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Other Psychiatric and Medical Problems

other al T (Barloon and Noyes, 1997, p. 13!

290; Colp, 1977, p. 97; Bean, 1978,

n" (1977, p. 97). Some speculate that part of Da 's mental
problems were due to his nagging, gnawing fear that he had devoted his "life to
a fantasy"—and a "dangerous one" at that (Desmond and Moore, 1991, p. 477).
This fear was that his theory was false and there was, in fact, a divine Creator.

Although devoted to his wife and daughters, he "treate:
after his daughters were fully grown (Picover, 1998, p. 289). Some of Darwin's
statements to others also cast doubt on his mental stability. For example, in
1875 he wrote the following words to fellow scientist Robert Hooker:

You ask about my book, & all that I can say is that I am ready to
commit suicide: I thought it was decently written, but find so much
wants rewriting. . . . I begin to think that every one who publishes
a book is a fool (quoted in Colp, 1977, p. 228).

Colp noted that Darwin's son Leonard claimed that his father's iliness even
interfered with his feelings for his children. For example, Leonard once noted
that

'
As a young lad I went up to my father when strolling about the
lawn, and he . . . turned away as if quite incapable of carrying on
any conversation. Then there suddenly shot through my mind the
conviction that he wished he was no longer alive (quoted in Colp,
1977, p. 100).

Darwin's mental problems were considered so severe that Picover (1998, p.
289) included Darwin in his collection of historical persons that he calls "strange
brains . . . eccentric scientists, and madmen." That Darwin suffered from several
severely disabling maladies is not debated; the only debate is what caused them
(Pasnau, 1990, p. 121).
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America), arsenic poisoning, and possibly even an inner ear disorder (Picover,
1998, p. 290; Pasnau, 1990). All of these causes have largely been refuted.
Many persons conclude he had a classic, essential mental disturbance bordering
on psychosis (a severe, incapacitating mental disorder). Regardless of the
diagnosis, i sarly incapacitati  for

Arnold Sorsby concluded that Darwin was also an obsessive-compulsive and
gives the following evidence:

If Chagas's disease did not cause Darwin's symptoms what did? My
personal diagnosis would be an anxiety state with obsessive
features and psychosomatic manifestations. Anxiety clearly
precipitated much of his physical trouble, and regarding the
obsessive component there are several important points. . . -

M

hypochondriacs. Everything had to be in its place; he even had a special drawer
for the sponge which he used in bathing . . . Then there is the health diary he
kept. Days and nights were given a score according to how good they were; the
score was added up at the end of each week, and there is evidence of frequent
changing of mind in deciding whether a night was very good or just good (1974,
p. 228).

Darwin's Own Words about His Condition

In addition to the diary on his health problems and complaints (Colp, 1977, p.
136), he frequently discussed his health problems in his letters and his
2 % of | N 1

autobiography. Da 3
z ymiting” (Darwin, ‘1594,’ pp. 98-99). At

another time, Darwin had a “house full of guests” and after he visited the parish
church for a christening, he was "back to square one" and his good health "had
vanished ' like a flash of lightning™ and sickness (including the vomiting)
returned (Desmond and Moore, 1991, p. 456). The suddenness of his illness, as
illustrated by these incidents, indicates that his incapacitating episodes were
psychological in origin.

" In the latter part of my school life I became passionately fond of
shootingg and 1 do not believe that anyone could have shown more
zeal for the most holy cause than I did for shooting birds. How well
< rememf:er killing my first snipe, and my excitement was so great
that I had much difficulty in reloading my gun from the trembling
of my hands. This taste long continued and I became a very good

- shot (1958, p. 44).
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Conclusions

Darwin was clearly a very troubled man and suffered from severe emotional
problems for most of his adult life, especially when he was in the prime of life.
The exact cause of his mental and many physical problems has been much
debated and may never be known for certain. Since Darwin wrote extensively
about his mental and physical problems, we have much material on which to
base a reasonable conclusion about this area of his life. The diagnosis of the
cause of his mental and physical problems includes a variety of debilitating
conditions, but agoraphobia with the addition of psychoneurosis is most
probably correct.
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