
Marine and Freshwater Miscellanea III 

 9 

DARWIN WAS NO BACONIAN1 
Daniel Pauly 

 
Institute for the Oceans and Fisheries, University of British Columbia,  

Vancouver, B.C., V6T 1Z4, Canada. Email: d.pauly@oceans.ubc.ca  
 
Abstract 
In his review of three books on Charles Darwin (CD), David Quammen suggested that CD was a 
‘Baconian’, a term generally used to characterize those who believe that the mere accumulation of facts 
leads, via induction, to novel scientific insights. This characterization, which is widespread, is erroneous, 
as CD, through his work, systematically developed the hypothetico-deductive method later formalized by 
Karl Popper. This brief account identifies the source of this common misperception.  
 
Introduction 
The following was sent (without the endnotes) to the editor of the New York Review of Books, to which I 
have a subscription. As I somehow expected, I received only their automatic reply: “Thank you for 
contacting The New York Review of Books. Since we receive thousands of letters and comments, we 
cannot reply directly to each one. Nor can we say in advance whether a letter will be published, although 
each one is carefully considered. Regards, The New York Review of Books  
 
 
Thus, for what it is worth, I include my submission here, with endnotes to back up my claims.   
 
 
The submission 
 
To the Editors: 
I much appreciated David Quammen’s review of three books1 on Charles Darwin (NYR, April 23, 2020). 
However, I must object to the characterization of Darwin as ‘Baconian,’ implying that he believed that 
simply accumulating data leads to insights. 
 
Quammen cites Darwin saying he had “worked on true Baconian principles, and without any theory 
collected facts on a wholesale scale.” This quote from Darwin’s Autobiography2 has a specific context: it 
refers explicitly to the period between the return from his five-year voyage on the Beagle and the day in 
September 1838 he read Malthus’ work on population and conceived the idea of natural selection. 
 
Darwin had been actively searching for a mechanism to explain variability in space (and, he presumed, in 
time as well) of the multiple species he had either observed or collected during the Beagle voyage. He 
needed material to formulate a hypothesis about the mechanisms for what we now call ‘evolution.’ As 
soon as he hit on natural selection, he returned to the hypothesis-testing method that he had initially 
developed, but which we now attribute to Karl Popper3.  
 
 

 
1 Cite as:  Pauly, D. 2021. Darwin was no Baconian, p. 9-10. In: D. Pauly and E. Chu (eds). Marine and Freshwater Miscellanea 
III. Fisheries Centre Research Reports 29(1).  
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Remember: Charles Darwin formulated his theory of coral reef formation before he had studied any reef4, 
and he is the person who wrote how “odd it is that anyone should not see that all observation must be for 
or against some view if it is to be of any service!5”  
 
Darwin was neither Baconian nor, incidentally, a plodder. 
 
Daniel Pauly 
University Killam Professor 
Author, Darwin’s Fishes, Cambridge University Press 
 
 
 

 
1 These three books were “Darwin’s Most Wonderful Plants: A Tour of His Botanical Legacy”, by Ken Thompson. University of 
Chicago Press, 255 p; “On the Backs of Tortoises: Darwin, the Galápagos, and the Fate of an Evolutionary Eden” by Elizabeth 
Hennessy, Yale University Press, 310 p. and “Evolution Before Darwin: Theories of the Transmutation of Species in Edinburgh, 
1804–1834” by Bill Jenkins, Edinburgh University Press, 222 p. and their review by D. Quammen was titled “The Brilliant 
Plodder”, another mischaracterization of Charles Darwin.    
 
2 Barlow, Nora (Editor). 1958. The Autobiography of Charles Darwin 1809-1882, with original omissions restored. Edited with 
Appendix and Notes by his grand-daughter. Harcourt, Brace and Company, New York, 253 p. 
 
3 See the excellent summary by Ayala, F.J. 2009. Darwin and the scientific method. PNAS, June 16, 2009, 106 (Supplement 1) 
10033-10039. doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0901404106  
 
4 Darwin, C. 1842. The Structure and distribution of Coral Reefs. Being the First Part of the Geology of the Voyage of the 
Beagle, under the Command of Capt. FitzRoy, R.N., during the years 1832 to 1836. Smith, Elder & Co, London 214 pp. + 2 pp. 
with maps. 
 
5 From a letter sent to Henry Fawcett 18 September [1861]. See www.darwinproject.ac.uk/letter/DCP-LETT-3257.xmlIn. 
 
 


