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The Transformist Revolution was a long intellectual
quest that has expanded from the 18th century to today.
One area of inquiry after another has confronted the
necessity of recasting its object of study under an evo-
lutionary view: human history, geology, biology, astron-
omy, etc. No single scholar fully managed to make the
transition from a static worldview to an evolutionary one
during his or her own lifetime; Charles Darwin is no
exception. Many versions of evolutionism were pro-
posed during this revolution, versions offering all sorts
of compromises between old and new views. Not suffi-
ciently acknowledged in the historiography is the pro-
foundness of Darwin’s debts towards the old static view.
As a dual child of the Scientific Revolution and natural
theology, Darwin inherited key concepts such as stabili-
ty, completeness, timelessness, unity, permanence, and
uniformity. Darwin took these concepts into consider-
ation while erecting his theory of biological evolution.
Unsurprisingly, this theory was ill-equipped to embrace
the directionality, historicity, and novelty that came
along with a new evolutionary world. This paper anal-
yses a fundamental idea at the heart of Darwin’s Origins
of Species (1859) inherited from a static, stable, and
machine-like conception of the world: the notion of a
fully constituted world. Although in principle antithetical
to the very idea of evolution itself, Darwin found a way to
‘loosen up’ this notion so as to retain it in a way that
allows for some kind of evolutionary change.

Introduction
To the layperson today the name of Charles Darwin is
usually associated with the notion of evolutionism; in fact,
he is the very figurehead of this movement. Historical and
philosophical studies about Darwin – sometimes referred
to as the ‘Darwin industry’ –, have matured enough to
teach us, however, that he was not an unconditional evo-
lutionist in the sense that, for him, life was not endowed
with an inherent capacity to evolve progressively at all
cost, as essentially postulated in works of Jean-Baptiste

Lamarck’s Philosophie zoologique (1809) and Robert
Chambers’s Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation
(1844). Rather, Darwin’s evolutionism was of a special
kind which owed much to his being fully aware of a neces-
sary relationship between life forms and their environ-
ment: life forms are entities in need of places allowing them
to survive and make a living. That is why Darwin’s theory
of biological evolution in the Origin of Species (1859)
appeals to notions such as: (1) living matter itself is inert;
there will be no evolution if the environment remains
perfectly stable; (2) only an external force called natural
selection can put life in motion; there is no internal drive to
evolution; and (3) life forms change to keep something
unchanged, since adaptation is merely a trick to stay alive.

A significant number of explanatory components in Dar-
win’s theory appeal to stability or lack of change. This has
been acknowledged by some darwinian scholars. For in-
stance, Camille Limoges noted the timelessness of Darwin’s
theory which seeks an explanation not in the historical past
of species themselves but rather in their ecological adapta-
tion as exclusively revealed today.1 Similarly, Stephen
Jay Gould identified this timelessness in Darwin’s partial
support for a steady-state view in which no biological direc-
tion is recognized; the theory of natural selection being
based on the adaptation to local conditions only. Biological
progress, if there is any, is merely a by-product of this
adaptive process and not its essential goal.2 Surely, these
assessments are suggestive enough to warrant researching
further the theme of stability or statism in Darwin. Darwin’s
work contains both a multitude of sources of inspiration and
numerous internal tensions.3 It is no surprise, then, that the
recent historiography would have come up with as different
a view of Darwin as can possibly be imagined.4 This paper is
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exclusively concerned with the parts of Darwin’s theory
presented in the first edition of the Origin of Species
(1859) which appeal to a static view inherited from previous
centuries.

The Scientific Revolution and natural theology
The dominant intellectual event of the centuries prior
to the publication of Darwin’s Origin was the ‘Scientific
Revolution’. Historians of science today are not inclined to
use that expression without qualifications, if only because
the Scientific Revolution tends to dissolve itself on closer
analysis; after all, changing intellectual movements have
no essences.5 Yet, the fact remains that very few of them
would be prepared to go so far as to claim that nothing
important has happened in western science between
1500 and 1800. For our purposes, it will suffice to recognize
that the Scientific Revolution was constituted of distinct
intellectual currents, several of which contributed to
putting in place a mechanistic philosophy of nature.6 More
specifically, the part of the Scientific Revolution which
concerns us most is the one that became fused with natural
theology, the quest to inquire into the existence of God
through the investigation of His creation.7 Taken together,
they achieved the establishment of a powerful and lasting
worldview imposing the model of a designed and machine-
like clockwork universe. The implications and ramifica-
tions accompanying this model are profound and numer-
ous8: a machine is lifeless and devoid of intelligence; it is in
need of a creator for its existence; it cannot come into
existence in piecemeal fashion for it would not be function-
al, and thus has to be perfect and fully constituted; it
constitutes a finished, stable, static, closed, balanced, or-
dered, harmonious, and permanent system; it is built
around distinct complementary parts fitted and contrived
together; it cannot be modified without breaking down,
depriving it of a past or future which differs from the
current observed state; it requires an external force or
law to put it in motion; it was designed for a specific
purpose. The paradigmatic example of such a model
was, of course, the celestial mechanics of our Solar
System: perpetual motion within a perfectly ordered and
stable world.

Living in the nineteenth century, was Charles Darwin
actually exposed to all these ideas? The papers presented

in this special issue suggest that he was. Furthermore, let
us insist on two additional sources of inspiration. First,
through his personal acquaintance with the geologist
Charles Lyell and his Principles of Geology (1830–1833),
Darwin encountered the uniformity principle in its most
radical form, that of a steady-state world.9 Second, by
reading William Paley’s Natural Theology (1802), Darwin
was exposed to the design argument applied to the living
world in its most classic and traditional presentation.10

Sitting atop his century, Darwin received more than pale
echoes from the combined influences of the Scientific Rev-
olution and natural theology. This is not to say that Darwin
applied concepts of previous centuries as such; rather, I
hold that they formed part of his intellectual baggage when
he elaborated his transmutation theory. One fundamental
notion around which these concepts are organized will
occupy us for the rest of this paper: the notion that the
world is a fully constituted place created full-fledged and
essentially complete. I argue that it was Darwin’s chal-
lenge, or original contribution, to find a way to ‘loosen up’
this notion devised for a static world in order to allow for
some kind of evolutionary change.

A fully constituted world
Envisioning the world in analogy with a machine presup-
poses a cluster of overlapping and mutually reinforcing
concepts (listed above). Let us be more specific by detailing
the ideas implicated by these concepts:
(1) The world is a single and unified entity or system.
(2) The world is not empty. Rather, it is filled with the

necessary constitutive parts that make it ‘go round’. In
some conceptions of the world, the parts are believed to
be continuous and contiguous.

(3) The world is permanent in the sense that it has no
beginning and no end beyond its current state. By
definition, half a machine is no machine at all. There
may be a before or an after for a machine, but during
its functional existence a machine has to be equal to
itself at all times; it thus has no past and no future,
since in its unbroken or functional state it can only be
more of the same. The notion of actualism (see below)
is inherent to this complete and permanent world.

(4) The world is held together by the principle of
uniformity: the quality or state of being uniform,
regular, unvarying, through the effect of laws and
processes now in operation thought to be the same
everywhere and for all eternity (past, present, future).
The notion of gradualism (see below) is complementa-
ry to uniformity. The principle of uniformity can
sometimes also be extended to cover entities believed
to be identical, homogeneous, lacking in diversity or
variation.

The question of the beginning of the world was a non-
starter for scholars believing in a fully constituted world.
In such a world, the state beyond the current one becomes
irrelevant if only because two options are conceivable:
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