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Evolution over Time: A History of Viewpoints


Ever since we as humans escaped the daily struggle for survival, we’ve pushed boundaries in our pursuit of knowledge. Men and women willing to question the current order have increased humanity’s knowledge, making the universe an even more interesting place to live in. In the past, certain barriers to progress have been raised: heliocentricism was widely criticized in its own time, as was the idea of a round Earth, but through tireless research and communication the progenitors of these new ideas were able to convince not only their fellow scholars, but also the public at large. The theory of evolution is a vital and well-attested explanation for a number of observations in biology, including the fossil record, the common “molecular alphabet” of DNA shared by all known organisms, and vestigial functions (Andrew 1540). However, the abundance of scientific evidence currently possessed does not appear to correlate with rising public acceptance of evolutionary theory in the United States. In a poll conducted September 9 to 11, 2011 by CNN and ORC International, it was found that a total of 57% of those polled believed the theory of evolution was “Definitely true” or “Probably true,” and 41% believed it was “Probably false” or “Definitely false” (CNN/ORC). This incongruity begs the question: What is the difference between evolution and any other scientific theory, such as gravitation or heliocentricism, where public acceptance is concerned?


Ever since its inception, the theory of evolution has earned opposition from various religious groups, particularly Christian fundamentalists, who didn’t take long to find out that the idea contradicted literal readings of the biblical creation story (“Evolution”). While several noteworthy scientists have attempted to popularize the theory, ongoing (and ever-shifting) clerical opposition has certainly had a very large effect on public perceptions. In the United States, opposition to evolution tends to build gradually over time to a high point, drop suddenly after resistance by the pro-evolution side, always to return again in a different form. New discoveries in the field of evolutionary science have been met with ever more strenuous denials; with tactics naturally shift along with the nature of these denials. This decade-spanning shift began with a mild-mannered Englishman who took a long South-American sojourn on a ship known as the H.M.S. Beagle. 


Charles Darwin, as is not so widely known, was not the first to come up with a theory of evolution. As Susan Andrew’s section on Evolution in The Gale Encyclopedia of Science recounts, a French naturalist named Jean-Baptiste Lamarck articulated the idea that species change over time into new species in the year 1809, and a contemporary of Darwin’s named Alfred Russell Wallace even discovered the concept of natural selection on his own as well! Darwin’s On the Origin of Species, however, considered a larger scope of facts that could be explained by evolution, going much farther than Wallace by claiming that the human brain, that most sacred of organs, could have been produced by natural selection (Andrew 1651). Immediately after its publication in 1859, the idea drew fire from clerical as well as scientific authorities, but also gained some noteworthy defenders, especially Darwin’s personal friend Thomas Henry Huxley (Masci 757). This intellectual sparring match was brought to a head in 1860, when Huxley challenged bishop Wilberforce of Oxford in a debate that almost single-handedly led to the Church of England’s redaction of its previous challenges, even going so far as to allow Charles Darwin to be buried in Westminster Abbey beside Isaac Newton (Masci 758). Within England, at least, organized campaigns in opposition to evolution were effectively extirpated. Throughout this first time period, the positions on evolution were very clear: the church advocated a literal reading of the Book of Genesis, which had God supernaturally creating all life on Earth in its present state, and the theory of evolution challenged this perception. Evolutionary theory was not as widely attested to, and Darwin himself admitted of aspects which had yet to be explained, such as the mechanism of inheritance (Andrew 1651). Scientists were not entirely convinced, and the religious worldview directly challenged evolution on a factual basis. The battle here was between a clearly religious side, and a scientific one, each vying for the public’s trust in determining the truth.

One factual argument regarding evolution came in the work of another 19th century scientific luminary, Gregor Mendel. Mendel’s work on heredity and inheritance led to some debate between early geneticists who used Mendel’s work in genetics to argue that evolution occurred as a series of sudden, large leaps, and Darwinians who accepted Darwin’s gradual model of natural selection (Andrew 1651). However, by the late 1930s there existed sufficient evidence to produce a synthesis, which made genetics compatible with Darwinian natural selection by introducing the concept of “ecological genetics” (Andrew 1651). Even at this point, however, both sides acknowledged the presence of evolution. In the few decades following Darwin’s publication, he successfully changed the conversation within the scientific community between one about if evolution occurred, to how it occurred, no small accomplishment. What is remarkable about the synthesis, however, is that after it was accomplished; very few serious scientific objections to evolution were raised. In the court of public opinion, however, the theory of evolution still had a long way to go, especially in the United States.


Unlike England, the United States never had a state-sponsored church, which meant that there would be no Huxley-Wilberforce equivalent until a little while later. Evolution began making its way into U.S. textbooks in the early 20th century, and opposition wasn’t far behind. The anti-evolution movement in the United States effectively began in the 1920s, culminating in the passage of multiple anti-evolution laws, including one in Tennessee, which was challenged in the famous State of Tennessee v. John Scopes Trial, a technical victory for the anti-evolution side (“Evolution” 758). Even though the law was maintained, popular culture tended to view the occasion as embarrassing for the plaintiffs, particularly the prosecuting attorney William Jennings Bryan, to whom the opposing attorney Clarence Darrow posed a series of difficult questions regarding his biblical beliefs (“Evolution” 758).


The tactics used within this particular episode of American history are very telling regarding both sides of the issue, and they would set the stage for future situations of similar character. Anti-evolutionist sentiment was expressed through lobbying, involving boards of education and legislatures at the state level, which turned out to be successful in some small number of states. On the other end, pro-evolution movements tend to work through the court system, using legal arguments that the banning of a scientific theory on religious grounds constitutes a violation of the Establishment Clause of the First Amendment. However, the pattern is still the same: religious, creationist truth versus scientific, evolutionary truth. At that point, competition in the field of academics and convincing scientific minds was not a priority, but in modern times it has been all but conceded. Anti-evolutionist sentiment more recently has attacked the scientific community as using “group think” and holding up a “house of cards” (“Evolution” 762-763). In effect, traditional scientific discourse has been abandoned, bypassed in favor of convincing the non-experts who dictate policy on these matters. 

As far as modern arguments are concerned, the anti-evolutionist side has more or less disavowed the idea of a specifically “creationist” framework. In a case summarized by Laurie Goodstein of the New York Times, the new branch of the anti-evolutionist movement, known as “intelligent design” proponents, lobbied the Board of Education of Dover, Pennsylvania to accept into their curriculum this new, ostensibly scientific challenge to evolutionary theory (1). This led to the now famous 2005 Kitzmiller v. Dover trial. The Supreme Court having already ruled that creationism could not be taught in public schools, opponents of evolution were unable to use that label, and thus worked under the new label of “intelligent design.” At one point in the trial, evidence was presented that one book suggested as a supplement by proponents of intelligent design had had the word “creationism” replaced with “intelligent design” though none of the content was changed (1)! Anti-evolutionists shifted away the narrative of biblical truth, instead focusing on a negative portrayal of evolution and references to a vague “designer” rather than a “God.” However, their attempts in the Dover Trial were also unsuccessful.

In addition to factual, ostensibly scientific disagreements regarding the evidence for evolutionary theory, what is discussed further is a question of philosophy, namely: What is science? This was one of the serious debates involved in the Dover trial, and one which the judge ruled on, concluding that “intelligent design was not science, and that in order to claim that it is, its proponents admit they must change the very definition of science to include supernatural explanations” (Goodstein 1). While intelligent design proponents claimed that their postulations required no specific religious figure, it was ruled based on the evidence that it still required the presence of supernatural explanation. Fundamentally, it can be concluded, the argument is about different philosophies of truth. On the one hand is the traditional scientific paradigm, which includes only that which is natural and testable. Opposite it, the new “intelligent design” paradigm wishes to expand this inquiry to include non-testable supernatural explanations. Like the previously mentioned example, in which a book was altered by changing only the word “creationism” to “intelligent design,” the substance of intelligent design is much the same. However, intelligent design represents a deliberate strategic shift, shedding all explicit religious connections in favor of a purely scientific image, although this attempt was unsuccessful.

Overall, the debate between evolution and creationism has shifted a great deal over time. In the beginning, when Darwin’s ideas were new, the entrenched religious framework fought back in favor of its own factual assertions, and its own hold on what passed as truth. However, as time went on and the scientific community achieved near hegemony in views regarding the theory, challenges against evolution became more focused on persuading state legislatures and adopting the mantle of science for itself. As the usefulness of this strategy started to wane, the focus came back to attempting to discredit evolution, and increase the scope of science itself to include supernatural explanations. This ever-shifting framework indicates the success of evolutionary theory in discovering new evidence and producing new arguments to counter the denials, and the ability of its opponents to continually re-adapt their cause in view of new court rulings and scientific evidence. While the nature of the argument makes it evident that evolution proponents have gained ground, it has failed to achieve the same consensus among the public that other theories of its moment have. It’s questionable what would happen if scientists and biologists focused more on messaging in the public than challenging the proactive measures of creationists, but the fight is certainly far from over.
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