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Why terms matter to biological theories: the term “origin” as used by Darwin
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Everybody now understands what Darwin meant when he published his epoch-making book On the Origin of
Species by Means of Natural Selection, or the Preservation of favoured Races in the Struggle for life (1859).
He, of course, meant evolution, i.e., the transformation of animals and plants, chance modifications, and
speciation. Nevertheless, the very notion of “evolution” has aroused as much confusion as it has debate: some
historians tend to suggest that Darwin intentionally avoided using the term, since it was supposedly full of
progressive or embryological connotations; others claim that Darwin constantly employed the word (after all,
they argue, the word “evolved” is the last one of the book). This disagreement regarding the supposed absence
or presence of the term “evolution” is more than a sterile academic exercise: what is at stake in this debate is
the very meaning of Darwin’s theory, as well as its relation to the contingent notions of “progress” and
“development”.

Darwin’s allegedly crystal-clear title is in fact perhaps the most commented part of the book. Ever since
Darwin’s book first appeared, readers claimed that the book did not match its title. St. John Mivart suggested
that the right question was not the “origin” but the “genesis” of species (1871); Edward Drinker Cope
promoted the “origin of genera” and the “origin of the fittest” (1887); Theodor Eimer took up the question of
the origin of species, but emphasized inheritance of acquired characters instead of natural selection (1888).
Modern advocates of Darwin have hardly been more supportive. If T. Dobzhansky named his book Genetics
and the Origin of Species and the equally Darwinian E. Mayr dubbed his Systematics and the Origin of
Species, they both were suggesting that Darwin had not covered the central question of the origin of species
(see, for instance, the works of Ernst Mayr, Daniel Dennett or Elliott Sober).

Perceived discrepancies between the book and its title require us to examine the meaning of the word
“origin”. An examination of its translation helps us to understand what is at stake. In French, for instance,
Origin was easily translated, or rather transliterated into Origine, and French readers thought that the meaning
of the term was clear enough. But Pierre Flourens, then secrétaire perpétuel of the Academy of Sciences in
Paris, painted a different picture in his 1864 review of the book: “The title advertises a treatise on the origin
of species. I open the book, and I don’t find a single word about the origin of species. The book deals only
with their transformation.” As is often the case in translation, the French “origine” is a “false friend” and does
not convey the meaning of the English “origin”. Clearly enough, for Flourens, “origine” referred to what lies
at the beginning of time. As Flourens phrased it: “In natural history, there are only two possible origins :

either ‘spontaneous generation’, or the hand of God. Choisissez1”. The origin in Darwin’s title does not refer
to what he described as a handful of prototypes into which life was “originally breathed”. 

What Darwin actually meant by origin, however, is closer to what we might call origination. This
meaning was not lost on all French readers, in spite of the illusion created by the French “origine”. For
instance, Émile Gautier, in his Darwinisme Social (1880), quoted Darwin’s “revolutionary title” as:
“Production des espèces à la faveur de la sélection naturelle ou à la faveur de la conservation des races,
accomplies dans la lutte pour l’existence”. Unlike many of his peers, Gautier understood that the “origin” is

�� �“Choose”.


