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I
THAT the publication of the "Origin of Species " marked an epoch in the development of the 

natural sciences is well known to the layman. That the combination of the very words origin and 
species embodied an intellectual revolt and introduced a new intellectual temper is easily 
overlooked by the expert. The conceptions that had reigned in the philosophy of nature and 
knowledge for two thousand years, the conceptions that had become the familiar furniture of the 
mind, rested on the assumption of the superiority of the fixed and final; they rested upon treating 
change and origin as signs of defect and unreality. In laying hands upon the sacred ark of absolute 
permanency, in treating the forms that had been regarded as types of fixity and perfection as 
originating and passing away, the "Origin of Species" introduced a mode of thinking that in the end 
was bound to transform the logic of knowledge, and hence the treatment of morals, politics, and 
religion.

No wonder, then, that the publication of Darwin's book, a half century ago, precipitated a crisis. 
The true nature of the controversy is easily concealed from us, however, by the theological clamor 
that attended it. The vivid and popular features of the anti-Darwinian row tended to leave the 
impression that the issue was between science on one side and theology on the other. Such was not 
the case — the issue lay primarily within science itself, as Darwin himself early recognized. The 
theological outcry he discounted from the start, hardly noticing it save as it bore upon the " feelings 
of his female relatives." But for two decades before final publication he contemplated the possibility 
of being put down by his scientific peers as a fool or as crazy; and he set, as the measure of his 
success, the degree in which he should affect three men of science: Lyell in geology, Hooker in 
botany, and Huxley in zoology.

Religious considerations lent fervor to the controversy, but they did not provoke it. 
Intellectually, religious emotions are not creative but conservative. They attach themselves readily 
to the current view of the world and consecrate it. They steep and dye intellectual fabrics in the 
seething vat of emotions; they do not form their warp and woof. There is not, I think, an instance of 
any large idea about the world being independently generated by religion. Although the ideas that 
rose up like armed men against Darwinism owed their intensity to religious associations, their 
origin and meaning are to be sought in science and philosophy, not in religion.

II
Few words in our language foreshorten intellectual history as much as does the word species. 

The Greeks, in initiating the intellectual life of Europe, were impressed by characteristic traits of the 
life of plants and animals; so impressed indeed that they made these traits the key to defining nature 
and to explaining mind and society. And truly, life is so wonderful that a seemingly successful 
reading of its mystery might well lead men to believe that the key to the secrets of heaven and earth 
was in their hands. The Greek rendering of this mystery, the Greek formulation of the aim and 
standard of knowledge, was in the course of time embodied in the word species, and it controlled 
philosophy for two thousand years. To understand the intellectual face-about expressed in the 
phrase "Origin of Species," we must, then, understand the long dominant idea against which it is a 
protest.

Consider how men were impressed by the facts of life. Their eyes fell upon certain things slight 
in bulk, and frail in structure. To every appearance, these perceived things were inert and passive. 
Suddenly, under certain circumstances, these things — henceforth known as seeds or eggs or germs 
— begin to change, to change rapidly in size, form, and qualities. Rapid and extensive changes 
occur, however, in many things — as when wood is touched by fire. But the changes in the living 
thing are orderly; they are cumulative; they tend constantly in one direction; they do not, like other 
changes, destroy or consume, or pass fruitless into wandering flux; they realize and fulfil. […]
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This formal activity which operates throughout a series of changes and holds them to a single 
course; which subordinates their aimless flux to its own perfect manifestation; which, leaping the 
boundaries of space and time, keeps individuals distant in space and remote in time to a uniform 
type of structure and function: this principle seemed to give insight into the very nature of reality 
itself. To it Aristotle gave the name, eidos. This term the scholastics translated as species.

[…]

The conception of eidos., species, a fixed form and final cause, was the central principle of 
knowledge as well as of nature. Upon it rested the logic of science. Change as change is mere flux 
and lapse; it insults intelligence. Genuinely to know is to grasp a permanent end that realizes itself 
through changes, holding them thereby within the metes and bounds of fixed truth. Completely to 
know is to relate all special forms to their one single end and good: pure contemplative intelligence. 
Since, however, the scene of nature which directly confronts us is in change, nature as directly and 
practically experienced does not satisfy the conditions of knowledge. Human experience is in flux, 
and hence the instrumentalities of sense-perception and of inference based upon observation are 
condemned in advance. Science is compelled to aim at realities lying behind and beyond the 
processes of nature, and to carry on its search for these realities by means of rational forms 
transcending ordinary modes of perception and inference.

[…]

John Dewey “The Influence of Darwin on Philosophy”1910


