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Darwin Chicago 2009: a report from the 
University of Chicago’s celebration
Daniel Davidson

It was a chilly night in Chicago on 29 October 2009, 
beginning to rain and as windy as one would expect in a 

city known by the term. Attendees streamed into the warm 
and dry Rockefeller Chapel on the campus of the University 
of Chicago. Many of the world’s leading scholars of Darwin, 
evolution, and the history and philosophy of science were 
among them. There was a festive excitement in the chapel 
that night as Professor Robert ‘Bob’ Richards mounted the 
rostrum and welcomed the crowd. It was the opening night 
of the historic Darwin 2009 conference.

Fifty years before, the University of Chicago had 
hosted another Darwin conference. It too featured many 
of the world’s top biologists, meeting together to celebrate 
Darwin. That was 1959, the centennial of Origin of Species 
and the 150th birthday of Origin’s author. The 1959 Chicago 
conference was a landmark event. It symbolically marked 
the canonization of the neo-Darwinian synthesis as the 
new orthodoxy in biology. The neo-Darwinian synthesis 
combined Darwin’s original theory of common descent by 
natural selection with Mendelian genetics. Aberrant views—
vitalism, Lamarckism, and others—were buried forever. 
Darwin was triumphant. Julian Huxley delivered a closing 
address in Rockefeller Chapel in which he proclaimed not 
only the victory of Darwinism, but the defeat of religion 
as well. Looking at the future from his vantage point in 
1959, Huxley predicted that theistic religion was headed 
for extinction in the face of science’s truths. 

If Huxley could have been in Rockefeller Chapel in 
2009, he would have had mixed feelings. It was now the year 
of Darwin’s 200th birthday and the 150th anniversary of the 
Origin. The biologists were back. They were accompanied 
this time by a contingent of historians and philosophers who 
also had featured positions on the program. But it would be 
the program itself that would give Huxley pause.

Huxley predicted the end of religion. But on the 
conference program in 2009, there were more presentations 
dealing with religion than there ever were in 1959. The 
program for the opening night promised a lecture about the 
history of creationism and design by historian Ron Numbers. 
The next several days promised a lecture by Oxford historian 
John Brooke on religious reactions to the Origin and a 
presentation by public school activist Eugenie Scott on what 
Darwin would say to today’s creationists. 

In 1959, “creationism” wasn’t even on the radar screen. 
A half century later, it was back. So much for the victory 
of secularism Huxley envisioned in 1959. He would have 
been surprised. 

Following welcomes from Professor Richards and from 
University of Chicago’s president, Robert Zimmer, three 
presentations were to follow back to back. 

First up was Richard Lewontin, Harvard biologist and 
onetime collaborator with the late Stephen Jay Gould.1 
Lewontin drew laughs by starting off with the comment, 
“I didn’t realize we would be meeting in a church.” He 
drew more laughs when he acknowledged the “religiosity” 
involved in his subject, as they were gathered in worship 
of the great “Saint Darwin”.2 He said that he intended to 
begin with a text from “St. Ronald Fisher: ‘Many are called, 
but few are chosen’.” (Fisher was a theorist of selection.) 
He also had a text from “St. Sewall Wright: ‘The battle 
is not to the swift or to the strong, but to time and chance 
to determine the outcome.’”3 (Sewall Wright was another 
theorist of selection.) 

The celebratory tone did not remain consistent 
throughout the evening, however. Lewontin himself 
soon turned to his main subject, which was criticizing 
familiar metaphors in evolutionary biology. This turned 
out to be a fairly good representation of the overall tone 
of the conference. Darwin was to be praised and his 
accomplishments celebrated—but this celebration was 
almost an aside from the featured presentations, which were, 
as whole, serious and scholarly.4 The tone at Chicago 2009 
was a sharp contrast to the celebration in 1959, an event that 
was by all accounts celebratory rather than somber.5

The second opening night presentation would have 
been especially jarring to Julian Huxley if he had been able 
to live to attend. “I feel like I’m crashing a party”, Ronald 
Numbers of the University of Wisconsin said as he began 
speaking on the history of modern “anti-evolutionism”. The 
presentation was largely based on his book on the same 
subject, The Creationists. 

Creationists would take issue with two aspects 
of Numbers’ perspective. First, Numbers generally 
overemphasizes the novelty of young earth creationism, 
making it sound as if it is a recent phenomenon (when 
in fact it was the standard position throughout most of 
church history). The second problem is an outgrowth of the 
first—Numbers (himself a lapsed Seventh Day Adventist) 
traces belief in young earth creation almost exclusively to 
Seventh Day Adventism, again ignoring the position of 
young-earth belief in church history. 

Aside from this problematic perspective on the origins 
of creationism, Numbers’ history is in most respects 
excellent. I couldn’t help but reflect on the irony that 
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here, at one of the world’s major celebrations of Darwin’s 
bicentennial, a keynote speaker is informing the audience 
of the importance of Henry Morris, John Whitcomb, and 
others. Even Rousas Rushdoony was mentioned, but mostly 
to insert a controversial figure for scare tactics.6 (Rushdoony 
became important for the creation movement by introducing 
Whitcomb and Morris to a publisher, resulting in the printing 
of The Genesis Flood.) Numbers is a serious historian who 
has taken flack at times for his efforts to give creationists and 
design advocates a hearing. Of course, he is not a creationist 
himself and he views creationism as bad science. On this 
particular evening he closed his presentation with something 
of a Jeremiad, soberly warning his fellow evolutionists that 
the public is still far from being won over to evolution, and 
that creationism is if anything spreading, both in the U.S. 
and around the world. Numbers recounted the “discouraging 
assessment” offered by polls in both the U.S. and the UK, 
showing that a majority of the public disbelieves Darwin. 
“There is yet a lot of work to do”, he said. (We agree, though 
in a different sense than Numbers meant.)

The final speaker for the evening was Marc 
Hauser, with a provocatively titled talk, “Where Do 
Morals Come From? NOT Religion!” (capitalization 
in the original). Hauser’s presentation turned out 
to be the biggest surprise of the evening. Hauser, 
a professor of biology and psychology at Harvard, 
has been engaged in cutting-edge research on moral 
decision-making, posing moral dilemma questions 
to wide samples of people, and getting remarkably 
consistent answers. Hauser’s message to the Darwin 
conference participants was not exactly what I was 
expecting: that there are moral laws “hardwired” 
into all people. For instance, everyone views 
intentional harms as worse than unintentional; 
harmful acts with good intentions are judged 
less harshly than harmful acts with malevolent 
intentions; and actions with bad consequences as 
worse than omissions with bad consequences. 

There was no diatribe against religion. Hauser’s 
only explanation of his “NOT Religion!” title came 
when he showed that in the best studies available, 
religion, political views, and socio-economic 
background, among other classifications, made no 
meaningful statistical difference on a group of basic 
moral dilemma questions. 

Curiously, Hauser never provided an 
evolutionary explanation for the “hardwired” 
morality that he spent his entire talk explaining. 
The insinuation was that since basic moral 
judgment computations are somehow intuitive in 
our brains, morality must have evolved in the same 
way our brains evolved. How either happened was 
unaddressed. Indeed, for much of Hauser’s talk I 
could easily have imagined myself listening to a 
Christian apologist, arguing that moral laws have 
been “hard wired” into the heart of man. 

Conference reports

After the opening night’s festivities, the conference 
moved across the street to Ida Noyes Hall. Attendees had 
the option of attending simultaneously-presented sessions, 
on either a biology track or a history and philosophy track. 
I spent most of my time in the history and philosophy 
presentations, held in the third-floor theater. (Over at 
Evolution News blog, Paul Nelson provided a design 
perspective report on many of the biology sessions.7) I have 
tried to provide a nutshell summary of presentations, not 
so much to comment substantively on the presentations as 
to give readers a sense of the issues that were covered and 
what are hot topics in the field:

Friday

Pietro Corsi (history, Oxford) began the day with a 
whirlwind tour of evolutionists before Darwin. His most 
important point was that we tend to oversimplify the history. 
In nineteenth century Europe, there were lots of debates 
about how much species change, about the mechanisms 

Figure 1. The Darwin 2009 conference held its opening session in Rockefeller 
Chapel at the University of Chicago. At this same location in 1959, Julian 
Huxley concluded an earlier Darwin conference with an atheistic sermon 
predicting the end of religion. His prediction has not come true, and the 
2009 conference itself bore testimony to this fact.
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of change, and even over common descent of species. 
Darwin wasn’t changing the landscape overnight; he was 
just the most successful of a host of naturalists and natural 
philosophers to write on the subject, and he had more 
success than most.

Janet Browne (history, Harvard) was next. Browne, 
author of what is arguably the definitive biography of 
Darwin, seems to know Darwin almost as a personal friend. 
She spoke on the use of images (photographs and portraits in 
his own lifetime; busts and statues added after his death) in 
popularizing Darwin. Not earthshaking material, but it was 
an interesting perspective on publicizing people.

Robert Richards (history, University of Chicago and 
the lead conference organizer) announced with relish 
the provocative title of his talk: “Darwin’s biology of 
intelligent design”. That certainly got the audience’s 
attention. The orthodoxy today is that Darwin banished 
‘final causes’ from biology, destroyed teleology (the study 
of purpose) in nature, and introduced us to a scientific 
view of the world where nature operates without purpose. 
Richards’ thesis was that Darwin was unable to do away 
with purpose, and that Darwin in 1859 was actually a 
teleologist himself. From Darwin’s early notebooks on 
evolution, where he worked through many of the issues 
he would later expound in the Origin of Species, Richards 
showed Darwin’s frequent references to purpose and 
final causality. Indeed, Darwin seemed to view evolution 
as working toward a purpose—the production of moral 
animals, people. Darwin’s terminology was value-laden, 
describing man as the “exalted object”. “highest good”, 
“great object” (goal) of evolution. Natural selection 
itself was presented in an almost personified form. 
The terms ‘purpose’ and ‘object’ (in the sense of ‘goal’) 
occur more than 60 times in the Origin, appearing more 
often than mechanistic terminology. Richards 
suggested that Darwin’s original picture of 
selection was that of an intelligent mind, rather 
than a mechanistic natural law. 

As soon as Richards opened the floor 
for questions, hands shot into the air. Daniel 
Dennett and Elliott Sober were both sitting near 
the front, and both expressed disagreement with 
Richards. Richards clarified that Darwin did 
move away from teleology in the 1860s, after 
the Origin was published. It was interesting to 
see the strong feelings Richards’ talk raised, 
simply by suggesting that the hero of the day, 
Darwin, did not go all the way into the modern 
idea of methodological naturalism until later 
in life.

Paul Sereno (paleontology, University of 
Chicago) gave a lunchtime talk in the downstairs 
auditorium. Sereno is a dynamic speaker and 
an active field paleontologist, with numerous 
major dinosaur discoveries to his credit. His 
presentation criticized current phylogenetics 

as confusing and confused. Paleontologists are interested 
in narrative—what came from what in the evolutionary tree 
of life (the phylogenetic tree)? The problem is that there is 
no standardized way for paleontologists to compare one 
phylogeny with another, and as a result each phylogeny 
can and does typically differ widely from every other. My 
note taking was hampered by my attempts to eat a sandwich 
while listening to the lecture, but the Chicago blog captured 
one of his great points: “Sereno pointed out one case where 
two papers published by the same author disagreed by more 
than 10% on how its terminology was deployed—‘can 
you imagine a genetic paper where the sequence is 10% 
wrong?’ Sereno asked.”8 Sereno’s lecture was a call for 
paleontologists to get back to basics, to determine ways of 
classifying and then comparing the same things. “We’re 
comparing different data and getting different results”, 
Sereno said. “If we can’t tell another scientist why our 
phylogeny is different from theirs, we’re not advancing as 
a scientific discipline.” 

John Hedley Brooke (history, Oxford) took the title 
of his lecture from a quote from Darwin: “God knows 
what the public will think.” Brooke’s subject was the 
religious response to the Origin of Species. Brooke talked 
briefly about the initial reactions Darwin received from 
representatives of religion: some favorable, some critical. 
He suggested that the real question that natural selection 
raised was not whether God is ruled out of the picture, but 
rather, what kind of God you get. He drew a distinction 
between ‘popular religion’ and the ‘Christian intelligentsia’ 
of the 1870s. Brooke focused on the many liberal Christian 
representatives who welcomed the Origin—it seemed 
that he wanted to cast religion in a more favorable light 
than it might have been seen in from other conference 
presenters, such as Dan Dennett. Brooke noted that while 

Figure 2. After the first evening, the conference proceedings took place in historic 
Ida Noyes Hall, one of the older buildings on the University of Chicago campus. 
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some Christians feared that the kind of God natural 
selection provided was an unlikeable deity who works 
through pain, suffering, and death, others viewed natural 
selection as bringing glory to God (adhering to the idea 
that it is a greater God who designs a creation that makes 
itself). The final characters that Brooke mentioned took 
religion less and less seriously, seeming to represent the 
downward spiral away from any meaningful Christian 
faith. Theodosius Dobzhansky reinterpreted his Russian 
Orthodox theology in light of evolution; William James 
favored some sort of non-institutional religion; Thomas 
Huxley, Brooke said, left room for a deconstructed 
personal faith in God. With these men as representative 
examples of how to merge religion with evolution, one is 
left to wonder what is really left of Christianity.

Eugenie Scott (NCSE), unlike the other presenters at the 
conference, is not an academic. She is, instead, an activist, 
with the primary life mission of combating creation science 
in any form. Her presentation was entitled, “What Would 
Darwin Say to Today’s Creationists?” She began her talk by 
acknowledging the great scholarship displayed by the many 
other presenters—and then, interestingly, stating that she 
would not try to be either scholarly or very serious. We’ll 
have a bit of fun here, she promised. 

Scott proceeded to mock creationists in a presentation 
abounding in misleading impressions. She was sloppy 
in explaining creationist views on common descent: she 
said creationists believe that everything was created “in 
present form”, and later talked about what she called 
“neocreationists” who believe that there has been variation 
within the original created kinds. This is nonsense; no 
modern creationist group believes that every species 
was created exactly as it is today. What Eugenie calls 
neocreationism—as if it is some recent concession by 
the creationists—is nothing more or less than biblical 
creationism. 

Eugenie also disingenuously tried to connect geocentrism 
to modern creationism. Eugenie paraded out the standard 
biblical passages which supposedly teach a stationary earth 
(none in fact do) while she displayed a slide picturing one 
currently-living astronomer who argues for geocentrism on 
biblical grounds. Then she commented that geocentrism is 
a minority movement “even within creation science”. In 
point of fact, geocentrism is not a minority movement—it 
is a non-movement. No creation organization endorses 
geocentrism, and Eugenie knows this. But she tried mightily 
to discredit Russ Humphreys by association—suggesting 
that his galactic model is in fact a “neo-geo” position. 
Of course, Humphreys’ actual position has nothing to do 
with the discredited geocentric model of the solar system. 

Scott’s presentation simply seemed out of place at the 
Darwin conference: the tone was flippant, the substance 
sloppy and misleading. Most of the other presentations were 

scholarly, well-argued, and worth hearing even when you 
don’t agree with some (or much) of what is said.

Philip Kitcher holds the John Dewey Chair in Philosophy 
at Columbia University. In his presentation he argued that 
Darwin provided an “historicist method” for philosophers 
and gave examples of how a Darwinian approach could 
contribute in two case studies. First, he considered religion 
and suggested an evolutionary theory to explain the many 
forms of religion that have arisen in history. This was not 
as novel or interesting as his account of ethics, which is 
Kitcher’s specialty. He turned to ethics secondly, suggesting 
an evolutionary account for the origin of ethics. In a nutshell, 
he posited, first, a pre-ethical period; social tensions would 
arise in that society over the conflict on norms and mores. 
Then, an advance would occur when the society could arrive 
at normative positions on the disputed mores. Thus, ethics 
came about as a natural part of societal development. This 
is a grossly oversimplified version of Kitcher’s presentation, 
but it gives an idea of where Kitcher is coming from.

Daniel Dennett (philosophy, Tufts University) gave 
the closing talk on Friday for the history/philosophy 
track. His presentation was entitled, “Darwin’s Strange 
Inversion of Reasoning.” For centuries, Dennett said, 
people embraced a “trickle down” theory of development: 
the greater always makes the lesser. Darwin flipped things 
around with a “bubble up” theory of evolution: the lesser 
makes the greater. Dennett compared Darwin’s ideas with 
the Turing machine (the original computer). For both 
Darwin and Turing, Dennett said, there is competence 
without comprehension. Understanding is the effect, not the 
cause. Likewise, Dennett said, the transitions in evolution 
were marked by comprehension coming as a result of 
competence. The termite hills came before the cathedrals. 
We had competent architects before we had comprehending 
architects. Darwin was a genius to recognize this. The 
comparison with Turing is questionable; he utilized his 
own intelligence in designing the machine. It was hardly 
‘competence without comprehension’ in the way that 
Darwinian evolution requires.

Dennett as a public speaker seemed more interested in 
making macro-level, controversial claims than he was in 
making detailed arguments. The presentation was one that 
he has given before; the ideas in it were drawn largely from 
his book, Darwin’s Dangerous Idea. His polemical side 
came out very clearly when he went on a tangent about the 
Ichthys, the Christian fish symbol: it is a Greek acronym for 
the words, “Jesus Christ, God's Son, the Savior.” Dennett 
then offered a Latin acronym for ‘Darwin’, ‘Daruuin’, 
meaing:

Destroy
the author
of things
in order to understand
the infinite
universe
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Some would say that this was just 
gratuitous silliness, but in reality it goes 
to the heart of Dennett’s concerns as 
an individual and a philosopher: kill 
God, worship the universe. Some of 
the audience were uncomfortable with 
Dennett’s comment, driving the ‘anti-
religion’ theme into the conference. 
But the more vocal part of the audience 
loved it; Dennett got hearty laughter and 
applause for his mischievousness. 

Saturday 

Saturday morning opened with a 
presentation from philosopher Elliott 
Sober (philosophy, University of 
Wisconsin), in which he helpfully 
broke down the basic elements of 
Darwin’s theory. “What is Darwin’s 
theory?”, Sober asked. To answer, 
“Evolution by natural selection”, is 
true but incomplete. A better statement 
would be, “Common ancestry (CA) and 
natural selection (NS).” In the Origin 
of Species, Sober pointed out, Darwin 
presented natural selection first, common ancestry second. 
This makes sense, Sober said, because natural selection has 
causal priority. But in terms of evidence, common ancestry 
is really of foremost priority. Once common ancestry is 
established, it is itself the evidence that there aren’t walls 
between species. Then natural selection can be invoked as 
a mechanism of change. Arguments that there are “fixed 
walls” or limits on development by natural selection are 
defeated by establishing common ancestry as a given. 

Lynn Nyhart (history, University of Wisconsin) gave 
a history of the idea of geographic isolation. The history 
of how evolutionary theorists viewed geographic isolation 
is specialized information. Still, the presentation was 
interesting for a more broad point, as Nyhart illustrated 
the way that the history of this idea has itself been used as 
a tool. The famous biologist Ernst Mayr told the story so 
as to make the trajectory of ideas seem simpler than they 
actually were. This was a helpful reminder of how history 
itself is used to legitimize ideas.

Richard Burkhardt (history, University of Illinois) 
presented the history of animal behavior studies in 
evolutionary perspective. Burkhardt pointed to Lamarck 
as the first important figure to study animal behavior from 
an evolutionary perspective. Burkhardt, one of the world’s 
leading experts on Lamarck, pointed out a fascinating fact 
that often goes unnoticed: Lamarck never took credit for the 
idea of ‘inheritance of acquired characteristics’; this idea 
predated Lamarck. What Lamarck did take credit for was the 
idea that the inheritance of acquired characteristics led to all 
animal varieties—that is, common descent of animals.

Jane Maienschein (history, Arizona State University) 
presented a lecture on embryos and evolution. She surveyed 
the important role that embryological research played in the 
development of evolutionary theory. Darwin himself was 
influenced by Haeckel’s ideas that embryos recapitulated 
evolutionary history. Maienschein mentioned that Haeckel 
was at best sloppy, at worst deceptive—he ‘cleaned up’ the 
evidence by using misleading illustrations of embryos. Post-
Haeckel, up to the present, the importance of embryos to 
evolution fluctuated. Recapitulation has gone in and out of 
favor, and now the hot topic is evolutionary development. 
As science has learned just how much happens during 
embryological development, many evolutionary theorists 
have focused research on the significance of this development 
for evolutionary change. Maienschein says that it is an open 
question whether this new union of evolutionary theory and 
developmental biology will be a “healthy marriage” or a 
“temporary infatuation.”9

Michael Ruse (philosophy, Florida State University) 
was next, asking the question, “Are we celebrating Darwin 
as initiator of a movement that is now totally different 
from what he started?” Ruse said no, and embarked on a 
rollicking overview of Darwin’s legacy. “Everything has 
changed since 1859; nothing has changed since 1859.” 
Ruse hailed Darwin as basically right: evolution by 
natural selection is still the heart of what it means to be an 
‘evolutionist’ and a ‘Darwinian’. New advances in genetics, 
in understanding DNA, and in the fossil record have come, 
and thus, Ruse said emphatically, modern evolutionists 
are “Darwinian”, but, Ruse says, “we haven’t stood still” 

Figure 3. The program from the Darwin Chicago 2009 conference, bearing the 
frequently-reproduced photograph of the young Charles Darwin. Janet Browne noted, 
happily, that the image was facing the correct direction (too often, she said, designers 
flip the image when it suits their purposes).



Viewpoint

74 JOURNAL OF CREATION 24(2) 2010

The information in the talk was not new, and it was 
presented in a lighthearted manner. 

Ruse is one of the most accessible and down-to-earth 
of philosophers, and with his quick wit and easy humor, 
he provoked lots of laughter. P.Z. Myers, atheist blogger 
with a vicious edge for those he disagrees with, was in the 
front row, and Ruse had some gentle teasing in store for 
Myers. Myers has often attacked Ruse for being soft on 
religion—Ruse is too honest to dismiss Christians as nut 
cases, as Myers does. When Ruse talked about Darwin’s idea 
as a “paradigm shift”, Ruse had some humorous PowerPoint 
slides to illustrate the idea. “Here is a photograph I found 
online of some people experiencing a paradigm shift”, 
Ruse said, as he displayed a photo of several gentlemen 
apparently falling backward, as if hit by the force of an 
idea. The audience chuckled. I didn’t get verbatim notes 
of what was said, so the following will have to do as a 
rough reconstruction until the conference video and audio 
are available: “P.Z., you’ll think that I picked this just for 
you”, Ruse said. “Because the particular paradigm shift 
that these gentlemen are experiencing was described in the 
caption online. It said that they had just discovered Jesus 
Christ as their savior and turned away from the atheism of 
Richard Dawkins and his friends!” The whole room erupted 
in laughter. 

Kim Sterelny (philosophy, Australian National 
University) presented on the evolution of societies. His 
two framing ideas were ‘feedback and cooperation’. 
Social complexity creates a positive feedback loop for 
intelligence, he argued. Cooperation benefits societies. 
Information sharing aids in cooperation, especially in 
socially complex societies. 

The closing talk, given to the entire conference in one 
united session, was given by Bill Wimsatt, philosopher of 
science from the University of Chicago. The talk was on 
development and cultural evolution. I didn’t get to take notes 
during the talk; Wimsatt’s presentation was above most of 
the audience except for the serious philosophers, or those 
who knew something about the field already.10 

Conclusion

Almost all of the presentations at the Darwin 2009 
conference were of a very high quality and were packed 
with interesting information. For the creationist, there was 
much to disagree with, but there was also plenty to learn 
from about the science and about the history and philosophy 
of evolution. With discernment, and with skin thick enough 
to ignore the occasional insult directed at creationists, the 
conference was a worthwhile time of learning. 
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