:363-364. Wallace,
Miracles, pp. 123-124.
95 The Times, Sept. 13, 19 (Wallace), 20, 22,

1882-1883, 1:238-244. Two years before the
paper was published Barrett asked Wallace's
opinionof the card-guessingexperimentsdone on
thought transference by the Sidgwicks. The
experimentshad yielded mostly negativeresults.
Wallace offered some interestingcomments on
the difficulties involved in the card-guessing
kind of experiment.Marchant, Wallace,Vol. II,
pp. 200-201.

96 F. Podmore, op. cit., Vol. II, p. 89. R. J.
1876. Marchant, Wallace,Vol. II, pp. 195-196.
Only sevenyears later, after the formationof the Strutt, Fourth Baron Rayleigh, Life of John
Society for Psychical Research, did Barrett's William Strutt, Third Baron Rayleigh (augmented
paper, "On Some Phenomena Associated with ed., Madison:University of Wisconsin Press,
AbnormalConditionsof Mind,"appearin print: 1968), pp. 65-68, 409. Medhurstand Goldney,
Proceedinigs of the Society for Psychical Research,
"Crookes,"pp. 90-94.
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Just the day before the presentation of Barrett's paper, the biologist E. R. Lankester
had attended a seance with Slade. Although Lankester later claimed during his lawsuit
that he had gone to the seance unprejudiced,it seems as if he had for some time been
intent on exposing the mediums Herne and Williams. Then in the summer of 1876
Slade came to England and immediately created a sensation. At the first seance
Lankester was passive and led Slade to believe he was a believer in the phenomena.
But a few days later he returned with a colleague for a second seance, at which he was
sure he had detected fraud. The next day (Sept. 16) Lankester's letter to The Times
appeared in which he exposed Slade. He also called Wallace's action on behalf of
Barrett'spaper "more than questionable" and said the meeting of the BAAS had been
thereby "degraded." Wallace replied (Sept. 19), defending his behavior. He then
described his own visit to Slade (in August) which had been "completely unlike" what
Lankester presumably observed. Lankester eventually decided to bring suit against
Slade. The trial, which extended through October, was of great public interest. On the
last day Wallace testified for the defense, describing his three seances with Slade (two
since the trial had begun!) at which he had found no evidence of imposture. But the
court ruled in favor of Lankester against Slade.97
Late in 1876 the London Institution invited Carpenter to lecture on spiritualism.
The lectures when published set off a very vehement exchange of views between
Carpenter and Wallace. During his dispute with Wallace, Carpenter also took up the
hatchet again with Crookes. Before the battle finally ran down, over a year after it had
begun, the controversy was spread across the pages of five differentjournals.98
Carpenter's argument consisted of three major criticisms. (1) There was a strong
a priori improbability about psychical phenomena. In such matters the judgment of
sense outweighed the evidence of the senses. (2) There were many known cases of fraud,
revealed by detection or confession. Similar to such cases were the imitations by
97For the debate over Slade'smediumshipsee
E. Romanes, ed., The Life and Letters of George
TheTiJnes,Sept. 16 (Lankester),18, 19 (Wallace), John Romanes (London: Longmans, Green,
20, 21 (Lankester and Slade), and 23 (Slade), 1896),p. 46.
98 W. B. Carpenter, "Mesmerism, Odylism,
1876.Theprosecutionof Sladewas reportedwith
verbatimtranscriptsin The Timeson Oct. 3, 11, Table-Turning, and Spiritualism Considered
21, 23, 28, 30 (Wallace),and Nov. 1, 1876. C. C. Historically and Scientifically,"Fraser's MagaMassey, "Translator's Preface" to J. C. F. zinie, 1877, N.S. 15:382-405. W. B. Carpenter,

Z6llner, Transcendental Physics (London: W. H.

Harrison, 1880), pp. xxviii-xxxix. Houdini, A
Magician Among the Spirits (New York: Harper,

1924), pp. 80-82. Gauld, Founders,pp. 124-127.
A contemporaryletterfrom George Romanesto
Darwinabout the Sladeepisodeis of interest:
Lankesterseems to have doubled up Slade in
fine style. I suppose the latter has always
trustedto his customersnot liking to resort to
violent methods. His defence in the "Times"
about the locked slates was unusually weak.
'Oncea thief alwaysa thief' applies,I suppose,
to his case; but it is hard to understandhow
Wallacecould not have seen him invertingthe
table on his head. In this we have another of
those perplexingcontradictionswith which the
whole subjectappearsto be teeming.I do hope
next winterto settle for myself the simple issue
betweenGhost versus Goose.

Mesmerism, Spiritualism, &c. Historically and
Scientifically Considered (New York: Appleton,
1877). A. R. Wallace, Quarterly Journal of

Science, 1877, N.S. 7:391-416. W. B. Carpenter,
"Psychological Curiosities of Spiritualism,"
Fraser's Mag., 1877,N.S. 16:541-564, 806. A. R.
Wallace, "PsychologicalCuriosities of Scepticism," Fraser's Mag., 1877, N.S. 16:694-706.
W. B. Carpenter, Nature, 1877, 16:546-547 and

Nature, 1877, 17:8-9, 26-27, 81, 122-123. A. R.
Wallace, Nature, 1877, 17:8, 44, 101. W. B.

Carpenter,"The Curiosities of Credulity," The
Athenaeum,Dec. 22, 1877,pp. 814-815 and "The
PsychologicalCuriositiesof Credulity,"Athenaeum,Jan. 26, 1878, p. 122. A. R. Wallace, "The
Curiosities of Credulity,"Athenaeum,Jan. 12,
1878,pp. 54-55 and "The PsychologicalCuriosities of Credulity," Athenaeum,Feb. 2, 1878,
p. 157,
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conjurors of the phenomena of seances, which suggested the possibility of fraud where
it had not yet been demonstrated.(3) There were many negative results in the investigations of mediums. Wallace's rejoindersto these three points were: (1) Every time in the
past when scientists had asserted the improbability or impossibility of certain facts
history had proven them wrong. (2) In some instances there was fraud or deception,
but the exposure of one medium or even many mediums was not the exposure of all.
A medium was innocent of fraud until proven guilty. Conjurors usually produced
crude imitations and even then elaborate apparatus and advance preparation were
required. There was no evidence of such apparatus or preparation when the real
phenomena occurred at seances. (3) One positive result outweighed one thousand
negative results. Since the phenomena were delicate and uncertain, there was no
guarantee of success in every investigation. But not all investigations had failed: there
were positive results which investigation had shown were not due to fraud.
In the 1880s Wallace was much less actively involved with spiritualism. But he did
have one interesting encounter with a fellow scientist which began in the first year of
the new decade. The letter to Nature signed "M." (discussed above) was answered by
a letter signed "F. R. S." who was not sure that any psychical phenomena had been as
well established as "M." had claimed. Therefore he wanted to study the phenomena,
and he asked for help from the readers of Nature in carrying out this study. Since
Wallace had helped found Nature and by 1880 had contributed over fifty pieces, it was
no surprise that he read the letter from "F. R. S." and responded to it. "F. R. S."
turned out to be George J. Romanes. Romanes and Wallace had never met before,
and so it is of some interest that the first meeting of these ardent foes in the disputeduring the last two decades of the nineteenth century-over the sufficiency of natural
selection in the origin of species was due to their common interest in psychical
phenomena. Wallace pointed out to Romanes that the kind of study he wanted to
carry out had already been done and warned Romanes that "he was rather sanguine in
thinking that any experiments of his would convince the scientific world, or that they
would even condescend to witness and test them... ." Romanes did not expect any
one investigation to convince fellow scientists nor did he feel any one should, but he
had had a few personal experiences and he mainly wanted to satisfy his own mind on
the subject. Wallace and Romanes met and discussed Romanes' experiences with a
relative who had considerable mediumistic powers.99
Romanes had obtained, in fact, much more evidence concerning psychical phenomena and had been much more impressed by it than he admitted to Wallace. In two
letters to Darwin four years before (1876) Romanes had discussed his experiences with
and without a paid medium. He had received a communication from what he believed
had to be a nonhuman intelligence, from which he concluded there were spiritual
intelligences, minds without brains. He also described physical phenomena at a seance
with the medium Williams.100Thus Romanes like several other of Wallace's acquaint99F.R.S., " 'A Speculation Regarding the
Senses,' " Nature, 1880, 21:348. Wallace, My
Life, Vol. II, pp. 310-315. J. Soc. Psychical Res.,

1889-1890,4:212-213.
100Wallace, My Life, Vol. II, pp. 317-318.

Since Darwin had become convinceda few years
before that Williams was a fraud, his response

to Romanes' experiences was unenthusiastic.
"About the other subject (never mentionedto a
human being) I shall be glad to hear, but I fear
that I am a wretchedbigot on the subject."The
subject was, of course, spiritualism.Romanes'
wife later wrote "[Romanes]workeda good deal
at spiritualismfor a year or two, and he never
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ances had been extremely reluctant to admit private thoughts on the heretical subject
of spiritualism. Besides Mivart, Wallace knew the same to be true of the geologists
W. Pengelly and D. T. Ansted.10I
Wallace was quite surprisedto learn a year later of Romanes' attempt to explain the
success of a popular thought-reader, Washington Irving Bishop, by muscle reading.
Bishop had begun his career as a conjuror with a vengeance against mediums, and
presumably he had come to England in 1881 in the same capacity. Romanes reported
that Bishop was open to any explanation of his powers, so perhaps he was beginning to
think he was a medium. In the pages of Nature Romanes took on Carpenter,whom he
believed was giving the scientists' stamp of approval to Bishop. Carpenter only regretted that Bishop had not performed his more baffling mind-reading feats before
Romanes and the others (including Galton and Lankester) who were investigating
him.102 Perhaps Wallace would have been less surprised had he known of a letter
Romanes wrote to Darwin shortly after the meeting with Wallace:
I had neverspoken to Wallacebefore, but althoughI passeda very pleasantafternoon
with him, I did not learnanythingnew about Spiritualism.He seemedto me to have the
facultyof deglutitiontoo well developed.Thus, for instance,he seemedratherqueeron
the subjectof astrology!and when I asked whetherhe thought it worthy of common
senseto imaginethat, spiritsor no spirits,the conjunctionsof planetscould exerciseany
causativeinfluenceon the destiniesof childrenbornunderthem,he answeredthathaving
already'swallowedso much',he did not know whereto stop! !103
There was one more act in this curious episode between Wallace and Romanes. In
1886 Romanes first put forth his personally prized theory of physiological selection.
Wallace engaged in a lengthy dispute with Romanes over the theory, which denied to
natural selection the power of originating species in polytypic (branching) evolution,
giving it only the power of accounting for adaptations. In one of the exchanges, after
the publication of Wallace's Darwinism,Romanes contrasted the two Wallaces he saw
in that work. The Wallace of the final chapter on man was "the Wallace of spiritualism
and astrology, the Wallace of vaccination and the land question, the Wallace of
incapacity and absurdity."104 Wallace did not reply publicly, but he did privately. He
informed Romanes he did not believe in astrology and revealed his knowledge of the
could assure himself that there was absolutely
nothingin spiritualism,no unknownphenomena
underlyingthe mass of fraud, and trickery,and
vulgarity which have surroundedthe so-called
manifestations." E. Romanes, ed., Life of
Romanes,pp. 60-61, 48-49.
101 Wallace, My Life, Vol. II, pp. 332-333, 314.

Possibly the microscopemay show something
and so I have asked Schafer to come down,
who, as I know from experience,is what spiritualists call a 'sensitive'-I mean he can see
ghosts of things where other people can't. But
still, if he can make out anythingin the jelly of
Aurelia,I shall confess it to be the best case of
clairvoyanceI everknew.
R. D. French, "Darwinand the Physiologists,or
the Medusaand ModernCardiology,"Journalof

102
Ibid., p. 315. G. J. Romanes, "Thought
Reading,"Nature,1881,24:171-172 and "Dr. W.
B. Carpenterand Mr. W. I. Bishop," Nature,
1881, 24:211. W. B. Carpenter,"Psychological the History of Biology, 1970, 3: 253-273.
104 G. J. Romanes, "Darwin'sLatest Critics,"
Curiositiesof Spiritualism,"Fraser'sMag., 1877,
N.S. 16:554-556 and 559-560 and "Re W. I.
The Nineteenth Century, 1890, 27:831. See also
Bishop,"Nature,1881,24:189. B. Romanes, ed., G. J. Romanes, "Mr. Wallace on Darwinism,"

Life of Romanes, pp. 119-120.
103 E. Romanes, ed., Life of Romanes, p. 97.

Three years before (1877), Romanes had written
to Darwin in the same skeptical spirit about
seancephenomena(ibid.,p. 66):

Contemp. Rev., 1889, 56:245-246 and G. J.
Romanes, Dal win and after Darwin II. PostDarwinian Questions Heredity and Utility

(Chicago:OpenCourt,1897),pp. 20-34. Wallace,
My Life, Vol. II, p. 317.

This content downloaded from 35.8.33.86 on Tue, 11 Mar 2014 03:17:49 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

182

MALCOLM JAY KOTTLER

two 1876 letters from Romanes to Darwin, which he had been shown during his North
American trip (1887), much to Romanes' amazement and chagrin. What, then,
Wallace retorted, about the Romanes of "incapacity and absurdity"?105
The Society for Psychical Research was founded in 1882, and Wallace was one of its
early members. His participation, however, was always very limited. He repeatedly
rejected suggestions from William Barrett that he make himself available for the
society's presidency, because he feared that his reputation as a "crank" and "faddist"
would injure the reputation of the new society. Wallace's reluctance to accept the
presidency did not mean he was ashamed of his belief in spiritualism.When once asked
"whether he believed that light and proof would come from occultism," he responded,
with a smile, "Why are you afraid of the term spiritualism? . . . I am a spiritualist, and
I am not in the least frightened of the name !"106 Wallace became very much concerned
about the skepticism of many of the society's members. He was also dissatisfied with
the manner in which they conducted their investigations. They treated mediums as if
they were on trial and applied their own conditions from the beginning of the investigations; instead they should have treated the mediums with consideration and patiently
followed "the advice of the intelligence" working through them. Crookes had proceeded in this latter way and successfully obtained "striking results, under the most
stringent conditions and subject to the most varied tests." But members of the Society
for Psychical Research had obtained few results using their own methods and had
frequently become convinced the mediums were impostors. Wallace was always
skeptical of many claims of exposure and, in fact, all of his communications to the
society were defenses of the legitimacy of suspected mediums.'07
Wallace's involvement with spiritualism did momentarily increase during his 1886/
1887 trip to the birthplace of spiritualism-America. He was engaged in many discussions of the subject with Oliver Wendell Holmes, William James, Elliott Coues, and
others. He attended seances in Boston, Washington D.C., and San Francisco, where he
delivered a popular lecture entitled "If a Man die, shall he live again ?" The trip led
directly to Wallace's last publications on the phenomena of spiritualism-two articles
for the Boston Arena on recent evidence for apparitions. These were incorporated, four
years later, into the third edition of Miracles and Modern Spiritualism.'08
With the exception of the American trip, Wallace attended very few seances after
1880. But in 1896 he was visited by a medium while ill and given a seance. The medium's
"controls" made several predictions all of which seemed highly improbable to Wallace
because of his poor health. But all three were fulfilled once Wallace's health improved.
Needless to say, Wallace could not imagine the possibility of chance fulfillment.

105 Marchant, Wallace, Vol. II, 215. Wallace,
1894,6:33-36; 1899-1900,9:22-30, 56-57. Proc.
My Life,Vol.11, pp. 317-326.
Soc. Psychical Res., 1899, 14:373.
108 Wallace,My Life, Vol. II, pp. 115, 117, 160,
106
Marchant, Wallace,Vol. II, pp. 208, 210- 210, 213,
337-349. George, Biologist Philosopher,
211. H. Begbie, "Master Workers XVII. Dr. pp.
235-236.
A. R. Wallace, "Psychographyin
Alfred RLusselWallace," The Pall Mall Magazine,
the Presence of Mr. Keeler," Psychical Review,
1904,34:76.
1891, 1:16-18. Arena, 1890-1891, 3:129-146,
107
Marchant, Wallace, Vol. II, p. 204. 257-274. At this same time (1892), Wallacecontributedthe article"Spiritualism"to the 10thed.
Wallace, My Life, Vol. II, p. 294. J. Soc. Psy-

chical Res., 1887-1888, 3:273-288, 313-317;
1889-1890, 4:143-144; 1891-1892, 5:43; 1893-

of Chambers' Encyclopedia (Philadelphia: Lippin-

cott, 1892),Vol. IX, pp. 645-649.
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"There'sa divinitythat shapes our ends, rough-hewthem as we will;" and those who
havereasonto know that spiritualbeingscan and do influenceour thoughtsand actions,
will see in suchdirectiveincidentsas theseexamplesof suchinfluences.'09
Spiritualism was, to Wallace, the science of the spiritual nature of man, but during
the second half of his life spiritualism also became his religion. Wallace found in
spiritualism much more than an explanation for various human features that natural
selection could not account for. But I do not believe Wallace's initial involvement
with matters of the human mind, including spiritualism, was motivated by religious
sentiment. Unquestionably his readiness to investigate seance phenomena resulted
from his experiences with phrenology and mesmerism in the 1840s; he refused to
dismiss seance phenomena as a priori impossible, as incredible as they might seem,
because of these early experiences. Wallace was emphatic that his acceptance of the
reality of psychical phenomena as undisputed facts was the product of his investigation
of those phenomena. Yet at first Wallace hesitated to accept the spiritualistinterpretation of those facts: there was "no place in [his] fabric of thought" for spirits. However,
more facts "beat" him. The reality of spirit communication and spirit manifestation
convinced Wallace of the existence of spirits and revealed to him the nature of spirit
life. Wallace insisted that a fear of death had not pressuredhim to accept the spiritualist
interpretationwhich contended that man's spirit survived his bodily death."10
Nevertheless, having accepted this spiritualist interpretation because of undeniable
facts, Wallace received great solace from it. His belief in spiritualismrelieved him
. . . from the crushingmentalburthenimposedupon those who-maintaining that we,
in common with the rest of nature,are but productsof the blind eternalforces of the
universe,and believingalso that the time must come when the sun will lose his heat and
all life on the earthnecessarilycease-have to contemplatea not very distantfuturein
which all this glorious earth-which for untold millions of years has been slowly developingformsof life and beautyto culminateat last in man-shall be as if it had never
existed; who are compelledto suppose that all the slow growthsof our race struggling
towardsa higherlife, all the agony of martyrs,all the groansof victims,all the struggles
for freedom,all the effortstowardsjustice, all the aspirationsfor virtue and the wellbeingof humanity,shallabsolutelyvanish,and, "likethe baselessfabricof a vision,leave
not a wrackbehind.""'
Furthermore, the moral teachings of spiritualism were eagerly welcomed by Wallace,
since they complemented the ethical code he already adhered to. These teachings were
primarilyderived from trance-speakingmediums who were presumablyin communication with spirits of the dead.112 Wallace was an extremely high-minded, ethical individual. Clear signs of his deep concern for the plight of his fellow human beings are
discernible from his early life. Eventually this concern was expressed in Wallace's
ardent advocacy of such social heresies as land nationalization, socialism, and antimilitarism.'13The Christian concept of the afterlife was unsatisfying to Wallace. He
109Wallace, My Life, Vol. II, pp. 234, 397-400.
Herbert'sdeath in 1851while both were in South
Marchant,Wallace, Vol. II, pp. 223-224.
Americamay have "driven"Wallaceto spiritual110 Wallace, Miracles, pp. vii, 108, 125, 221;
ism.
1 Wallace,Darwinism,pp. 476-477.
My Life, Vol. II, pp. 349-350. Crookes' involve112 Wallace,Miracles,pp. 108-118, 213-223.
mentwith spiritualismbegansoon afterthe death
113
of his brother in 1867. Fournier d'Albe,
Wallace, My Life, Vol. I, pp. 79-105 and
op. cit., pp. 133-134. It has been suggestedto me Vol. II, pp. 235-274. George, Biologist Philothat the great personal tragedy of his brother sopher, pp. 219-225.
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rejectedthe meting out of rewards and punishments by an external power. This was an
".arbitrary system ... dependent on stated acts and beliefs only, as set forth by all
dogmatic religions." But Wallace found the spiritualist conception in full accord with
his humanitarian ethical beliefs as well as his beliefs in "continuity" throughout
nature. The happiness or misery of the spirit after death depended entirely on the
extent to which an individual had exercised and cultivated his mental and moral
faculties while he was alive. The spirit started, after death, from the level of intellectual
and moral development attained on earth.114 There was a ready place for spiritualism
in Wallace's personal nature, in addition to Nature as a whole.
Wallace's last three large works all reflected the place of spiritualism in nature. The
WonderfulCentury described the successes and failures of science in the nineteenth
century. The failures included science's lack of appreciation for phrenology, mesmerism, and psychical phenomena.15 Any brief discussion of Man's Place in the Universe
and The Worldof Life would totally fail to convey the permeating influence of Wallace's belief in spiritualism. In these two scientific works Wallace fully incorporated
that belief into the discussion of scientific issues. Consequently these works are
interesting, but coming so late in Wallace's life-past his prime-they were not
influential.
Both Man's Place in the Universeand The Worldof Life sought to demonstrate the
existence and constant action, possibly through thought transference, of Mind
throughout the universe. On earth this action prepared and provided for man.116
Wallace was very much impressed with the diversity in each realm of nature. He
believed this diversity was only intelligible in terms of the action of a purposeful Mind
guiding organic development in preparation for man's existence on earth.117In the
vegetable realm Wallace considered the many kinds of wood which happened to be
"so exactly suited to the needs of civilised man that it [was]almost doubtful if he could
have reached civilisation without them." But as far as Wallace could determine, the
many qualities of these different kinds of wood had been unnecessary and useless to
the plants from which they were derived and to the lower animals that had coexisted
with them before the origin of man. In the animal realm Wallace perceived the entire
course of vertebrate evolution to be preparation by a guiding Mind for man. He was
especially struck by the circumstancethat animals which man had eventually domesticated "should have been slowly evolved so as to reach their full development at the
very time when [man] became able to profit by them... ." A foreseeing Mind had "so
114 Wallace, Miracles, pp. 101, 108-118, 213223; My Life, Vol. 1, p. 88. "A Visit to Dr. Alfred
Russel Wallace,F. R. S.," The Bookman,1898,
13:122-123.
116

Wallace, The Wonderful Century, pp. 159-

212. But most of the space allotted to failuresof
science dealt with a new heresy of Wallace, his
belief that smallpox vaccination was not only
useless but actuallythe cause of smallpoxdeaths
rather than their cure. Naturerefused to notice
Wallace'sbook, despite his innumerablecontributions in previous years. The editor, Normnan
Lockyer,was very hostile to severalof Wallace's
heresies.Lockyerhad refusedan invitationfrom
Wallace in Oct. 1865 to attend a seance, but he

confessed to the physicist and spiritualistOliver
Lodge in 1907to havingpersonallyhad a psychic
experience. Ibid., pp. 213-324. Marchant,
Wallace,Vol. II, p. 206. A. J. Meadows, Science
and Conitroversy: A Biography of Sir Norman

Lockyer (Cambridge,Mass.:M.I.T. Press, 1972),
p. 10.
116

A. R. Wallace, Man's Place in the Universe

(New York: McClure, Phillips, 1903). A. R.
Wallace, The World of Life (London: Chapman
and Hall, 1910). George, Biologist Philosopher,

pp. 274-278, 281-284. Marchant, Wallace,Vol.
II,pp. 89-90, 93-98, 101-102, 121-122, 178-179.
117

Wallace, The World of Life, pp. 278-284,

390-400.
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directed and organised . . . life, in all its myriad forms, as, in the far-off future, to
provide all that was most essential for the growth and development of man's spiritual
nature." Even in the inorganic realm Wallace could discern the action of Mind.
Wallace noted that most of the elements were exceedingly rare, and only fourteen
were essential for the existence of the earth and life upon it. The remaining elements,
then numbering over sixty, appeared to be useless until Wallace considered their
relation to man. The ancient metals, for example, had proven to be necessary for
civilization. Wallace could only conclude that these elements had been produced
specificallyfor the purpose of promoting man's development.118
Wallace andpsychical research

Was Wallace a competent investigator of seance phenomena? This final question is
worth asking in view of Wallace's insistence that his belief in spiritualism resulted
from his own investigation of the phenomena and not, contrary to Dohrn's charges,
from "preconceived or theoretical opinions." Indeed Wallace stated ". . . the cardinal
maxim of Spiritualismis, that every one must find out the truth for himself." Wallace's
advice to a Dr. Edwin Smith was
If you want to knowanythingabout Spiritualismyou shouldexperimentyourselfwith a
select party of earnestenquirers-personalfriends.When you have thus satisfiedyourself of the existenceof a considerablerangeof the physicalphenomenaand of many of
the obscuritiesand difficultiesof the inquiry,you may use the servicesof publicmediums,
withoutthecertaintyof imputingeverylittleapparentsuspiciouscircumstanceto trickery,
since you will have seen similarsuspiciousfacts in your privatecircle whereyou knew
therewas no trickery.119
Wallace's biological work had proven he was a keen observer of nature, and for this
reason his acceptance of psychical phenomena baffled fellow evolutionists, who were
disbelievers. At the same time, however, Wallace was not, on his own admission, an
experiencedexperimentalist.
Wilma George has stressed Wallace's naivete and gullibility and, by implication,
impugned his observations and investigations:
No one could convincehim that seanceswerea fraud.If a man said he had seenhis dead
son it was a fact. If a mediumsaid he could raise spiritsit was a fact. Transferringto
othershis own attributeof innocentgenerosity,he was deceivedby themand by himself.
All men conformedto his own standardsof integrity.120
Though this statement is an exaggeration, there is definitely some truth to it. A longtime friend and neighbor of Wallace remarkedthat Wallace had an
... apparentlyunfailingconfidencein the goodness of human nature. No man nor
womanbut he took to be in the mainhonestand truthful,and no amountof disappointment-not even losses of money and propertyincurredthrough this faith in others'
virtues-had the effectof alteringthismentalhabitof his.121
Contemporary psychical researchers felt that because of his trusting nature Wallace
was too credulous in his investigations of spiritualism. Thus after a seance he had
attended with Wallace, William James told Josiah Royce, who much later told E. B.
Ibid., pp. 325-326, 280-284, 357-361.
119Marchant, Wallace, Vol. II, p. 210.
Wallace, Miracles, p.223; MyLife,Vol. II, p. 350.
118

120

George, Biologist Philosopher, p. 244.

121

Marchant,Wallace, Vol. II, p. 109.
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Poulton, "It is a curious thing to see Wallace plunging head foremost into a flood
which we Americans only allow just to wet our feet."''22
Wallace believed that he had never met a medium who was a scoundrel. He acknowledged the existence of fraudulent mediums, but he vigorously defended the honesty of
all the mediums of his own experience. Even though all of these mediums, with the
possible exception of the illustrious Home, were exposed as frauds by others, Wallace
retained his initial conviction as to their integrity and continued to attend their
seances. However, it is important to understand that exposures of mediums were not
always clearcut.'23 Thus Wallace was never alone in the defense of a medium. To
conclude that all of his observations and investigations were unreliablejust because the
mediums were, at some time, "exposed" by someone else is unjustified. But the fact
that Wallace never witnessed fraud at a seance does strongly suggest that at some
seances he was the victim of deception.
Once Wallace had become convinced of the reality of the phenomena from his
seances with Miss Nichol he became extremely reluctant to reject any reports of
phenomena which resembled what he had personally observed and authenticated.
"Once demonstrate that genuine mediumship exists in any case, and the whole argument of assuming imposture in every case falls to the ground." Wallace was able to
carry this principle to extremes. In order to prove that slate writing was a fraud the
admitted conjuror S. J. Davey posed as a slate-writing medium in the mid-1880s.
Seance sitters could not detect fraud and wrote convincingly of the legitimacy of the
phenomena; however, the psychical researcher R. Hodgson to whom Davey had
divulged the means of trickery was present at the same seances and was able to follow
the deception. He could demonstrate that the reports of seance sitters were, in fact,
very incomplete and inaccurate despite their words of absolute assurance as to what
had transpired. Wallace never attended a seance with Davey, but by this time he had
observed slate writing with several mediums-his seance with F. Evans during his
American tour being one of the most astonishing cases of slate writing on record.
Since the phenomena at Davey's seances were so similar to those of his own experience,
122 Poulton, loc. cit., p. xxix. F. Turner has
quoted, from an unpublishedletter, F. Myers'
low opinion of Wallace's critical judgment at
seances:
His worst credulity as to the good faith of
cheatingmediumsbelongs to a separatecompartmentof his mind-or ratherforms a part
of his innocent generosity of nature, an unwillingness to believe that anyone will do
anythingwrong.
However, Myers' colleague R. Hodgson shudderedat Myers'credulity!
Myers (bless his dear soul!) can be as sceptical
as anyone about some individual person or
thing, but if he once gets his sympathiesenlisted,-his evidenceisn't worth 2 straws.This
is part and parcel of his big, poetic divine
genuinesoul, & he can'thelp it!
Turner,"BetweenScienceand Religion,"p. 107.
Gauld,Founders,p. 233.
123 The case of the medium CharlesWilliams

sharply illustrates this point. In the 1870s a
number of prominent psychical researchersCrookes, the young Myers, the Russians A.
Aksakovand A. Butlerov-were convincedfrom
personal experience of the genuineness of
Williams'mediumship.Some of Romanes' 1876
psychical experiencesoccurredat a seance with
Williams.But at the very same time Huxley was
completely satisfied from his observations that
Williamswasa fraud,and Romanessoon changed
his mind whenhe thoughthe saw Williamscheating. The mediumF. Herne with whom Williams
had held joint seances early in his career was
openly exposed more than once, thus casting
doubt on Williams, too. And Williams himself
was even exposed. Yet Williams continued his
mediumshipundaunted into the twentieth century, and, for what it is worth, Home, who was
extremelycritical of rival mediums,vouched for
Williams. Fodor, op. cit., "Charles Williams" and

"Frank Herne." Medhurst and Goldney,
"Crookes,"pp. 44-47,49-50,103.
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Wallace refused to accept Davey's assertion that he was just a conjuror and not a
medium. Wallace's logic was quite a shock to psychical researchers who concluded
from the similarity that the mediums were actually conjurors, rather than that Davey
was actually a medium. By this time it was (almost) logically impossible to prove to
Wallace that any medium was a fraud.124
Eusapia Palladino, unlike Davey, was a professed medium-next to Home perhaps
the most renowned medium of the nineteenth century(see Fig. 2.). She had been investigated in 1894 on a small island owned by the physiologist (Nobel prize winner) and
spiritualist Charles Richet. The investigators, including Richet, Myers, and the

Figure 2. Table levitation at a seance by the medium Eusapia Palladino
(photograph courtesy of Mr. A. H. Wesencra ft, Harry Price Library,
University of London).

physicist Oliver Lodge, reported positively. But in the subsequent year in England,
Palladino failed to convince many of her sitters, which this time included the physicists
Rayleigh and J. J. Thomson. In some instances she was detected using fraud. The
magician Maskelyne had been present at the English seances and in October 1895
wrote to the Daily Chronicleof his own negative conclusions.
124 J. Soc. PsychicalRes. 1891-1892,5:43 and
1893-1894,6:33-47. R. Hodgson, "Mr. Davey's
Imitations by Conjuring of Phenomena sometimes attributed to Spirit Agency," Proc. Soc.
PsychicalRes., 1892, 8:253-310. Gauld, Founders, pp. 204-207. Fodor, op. cit., "William

Eglinton" and "Magicians."It should be kept
in mind that Davey thought he might possess
legitimate telepathic powers, though he forever
insisted that the slate writing itself was pure
trickery.
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Though Wallace had never attended a seance with Palladino, he came to her defense.
He had already reported the phenomena observed on Richet's island in Miracles and
Modern Spiritualism.As for the Cambridge experiments, Palladino could and would
cheat, perhaps unconsciously, unless she was properly controlled; thus the burden,
according to Wallace, was on her investigators to prevent her from cheating. If given
the opportunity, she might cheat, especially if her psychical powers were running low.
During the seances Hodgson had purposely relaxed the controls hoping to catch her
using fraud. Under these circumstances Wallace was hardly surprised that Palladino,
or her "control," had resorted to fraud. Nor did the occurrence of (unconscious)
fraud in this situation call into question the validated phenomena when trickery had
been excluded.
In essence Wallace was arguingthat once satisfied of the legitimacy of a mediumship,
no subsequent evidence of fraud could affect the original judgment. 125 These attitudes
toward the Davey and Palladino phenomena were not conducive to conclusive
investigation. Thus it is not difficult to see why Wallace's personal experiences had
little influence on the unconvinced. However, unless one totally rejects the possibility
that at least some psychical phenomena are real, it is impossible to dismiss all of
Wallace's experiences as "mental hallucination" or "insanity."
CONCLUSION

Wallace's interest in matters spiritual, mystical, or religious has generally been
vaguely associated with his divergence from Darwin on the origin of man. I have tried
to document a causal relationship. In his autobiography Wallace noted four major
areas in which he differed from Darwin. The first and, to Wallace, foremost of these
areas was the origin of man's intellectual and moral nature. Wallace found natural
selection inadequate to explain it and introduced the action of higher intelligences to
purposefully guide man's development. To a certain extent Darwin also found natural
selection inadequate, but he rejected the addition of any non-natural cause for man.
Instead he supplemented the action of natural selection with sexual selection and the
inherited effects of the direct action of the environment and of the use and disuse of
parts.
I believe this difference of opinion arose as the direct result of Wallace's conversion
to spiritualism, which occurred at the same time the divergence over the origin of man
did. In a letter to Darwin from this period (1869) Wallace specifically attributed his
new view of man to his new belief in the reality of psychical phenomena and their
spiritualist interpretation. The letter reflected Wallace's firm belief that there was an
incompatibility between the spiritualistinterpretation of psychical phenomena and the
development of man by means of natural selection alone, which forced him to modify
his earlier views. The very existence of an immaterialspirit, responsible for "the enormous influenceof ideas, principles,and beliefs" in man's life, could not be explained by
the strugglefor materialexistence. The inherent progressivepower of development that
characterized man's mind was incompatible with natural selection. In addition, the
125 Gauld, Founders, pp. 221-245. Wallace,
Miracles (3rd ed., London:Nichols, 1901), pp.
103-104. E. Clodd, Pioneers of Evolution(New

York:Appleton, 1897), p. 149. Medhurst and
Goldney,"Crookes,"pp. 31-32,144-148.
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ability of an immaterial spirit to interact with matter in a purposeful manner was
incompatible with a materialismlinked to "purposeless"natural selection.
But from the first half of this paper it is clear that Wallace was able to present a case
against natural selection, which his contemporaries considered formidable, without
referenceto psychical phenomena or spiritualism. It is tempting therefore to conclude
that perhaps, contrary to my thesis, Wallace had two independent grounds for his
divergence-scientific and spiritual. According to this alternative viewpoint, Wallace
originally concluded that natural selection was inadequate in the origin of man on the
basis of his utilitarian analysis of various human features. Thus Wallace's simultaneous
discovery of spiritualism was not the origin of his doubts about natural selection's
sufficiency in man's development, but spiritualist phenomena provided further evidence, and in spiritualism Wallace found an explanation for those human features
inexplicable by natural selection on purely utilitariangrounds.
I find this reconstruction of Wallace's thought on the origin of man in the years
1864-1869 unlikely. It fails to explain what prompted Wallace's new analysis of man.
In 1864 Wallace had unequivocally supported natural selection's sufficiency in the
development of all of man. It is true that in his 1864 paper Wallace considered man "in
some degree a new and distinct order of beings" and "a being ... in some degree
superior to nature, inasmuch as he knew how to control and regulate her action, and
could keep himself in harmony with her... ." But this uniqueness of man was solely
due to the nature of his mind and, as Wallace emphasized throughout his 1864 paper,
man's mind was the product of natural selection alone. I have discussed Wallace's 1864
position that natural selection was responsible for the development of man's intellectual and moral nature both before and after that nature had effectively shielded man's
body from the further action of natural selection. Therefore it would be a mistake to
interpret Wallace's description of man as "a being apart" to be the initial evidence for
his 1869 conclusion that natural selection was inadequate in the origin of man. His
1864 position could not have logically led him to perform the utilitarian analysis of
man's unique physical and mental features. Wallace's statement in his autobiography
that his divergencefrom Darwin over the origin of man was "firstintimated" in 1864that is, prior to his first seance (1865)-must be rejected as incorrect. Certainly
Darwin and other evolutionists, who lavished praise on Wallace for the great new
ideas in the 1864 paper, recognized no signs of doubt in Wallace's mind as to the
sufficiencyof natural selection in man's development.126
The alternative viewpoint also fails to explain a curious aspect of Wallace's new
analysis of man. The kinds of scientificarguments employed by Wallace against natural
selection were hardly new with him; some had already been applied to man, while
most had already been applied to animals. Wallace rejected virtually every claim that
various animal features were inexplicable by natural selection because they were more
highly developed than required or because they were useful to future generations but
useless in the present. His refusal to apply the same reasoning to animals that he
applied to man speaks forcefully for my contenltion that the root of his belief that
126 Both F. Turner and R. Smith (see n. 1)
contend that Wallace's 1864 paper does foreshadow his later (1869) doubts about the
sufficiencyof natural selection in the origin of

man. However Smith's argumentis vitiated by
his exclusiveuse of the 1870 modifiedversion of
Wallace's1864paper.
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natural selection could not account for the whole of man was in spiritualism, not
science. In 1869 Wallace did recognize that the hand of apes was more highly developed
than required, and in 1870 he did attempt to subsume all natural forces under will
force. But only late in life, in The World of Life, did Wallace extend the action of
higher intelligences to all organic development.
It has been suggested to me that Wallace's conception of natural selection differed
from Darwin's conception; unlike Darwin's, it could not in fact explain man's
intellectual and moral nature. According to this viewpoint, the source of Wallace's
recognition of natural selection's inadequacy in the origin of man was his own conception of the nature of natural selection rather than his belief in spiritualism.Wallace
was being perfectly logical, therefore, in his rejection of natural selection's sufficiency
in the origin of man.
I find this reconstruction unlikely, too. Wallace did disagree with Darwin over
several matters in the years 1864-1869. Each disagreement did revolve around the
adequacy of natural selection, and Vorzimmer has already noted the differing conceptions. The three major disagreements concerned sexual selection, the origin of
interspecifichybrid sterility, and the origin of man. Darwin perceived sexual selection
as a supplement to natural selection; Wallace rejected the need for sexual selection.
Thus Wallace defended the efficacy of natural selection in regard to a class of phenomena while Darwin denied it. The same pattern emerged with respect to the origin of
hybrid sterility. According to Darwin natural selection could not explain it; such
sterility was the incidental byproduct of speciation. But Wallace believed natural
selection could account for it and again credited natural selection with more power
than Darwin did.127Only in the case of the origin of man did Wallace find natural
selection less adequate than Darwin did. But Darwin, too, supplemented the action of
natural selection in the evolution of man.
The mere fact that Darwin and Wallace disagreed over the adequacy of natural
selection in the cases of two evolutionary problems aside from the origin of man in no
way suggests that they were destined to disagree also with respect to the origin of man.
Besides, in the two cases of sexual selection and the origin of hybrid sterility Wallace
supported natural selection's adequacy against Darwin's doubts, while in the case of
the origin of man, Wallace had the graver doubts about natural selection's sufficiency.
The differing conceptions of natural selection emerge from the disagreement over
the role of natural selection in the origin of hybrid sterility. Darwin conceived of
natural selection as applied to individuals only, at least in this problem. Darwin
"could not see how the inability to breed properly, to breed in lesser numbers, or to
yield abnormal offspring could be selected as advantageous to any organism."
Wallace, in contrast, conceived of natural selection as applied to both individuals and
groups of individuals (for example, the entire species). There could be selection for a
trait-sterility-advantageous to a group of individuals-incipient species-but disadvantageous to an individual within the group.128 But I fail to see how Wallace's
conception of natural selection could not account for the origin of man while Darwin's
could. Indeed, with respect to the origin of man's moral nature, Darwin himself
resorted to the "good of the species" argument. Unless it can be shown how Wallace's
127 Vorzimmer,Darwin,pp. 188-209. George,
Biologist Philosopher, pp. 200-204, 80-83.

Wallace,My Life, Vol. II, pp. 17-20.
128

Vorzimmer, Darwin, p. 207.
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conception of natural selection logically forced him to the conclusion that natural
selection was inadequate in the origin of man, this reconstruction also fails to explain
what prompted Wallace's new analysis of man.
If, then, Wallace originallycame to the conclusion that natural selection was inadequate to explain certain physical, mental, and moral features of man on the basis of
his belief in spiritualism, how should his scientific arguments offered in support of his
position be interpreted? Possibly he really believed in them. Having come to a conclusion from the direction of spiritualism, Wallace discovered another route-science.
Since his colleagues rejected spiritualism, Wallace attempted to convince them of the
validity of his new view with a strict utilitarian analysis of man. According to this
''compromise" Wallace's belief in spiritualism did give rise to his first doubts about
natural selection in the origin of man. Wallace hoped fellow scientists would perceive
the significance of psychical phenomena for a complete understanding of human
development. When he realized their outright rejection of the reality of those phenomena he was compelled to find reasons more acceptable to them for questioning
natural selection's adequacy. Thus spiritualism stimulated Wallace to reconsider
the utility of various human features, and the results of this new analysis (a foregone
conclusion?) reinforced his earlier doubts which had been created by spiritualism
alone.
On the other hand, Wallace may never have been truly convinced himself by his
utilitarian analysis. This is a real possibility. Pearson was puzzled by Wallace's arguments and commented that Wallace's "pages read as if he had invented his difficulties
in order to justify his beliefs."129 In DarwinismWallace rejected many of the arguments
he had earlier employed against the efficacy of natural selection in the origin of man.
The physical features of man, once considered inexplicable by natural selection, were
now conceded to be explicable by it. Wallace "retreated" to man's intellectual and
moral nature-the original stumbling block, with respect to man, for other evolutionists. Yet in this same work and throughout the last two decades of the nineteenth
century Wallace was the most ardent champion of neo-Darwinism-that is, of the
sufficiency of natural selection alone as the mechanism of evolution. Of course his
advocacy of natural selection's hegemony did not extend to man. This striking duality
certainly suggests an extra-scientific basis for Wallace's belief in the inadequacy of
natural selection in the origin of man. It also highlights Wallace's insecurity about his
scientific grounldsfor challenging natural selection's sufficiencyin man's development.
At the same time it must be remembered that the vast mental gulf existing between
man and animals was not easily bridged by selectionists. Darwin's own demonstration
that these mental differences were of degree only and not of kind was weak and
incomplete.130 In fact, the natural selectionist's position with respect to man was very
much a statement of faith in a continuity of causes in nature. Wallace, on the other
hand, repeatedly remarked that continuity of effects did not necessarily imply a
continuity of cause(s). In this context Wallace's problems with the origin of man,
side by side with his satisfaction with natural selection in the origin of animal species,
should be understandable. Indeed, Wallace was the first to perceive the difficulties in

129 Pearson, Grammarof Science, p. 343.
130H. W. Conn, Evolution of To-day (New

York:G. P. Putnam,1894),pp. 327-338.
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explaining a huge, rapid increase in human brain size by natural selection's accumulation of slight favorable variations.'13
Therefore I tend to believe Wallace was persuaded by his scientific as well as
spiritual arguments against natural selection. Yet I remain convinced that Wallace's
belief in the reality of psychical phenomena and their spiritualist interpretation
created the initial doubts about natural selection and stimulated his rethinking, on
grounds of utility, man's unique features.
Lastly, I do not know whether the work of any other nineteenth-century scientist
who firmly believed in the reality of psychical phenomena was so directly influenced by
that belief. But I hope this paper, demonstrating the direct influence of Wallace's
belief in spiritualism on his evolutionary thought, will encourage the growth of
interest among historians of science in the history of psychical research.
131 Eiseley, Darwin's Century, pp. 309-314.
Loren Eiseley, The Immense Journey (New York:

Vintage, 1958), pp. 79-94.
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