
The Fascinating Story: The Reception Of
Darwinism In The Iberian World
Over the past centuries, the Iberian Peninsula has been a melting pot of cultures,
ideas, and scientific advancements. One such groundbreaking idea that sent
shockwaves across the globe was the theory of evolution proposed by Charles
Darwin in the mid-19th century. The reception of Darwinism in the Iberian world is
a captivating tale, filled with controversy, intellectual debates, and lasting impacts
on society.

Understanding the Context: Science and Religion Clash

At its core, Darwin's theory challenged traditional religious beliefs and offered an
alternative explanation for the diversity of life on Earth. In the Iberian world, which
was deeply rooted in Catholicism, this clash between science and religion
triggered both fascination and resistance.

The of Darwinism in the Iberian Peninsula began with scientific explorers and
naturalists who were inspired by the rich biodiversity of the region. They observed
peculiar adaptations among species and recognized the need for a theory that
explained the interconnectedness of life.
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The reception of Darwinism, however, was far from uniform across the Iberian
world. While some intellectuals embraced the theory with open arms, others
vehemently rejected it, fearing its implications for moral and religious values. The
debates that emerged shaped the intellectual landscape of the region and
influenced subsequent scientific advancements.

The Spanish Case: Intellectual Opposition and Compromise

In Spain, the reception of Darwinism was predominantly marked by intellectual
opposition. The conservative nature of Spanish society, coupled with the
influential role of the Catholic Church, led to fierce debates and attempts to
suppress the ideas Darwin proposed.

Despite the opposition, however, Darwinism found a foothold in Spanish
universities and scholarly circles. The works of prominent Spanish intellectuals
such as Julian Sanz del Rio and Federico de Castro furthered the dissemination
of evolutionary ideas, albeit with cautious compromise to maintain harmony with
religious beliefs.

The overall reception of Darwinism in Spain reflects a complex interplay between
scientific progress and societal values, highlighting the challenges faced by
proponents of evolutionary theory in a deeply religious context.

The Portuguese Case: Embracing Darwinian Ideas
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Portugal, on the other hand, provided a more open and welcoming environment
for the reception of Darwinism. The country's liberal intellectuals, largely
influenced by European trends, enthusiastically embraced the theory of evolution.

Revolutionary Portuguese thinkers like Oliveira Martins and Antonio Jose de
Almeida did not shy away from promoting Darwinian ideas and their implications
for society. Portuguese universities began to incorporate evolutionary biology into
their curriculum, fostering a progressive scientific atmosphere.

The Influence: Beyond the Scientific Community

The reception of Darwinism in the Iberian world had a profound impact not only
within academic circles but also on wider society. Its implications reached beyond
scientific theories, shaping social, political, and cultural aspects of life.

One notable example is the impact of Darwinism on the Iberian world's colonial
enterprises. The notion of "survival of the fittest" influenced imperialistic policies,
promoting the belief in the superiority of certain races and justifying colonial
control over others.

The reception of Darwinism also left an indelible mark on literature, poetry, and
art in the Iberian world. Prominent Iberian writers and artists, including Eça de
Queiroz and Ramon Casas, incorporated evolutionary themes into their works,
showcasing the wide-reaching influence of Darwinian ideas across cultural
realms.

Legacy and Reflection

The reception of Darwinism in the Iberian world was not a linear process but
rather a complex tapestry of intellectual clashes, compromises, and cultural



transformations. The integration of evolutionary ideas into Iberian society still
sparks debates and influences contemporary scientific discourse.

Today, the Iberian world is a thriving hub of scientific research, where
evolutionary biology flourishes alongside a deep-rooted appreciation for cultural
and religious traditions. The reception of Darwinism serves as a reminder of the
fascinating interplay between science, religion, and society, and the ongoing
quest for knowledge and understanding.
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I Twenty-five years ago, at the Conference on the Comparative Reception of
Darwinism held at the University of Texas in 1972, only two countries of the
Iberian world-Spain and Mexico-were represented.' At the time, it was apparent
that the topic had attracted interest only as regarded the "mainstream" science
countries of Western Europe, plus the United States. The Eurocentric bias of
professional history of science was a fact. The sea change that subsequently
occurred in the historiography of science makes 1972 appear something like the
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antediluvian era. Still, we would like to think that that meeting was prescient in
looking beyond the mainstream science countries-as then perceived-in order to
test the variation that ideas undergo as they pass from center to periphery. One
thing that the comparative study of the reception of ideas makes abundantly
clear, however, is the weakness of the center/periphery dichotomy from the
perspective of the diffusion of scientific ideas. Catholics in mainstream countries,
for example, did not handle evolution much better than did their corre1igionaries
on the fringes. Conversely, Darwinians in Latin America were frequently better
placed to advance Darwin's ideas in a social and political sense than were their
fellow evolutionists on the Continent. The Texas meeting was also a marker in the
comparative reception of scientific ideas, Darwinism aside. Although, by 1972,
scientific institutions had been studied comparatively, there was no antecedent for
the comparative history of scientific ideas.
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