Background on the Great Debate.

You are about to perform a debate that marked a historic moment in the history of religious and scientific thinking. It was a debate that happened soon after the publication of Darwin’s book, ‘On the Origin of the Species’ and it took place in Oxford.

Some people describe this debate as a verbal slanging match between a scientist and a Priest about how living things come to be here. We’re told that women fainted in the audience, shocked by what they heard. And what did they hear? 
Well, no one who was there took an exact record of what was said. This leaves lots of room for creative writing and spicy headlines. This debate has been ‘remembered’ many times since it happened and with each telling of the story, it becomes more exciting. There is one particularly famous line in this debate and we don’t even know if anyone really said it.
But before we get to the debate itself, here is some background about the events that led up to it.

Who was Charles Darwin?

Charles Darwin lived in the Victorian era in the 19th Century. He was a naturalist – he studied nature. As a young man he was invited to join a naval mission which was going to chart the coastline of South America. His role would be to write about the plants and animals they saw during the mission and to collect specimens to bring home.  It was a fantastic expedition for Darwin and he was amazed at what he saw. The downside was that he suffered from seasickness and fell victim to various other ailments along the way.
Once back in England, Darwin started to compile his notes on what he had seen. Gradually he realised that the pictures and reports he had collected seemed to support a theory that his grandfather, Erasmus Darwin had once proposed. That theory said that over time, animals evolve. 

This was something of a shock for Darwin because when he had first heard his grandfather’s theory, he had dismissed it. But now, looking at the pictures he had made during his travels, and prompted by a friend, John Gould, he began to see that actually, his grandfather may have been right.
Darwin organised his argument and the evidence which supported it with the intention of publishing these ideas in a book. He was not the only scientist working on this line of thinking and there was pressure from his colleagues to get the book out fast. At the same time, he worried that the evidence wasn't strong enough to convince his critics and he also worried about how this book would be received given what he was claiming about how plants and animals evolved on earth.
Why was the theory of evolution such a contentious claim?
At that time, the Victorians held a view of Creation based on a straightforward historical reading of Genesis. With no reason to think otherwise, most people read the Bible as saying that God had created species as we see them today. 
Darwin’s theory said that animals can change over time from one species to another. He knew it would be tough to convince people that he was right about this. The Victorians knew that that through breeding it is possible to change an animal's appearance in small ways across a few generations, but they were generally of the view that it is not possible to change one species into another. 
Furthermore, they held this view with good reason, since they had seen that if two different species are put together such as a horse and a donkey, the result is that the offspring if there are any at all, are infertile.
So Darwin knew that both scientists and religious people would see the theory of evolution as a challenge to these well established ideas. 

What was Darwin’s thinking about God?

Darwin struggled with the question of whether to believe in God and in the end, it was not so much his work on evolution that led him to reject religion but his grief when his daughter died. He couldn't believe that a personal loving God would take her from them. His wife was a strong believer. Darwin would walk his family to Church and then he would stay outside while his family went inside. Darwin's wife, Emma, worried that Darwin ran the risk of offending God. And if Darwin then was refused a place in heaven, he and Emma would not be reunited after death. Despite her concerns, Emma supported Darwin's decision to publish.

But even though in later life Darwin couldn't believe in a personal God and nor could he believe in an interventionist God, Darwin still felt that a Higher Presence had designed the world. But in his view, a description of God's role as a Creator would have to include the idea that life evolved and not that each species was created separately in the forms we see them today.

Darwin was still writing his book in 1858 when he received an essay from another biologist, Alfred Wallace, containing many of the same ideas. Darwin felt propelled to publish and both accounts appeared at around about the same time. Darwin's book was called, "On the Origin of Species" and proved surprisingly popular, with the entire stock of 1,250 copies disappearing fast when it went on sale on 24th November 1859.

There was of course a lot of fuss but it wasn't as straightforward as you might imagine. Church leaders were divided. Some saw this as a terrible untruth while others saw evolution as an instrument of God's design. Among Darwin's friends, opinions differed too. Some said that evolution and faith were compatible. But one colleague, Thomas Huxley, saw in evolution an opportunity to attack the dominance of the Church in public life.
The Great Debate

One key thing to remember about this debate is that all we have are people’s accounts of what happened and these were produced much later. There were no cameras there to record it and no one even wrote down what was said.

The second key thing to remember is that by the time the debate took place, a lot of people were already expecting it to be a fight. That’s why so many people were there to listen.

It was clear before it happened that all the ingredients were coming together for a big row. Rumours were spreading that the Bishop of Oxford, ‘Soapy Sam’ Wilberforce (so-called because of his habit of wringing his hands whilst speaking) was scheduled to talk about Darwin's ideas and to denounce them in a session at the Oxford Natural History Museum on Saturday June 30th 1860. Wilberforce was well known to be a fantastic speaker, and crowds turned up, hoping to get seats at the show. Darwin himself was too sick to attend. Darwin was no public orator and was often found to be sick and "taking the waters" when such nerve-wracking events arose.

His friend, Huxley, however, saw this as a wonderful opportunity to speak up in support of evolution. He hurried to the venue, to act as Darwin's defence. 

Bishop Wilberforce began and for most of his speech he attacked Darwin's theory on scientific grounds, saying the evidence didn't stack up. For a while it looked as if this ‘punch-up’ was going to science versus science and not science versus religion at all.

But according to Huxley’s autobiography, published 31 years after the event, there was a moment when Bishop Wilberforce did make one infamous and personal stab at Huxley.

And what was this line? It was something like this, “Is it through your grandmother’s side or your grandfather’s side that you are descended from a monkey?” 
The crowd gasped. This was exactly the kind of line people were waiting for and hoping for. The Bishop had just insulted the scientist – and called his grandmother or grandfather a monkey. How exciting, how terrible!
At the very thought, a Victoria lady in the audience fainted ... probably due to the heat and overcrowded gallery, but it all adds to the effect.
Whether Wilberforce really did say this line in so many words, we don’t know. What we do know is that the comment was inaccurate because Darwin's theory does not say that anyone is descended from a monkey. It says that monkeys, apes and humans have a common ancestor. 
But what a fantastic headline! 

Did Huxley, the scientist make any reply? One report says he did and came back with this return punch: `l would rather be descended from an ape than a bishop'.

Strong words then from the scientist. Was the debate getting hotter and more personal by the moment? Possibly not. Huxley himself saw this report and denied he'd stepped this far beyond good manners. He claims that his killer reply was, `If I had to choose between being descended from an ape or from a man who would use his great powers of rhetoric to crush an argument, I should prefer the former.'
Darwin had another close colleague at the debate and that was Joseph Hooker. Hooker wrote to Darwin after the debate to say that Huxley had tried to respond to the point made by Bishop Wilberforce, but Huxley 'could not throw his voice over so large an assembly, nor command the audience.’

So whatever Huxley did say, it hasn’t made as much of an impression on the public’s memory as Wilberforce’s alleged line about monkeys. 
So what do we conclude from all this? Well reports of the Great Debate and indeed most reports about science and religion show the choice as a stark and simple one - science or religion. It’s easier when reporting these things if the arguments can be made as simple as that – one choice or the other. But looking more deeply into the thinking of individuals in Darwin's day and beyond we can see that there are a range of positions, with these extreme views at either end of a spectrum.
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