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3a: The late 18th and early19th centuries


Student Resource 2: The static world view

Science and religion agreed on one thing at the beginning of the 18th century: the world was static. […] An immutable God had created once and for all a universe that was as unchangeable as its Creator. […]

This static and immutable universe was conceived in geometric terms - all beings were points on a line - and the points (or beings) were ordered according to the hierarchy of creation. Thus, the Great Chain of Being provided a paradigm for seeing the world. The Chain of Being not only ordered nature - animals were "higher" than vegetables, which in turn were "higher" than minerals, but also society - nobles were "higher" than the bourgeoisie, clergy were "higher" than laity, men were "higher" than women, and all humans were "higher" than brute animals. […]

Hence most natural philosophers at the beginning of this period saw little conflict between science and theology. Carl Linnaeus, a good Swedish Lutheran, believed that there was a "true order" for Nature and sought to devise a system that reflected that "true order." Such a system would allow humans to catalogue and organize all of terrestrial creation. The idea that Linnaeus could formulate a classification system that truly revealed the order of creation makes sense only if Nature is static. Species existed as they were created, unless, of course, God had wiped them out in the Flood. […] Science and Nature became vehicles to confirm the unchanging truth of Scripture; Reason was guided by and subordinate to Revelation.

This kind of approach is often used to describe the relationship between science and theology resulting from Isaac Newton's work. […]  The law-like regularity of Newton's Nature confirmed its creation by a Law-giving God: the watch must have a Watch Maker. But the implications of this mechanistic view are profound, and they point not only to the regularity of phenomena but also to the passivity of matter. Indeed, it was this latter issue that was most critical for theology. […] Newton, and his 18th century followers, insisted on the radical distinction between the Creator and the created. God was the only active, self-moving, self-willing, self-sufficient, and eternal being. Matter, by contrast, was passive, inert, determined by God's will, contingent upon His nature, and finite. Matter in motion is not due to some inherent property called motion that matter possesses, but rather to God's acting on matter so that it conforms to His will.

Evidence to support this passive view of nature came also from theories of generation. In 1688 Jan Swammerdam […] decided that the embryo existed preformed in the adult. […] The obvious conclusion, at least to Malebranche, was that all generations were preformed, like a box within a box, when God first created the organism. Embryological development was the unfolding of this preformed being. The Swiss Huguenot Charles Bonnet, in the middle of the 18th century, continued to defend this position, first because it was consistent with a passive Nature and an active God, and second because it accounted for the "genetics" of original sin. All humans, being present in the germ cells of Adam and Eve, were corrupted by their sin. 
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