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Abstract

This essay analyzes the view of evolution of Jan Lever (1922–2010), founder of the  
biology department at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, and compares his view with 
those of J.H. Diemer and H. Dooyeweerd. Together with Dooyeweerd, Lever wrote 
a series of chapters on the species concept in Philosophia Reformata (1948–1950) in 
which species were defined as constant types. In his book, Creatie en Evolutie (1956), 
Lever still subscribed to Dooyeweerd’s philosophy but also suggested that it is possible 
that biological evolution occurred, including that of human beings, and that scien-
tific research can shed light on these processes. Influenced by his idea of individuality 
structures, Dooyeweerd criticized Lever and suggested that species are constant; that 
science cannot speak to the topics that Lever discusses. It is argued that Dooyeweerd’s 
views are influenced by the typological thinking of the time and that reformational 
thought would benefit from de-emphasizing this aspect of reformational philosophy.

Keywords

Lever – Diemer – Dooyeweerd – evolution – creation – typology

1 Introduction

From the time that transmutation theories of nature were developed in the 
nineteenth century, Christians have been challenged to determine and define 
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their own positions on this topic. These reactions were not uniform and they 
varied by group and place. Furthermore, a number of different topics played 
a role in the appraisal of evolution theories, such as the age of the earth, the 
interpretation of the Scriptures, the design argument, the inconstancy of spe-
cies, the significance of observations, and the origin of human beings. From 
different theological and metaphysical traditions, groups of Christians formu-
lated their positions on these subjects (see, e.g., Moore 1979; Livingstone 1987, 
1999; Paul 1988; Blancke 2013). Around the turn of the twentieth century, Dutch 
neo-Calvinists also participated in this discussion. Abraham Kuyper as well as 
Herman Bavinck gave a thorough and original analysis of the evolution theory 
based on their neo-Calvinist view of science; an analysis that would inspire 
natural scientists in this tradition to also deal with this topic (Kuyper 1899; 
Bavinck 1901, 1907; Flipse 2012, 2014).

When Herman Dooyeweerd developed his reformational philosophy1 in the 
1920s and 1930s, there was an expectation that this philosophy would stimulate 
Reformed natural scientists to complement this philosophy by developing a 
compatible view of the theory of evolution. The first person who made an orig-
inal contribution to this topic in the 1930s was the biologist Johann Heinrich 
(Harry) Diemer (1904–1945); he died an early death and was not able to elabo-
rate his views.2 After Diemer, it was especially Jan Lever (1922–2010)3 who built 
on the work of Diemer, whom he considered his mentor. Lever was the found-
er of the Department of Biology at the Vrije Universiteit (vu) in Amsterdam 
where he was Professor of Zoology from 1952 to 1986. Lever was indebted to 
Dooyeweerd for his early theorizing, and the two worked together intensively. 
Lever’s most well-known book, Creatie en Evolutie (1956), is strongly influenced 
by the studies, in his youth during World War ii, of Dooyeweerd’s thought. At 
the same time, it is clear by its reception that the book was not acceptable for 
everyone within the school of reformational philosophy. Dooyeweerd himself 
delved deeply into the topics discussed in the book, and in the end could not 
agree with Lever’s ideas.

1 “Reformational” can be an ambiguous word; we will use it to indicate the school of philoso-
phy established by Herman Dooyeweerd: the Philosophy of the Cosmonomic Idea (“De Wijs-
begeerte der Wetsidee”).

2 Diemer died in 1945, shortly after being liberated from a German concentration camp. Chris 
Gousmett (1985) describes the life and work of Diemer in detail. See also Flipse 2014 and 
Dooyeweerd’s 1949 obituary of Diemer.

3 Lever’s life, his early interests in reformational thinking and evolution, and the effects of 
World War ii on his studies, have been described previously by Bouwman (2006), Koorevaar 
and Nederveen (2009), Kruyswijk (2011), and Flipse (2012, 2016).
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In this article we examine the ideas of Lever, which were inspired by refor-
mational philosophy, especially at the beginning of his career. We first give a 
brief account of the views of Diemer, followed by an examination of the con-
tacts between Dooyeweerd and Lever, and of Lever’s work at the Vrije Univer-
siteit. The core of our article describes Lever’s views as they are expressed in 
Creatie en Evolutie (1956, 1958), and discusses Dooyeweerd’s reactions to them 
in his extensive review of Lever’s book. It will become clear that Lever and 
Dooyeweerd differed particularly on the importance of scientific investigation 
in relation to philosophical presuppositions regarding the species concept.

More generally, the relationship between the thinking of Dooyeweerd, Di-
emer and Lever on the one hand, and nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 
philosophy on the other, is a fascinating topic that we will discuss. Of particu-
lar interest is the influence of so-called essentialist and typological thinking4 
upon the thought of Diemer, Dooyeweerd and Lever.

The ultimate goal of this analysis is to advance present-day discussions 
about creation and evolution. We use the term “evolution” to denote the theory 
of common ancestry and descent with modification as it is understood today. 
After the confrontation - we do not think it is too strong a word - between 
Lever and Dooyeweerd, there have been hardly any contributions on this top-
ic from the circle of reformational philosophers, with the exception of a few 
smaller studies.5 Looking more broadly, neo-Calvinist thinkers after Kuyper 
and Bavinck have had little influence in the area of geology and biology (Flipse 
2014, 289–291; Van der Meer 2014, 125–126). Only recently has the discussion 
about creation and evolution had a new start in these circles.6 Our article aims 
to promote further discussion of this topic with a thorough analysis of the 
Lever- Dooyeweerd discussion, particularly on biological classification and on 
the concept of species.7

4 The history of essentialism as it applies to biological thought is long. For the purposes of this 
article, we will take “essentialism” to mean the “reality” (at a deeper level than the physical 
world) of species, and of other classification categories (Bowler 1989, 128, 198). For most theo-
reticians, essentialism also included the constancy of species.

5 For an overview see Wearne 2011b. The most important contributions in the field of geology 
may be those of Van de Fliert (1961, 1968, 1969).

6 See Clouser 1999, 128–139; and Klapwijk 2008, 2012. Klapwijk 2008 was discussed exten-
sively in Philosophia Reformata 76.1 (2011). We will come back to this discussion in our  
conclusion.

7 This ties in with a suggestion of Wearne (2011a, 97): ‘This would also mean reviving “Diemer 
studies” and “Lever studies” in order to maintain momentum with “Klapwijk studies”.’
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2 J.H. Diemer

J.H. Diemer was a great influence on Lever’s early thought. Diemer (1935) wrote 
his dissertation on the mosquito, Anopheles maculipennis.8 The eighth chapter 
is an extensive discussion of the species concept, both in general and as it ap-
plies to the insects he is studying. Beginning with Aristotle, Diemer provides 
a detailed survey of the history of classification. He makes special mention 
of “idealistic morphology”9 as it is supported by many nineteenth- and ear-
ly twentieth-century biologists. Diemer’s supervisor (promotor) C.J. van der 
Klaauw (and probably Diemer as well) was influenced by the idealist morphol-
ogy approach of W. Lubosch and A. Meyer (Trienes 1988).10

Diemer fine-tunes the way he thinks the concept of “type” should be used 
by favoring Dooyeweerd’s idea of individuality structures as a basis to guide his 
concept of species. He applies this approach in the classification of the species 
of mosquito with which he is working; here, too, the idea of type continues to 
play a big role. In Dooyeweerd’s thought, “structure” in the term “individual-
ity structure” refers to the laws that make possible specific types of concrete 
things; individuality structures represent a collection of individual things such 
as planets, rocks, daisies, frogs, or – indeed – species. Dooyeweerd considers 
these types to be immutable patterns, governed by creation laws ordering 
their existence. Thus, a type integrates the different aspects (modal proper-
ties and qualities) of individual things into an individual whole. Clouser (2005, 
237–268), Klapwijk (2008, 246–254), Strauss (2009, 25–26) and others prefer 
the expression “type laws.”

In an article in the first issue of Philosophia Reformata, Diemer (1936) elabo-
rates his view of “form-type” which, he asserts, is based on a “metaphysical 
idea” without which the concept of species would have no “knowledge-value.”11 
In his historical survey, Diemer suggests that, based on a renewed interest in 
idealistic morphology, typological thinking (in turn based on Goethe’s concept 
of archetypes) is making a comeback. Diemer expresses his interest in authors 
who support the concept of constant structural types, concepts compatible  

8 A designation which is now considered to refer to a complex of species of mosquitoes. 
Diemer states that A. maculipennis consists of several mating types. The topic is complex, 
as a more recent study shows: Linton et al. 2003.

9 We cannot discuss the whole topic of idealism but will only deal with idealism as it mani-
fests itself in the history of biology in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
In this view species or their morphological features are seen as concrete expressions of an 
idea or divine building plan. This will be discussed below.

10 A. Meyer is sometimes referred to as A. Meyer-Abich (e.g. Lever 1956).
11 Dutch: kenniswaarde. All translations from the Dutch are by hc unless stated otherwise.
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with Dooyeweerd’s idea of “cosmic individuality structures.” For Diemer, 
form-types are rooted in ‘Jesus Christ, the eternal Word of God’ (or “Logos,” 
as in Diemer 1944).12 The typological approach which he supports should be 
combined with “causal” biology (e.g. physiology or ethology). However, then- 
current developments in biology, while valuable for morphological system-
atics, cannot lead to a species concept, Diemer suggests. In agreement with 
Dooyeweerd (1959), who also distinguishes between creation and becoming, 
Diemer suggests that the topic of how a species originates ‘is a question we will 
not address for now.’

Diemer and Lever met during World War ii; Lever attended a lecture by 
Diemer, and then met him at a later date. Lever spoke highly of Diemer as a 
biologist and theoretician, and he dedicated his book, Creatie en Evolutie, to 
Diemer. Dooyeweerd (1949) memorialized Diemer’s work and tragic death and 
expressed his approval of Diemer’s thought in A New Critique of Theoretical 
Thought (1953, iii, 96).

3 Lever and Dooyeweerd

During the war, Lever wrote his master’s thesis on the nature and definition of 
the species classification category.13 His supervisor, Professor C.P. Raven, sub-
sequently invited Lever to write a dissertation on this topic. Lever declined, 
choosing to work on a “hands-on” project, investigating the functioning of the 
thyroid gland of chickens (Lever 1950a).

Shortly after the war, Lever met Dooyeweerd for the first time. Thereafter, 
at the 1949 conference of the Association for Calvinistic Philosophy,14 Lever 
gave a paper about “evolutionism and creationism in biology.”15 Dooyeweerd 
also asked Lever to write a series of articles, based on his thesis, for Philoso-
phia Reformata. Lever agreed, provided that Dooyeweerd would collaborate 
with him. In the introduction to these articles on the concept of species (1948, 

12 Diemer no doubt bases his idea of Logos on the philosophy of Jan Woltjer, the first person 
to teach philosophy at the Vrije Universiteit. For a recent extensive discussion of “Logos-
philosophy” see Nijhoff 2014.

13 J. Lever, ‘Rondom het soortbegrip’ (doctoraalscriptie 1945), in Archives Jan Lever, Histori-
cal Documentation Centre for Dutch Protestantism, Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam.

14 “Vereniging voor Calvinistische Wijsbegeerte”; its present name is Association for Refor-
mational Philosophy.

15 For Lever’s use of the words “evolutionism” and “creationism” see below.
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1949a,b, 1950a,b,c) – they refer to them as six “chapters”16 – the authors state 
that the species concept is of crucial importance to our understanding of the 
topic of evolution. They also mention, ironically, that evolution theory has had 
its heyday but that the influence of evolutionary thought is worth addressing, 
nevertheless.17

In the first and second chapters (1948, 1949a) on the history of the species 
concept before and after Darwin, respectively, Lever and Dooyeweerd elabo-
rate on the history as expounded by Diemer. However, Darwin himself, with his 
fluid and non-essentialist view of species – he speaks of varieties, species, and 
incipient species without much distinction – does not receive much attention. 
They state that, in the nineteenth century, typological views predominate, but 
then yield part of their influence to Lamarck’s idea of genetic continuity.18

The third chapter (1949b) focuses on the views of Adolf Meyer, who sug-
gests that there are several ways of classifying species. Despite their reserva-
tions about his opinions, the authors describe Meyer’s ideas because he erects 
a critical barrier against the historical (i.e. Darwinian) method in science.

In the fourth chapter, Lever and Dooyeweerd (1950a) state that a species 
concept containing phylogenetic elements19 should not replace the idea of 
species-constancy based on morphological principles. They conclude the ar-
ticle with a citation outlining a breeding definition of species by Ernst Mayr,20 
a biologist not supportive of essentialist views of species, incidentally.

The fifth chapter (1950b) discusses the views of several eminent biologists: 
Cuvier, who divided the animal kingdom into four basic archetypes, the French 
idealists Félix Vicq d’Azyr and Geoffroy St. Hilaire who emphasized morphol-
ogy and form over descent, and Jean-Baptiste Lamarck who “historicized” the 
morphological series of the French idealist biologists. The authors are particu-
larly attracted to the idealist authors Louis Agassiz and Albert Wigand for their 

16 We follow them in referring to these articles as chapters. In one sense, they are chapters: 
many thinkers are evaluated, but Lever and Dooyeweerd do not elaborate their own views 
until the last article.

17 This statement clearly indicates how much the Netherlands (and continental Europe in 
general) was isolated from the rapidly developing neo-Darwinian Synthesis in the uk and 
the usa. See Theunissen and Donath 1986, 48–49, 64–66; and Theunissen 1988.

18 See also Bowler 1989, 82–88.
19 This phrase should be interpreted in the way that Lever and Dooyeweerd saw it, namely 

referring to a definition of species based on descent (in an evolutionary context).
20 For a more recent statement of this view, see Mayr 1982, 273: ‘A species is a reproductive 

community of populations (reproductively isolated from others) that occupies a specific 
niche in nature.’
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creationist stance.21 Lever and Dooyeweerd allow that microevolution, transi-
tions within boundaries or species, can take place, but firmly reject transition 
by evolution (“macroevolution”). They dismiss Darwin in only one sentence, 
suggesting that he was not regarded as a great theoretician, and that he did not 
accelerate the historicization of morphology to a significant extent.

Lever and Dooyeweerd’s sixth chapter (1950c) reaffirms the pioneering 
ideas forwarded by Diemer in his thesis. The authors indicate how the Phi-
losophy of the Cosmonomic Idea can contribute to biological thought. In the 
conclusion they make a special return to the species concepts of John Ray, who 
emphasized both form and function in defining a species. This return to for-
mer species concepts also indicates a distancing from a systematics based on 
phylogenetics, and an emphasis on species constancy. Nevertheless, they also 
suggest that a definition of the concept of species will eventually have to be 
based on form, physiology, ecology and even ethology. The authors emphasize 
that all of biology, including experimental and field approaches, can contrib-
ute to a “Christian understanding,” not only of evolution but of a host of topics.

In a speech delivered in 1950, Lever (1952a) again summarizes the history of 
the species concept in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. He concludes 
that the influence of classical evolutionism has come to an end and asserts that 
transitional forms between basic types are missing. He states that he accepts 
evolution as a biological process of change, defining evolution as type- plasticity 
caused by processes such as mutation; however, he emphasizes that this plas-
ticity is bounded by constancy in the basic, created types. Nevertheless, he sug-
gests, as a portent of his book to come, that Christian biologists should remain 
open to the results of the various branches of morphology and the other bio-
logical sub-disciplines in which practicing biologists do their work.

4 Lever at the Vrije Universiteit

In a speech at the acceptance of a lectureship in biology at the vu, Lever 
(1950b) reiterates his views on the history of systematics, stressing the impor-
tance of type-constancy; at the same time, he contends that historical (i.e. 
evolutionary) theories should not be dismissed, and that there may be evolu-
tionary change within species. All systematic work should take the findings of 
the biological sub-disciplines, including ethology, into account (Lever refers to 
the so-called “new systematics”; it is defined below). Lever gives a short review 

21 Not to be confused with present-day creationists, who espouse a relatively recent creation 
and a universal Noahic flood.
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of Dooyeweerd’s Philosophy of the Cosmonomic Idea with its modalities and 
shows how it would apply to biological entities, using his own work on the 
thyroid gland of chickens as an example. He suggests that Dooyeweerd’s phi-
losophy can be another, laudable, “new systematics” in biology.

In 1952, Lever accepted a position as professor in the young biology depart-
ment at the Vrije Universiteit (Flipse 2016). His inaugural lecture (Lever 1952b) 
calls for a distinctive Christian voice in biology and expresses criticism of the 
materialist evolutionism that predominates the biological establishment.22 As 
materialism is the basis of evolutionism, so a creational view should be the 
basis of the work of Christians within biology, he suggests. Lever discusses the 
mystery of the origin of living cells and of the great diversity in living organ-
isms. He contends that there is no proof for a phylogenetic relationship be-
tween the various major groups of organisms; embryology and comparative 
studies can only partly fill this void. On the other hand, he reminds his readers 
that the successive appearance of vertebrate subphyla - jawless fishes, bony 
fishes, amphibians, reptiles, mammals and birds - in geological strata does 
tend to support the idea of a connection between these groups. He again sug-
gests that species are not constant, that one species can evolve into two, and 
that there have been evolutionary processes within the phyla. Lever concludes 
that there is an essential difference between creationism, as he uses the word, 
and evolutionism. Lever’s “creationism” accepts that there is a divine plan for, 
and divine involvement in, creation; this plan is reflected in the structures and 
diversity we see around us. Unlike “special creationists,” Lever asserts that it is 
probable that in the creation of the first forms of life, God used existing chemi-
cal compounds and their properties. As in other publications, he pleads for 
honoring the findings of biologists and other scientists.

5 Creation and Evolution

With the publication in 1956 of Creatie en Evolutie, Lever steered Dutch discus-
sions about biological origins in a new direction, particularly in his own church 
denomination.23 The book garnered much discussion when it appeared, for in 
several chapters of the book Lever makes a case for the possibility that evo-
lution is part of God’s plan to bring into being biological organisms and, in-
deed, human beings. Herman Dooyeweerd (1959) wrote a lengthy and detailed 

22 We will continue to distinguish evolution as a biological theory from evolutionism as a 
materialist worldview.

23 The Gereformeerde Kerken in Nederland (Kruyswijk 2011; Flipse 2014).
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review of Lever’s book in Philosophia Reformata. Below we discuss Lever’s book 
chapter by chapter, along with Dooyeweerd’s comments on these chapters.24

In the opening chapter, Lever distances himself from the “fundamentalist” 
idea that the Bible can provide us with scientific information. He also rejects 
the opinion held by some Christians that new structures of plant and animal 
types were created during the course of time. Lever favors the view ‘that “in 
the beginning” all aspects of reality were created which in the course of time 
were successively realized through a developmental process of that which was 
created’ (1958, 25). Dooyeweerd expresses his agreement with this first chap-
ter of Lever’s book. He comments positively on the author’s avoidance of the 
‘traditional theological confusion of the creation with the becoming process 
within the time order’ (1959, 114). Dooyeweerd presents an extensive account 
of his views on the use and concept of the word “creation” and he expresses 
reservations on how Lever uses the word.

Chapter two deals with the origin of life. Here, Lever presents a detailed 
examination of the theory of spontaneous generation. He points out that 
the origin of “life”25 is not really a correct phrase; life is not an entity but a 
characteristic of living organisms. It is notable that Lever describes theories 
about the formation of proteins and protein aggregates as hypothetical early 
beginnings of life but does not mention nucleic acids as possible factors in 
such beginnings.26 Of the three hypothetical scenarios for the origin of living 
organisms, Lever favors the theory that non-life gave rise to life (i.e. to living 
entities). He suggests that there was an original creation event, and that a sub-
sequent becoming process gave rise to the earliest living organisms via guided, 
yet natural, processes (1956, 45). Chemical substances are postulated to have a 
propensity for the formation of living things. Lever admits that this theory has 
similarities to the materialistic approach to this topic. It is the task of Christian 
investigators to study these processes and the possible origins of the diversity 
in creation.

In his review, Dooyeweerd agrees with Lever’s historical review of theories 
on the origin of life and with his reservations about the use of the word “life.” 
However, this agreement is less than enthusiastic because Lever states that at 
present there is no evidence for processes that gave rise to living entities while 
Dooyeweerd is steadfast in his opinion that the origin of living things is a topic 

24 This discussion between Lever and Dooyeweerd has also been mentioned by Stellingw-
erff (1987), Verburg (1989), Kruyswijk (2011), and Wearne (2011a).

25 Dutch: het leven.
26 In 1953, just a few years before the publication of Lever’s book, James Watson and Francis 

Crick published their theory on the structure of dna.
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that lies outside the bounds of scientific investigation. Dooyeweerd adds that in 
the language of science, “life” consists of some organism or entity, whatever 
that may be, but for Dooyeweerd, it is a modal aspect (the biotic) of living 
organisms. Dooyeweerd elaborates his reservations about Lever’s views on 
the importance of scientific research, suggesting that Lever’s views resemble 
those of “mechanistic evolutionism” where the biotic modal aspect is reduced 
to a physical function, and the integrity of the individuality structures of living 
things is eliminated. Dooyeweerd suggests that “his friend Lever” reaches con-
clusions that conflict with the starting point outlined in Lever’s earlier state-
ments and with the philosophical standpoint outlined by his (Dooyeweerd’s) 
philosophy. He urges Lever to respect modal boundaries, individuality struc-
tures, and the irreducibility of the life aspect. Dooyeweerd emphasizes that  
the becoming process in time (as distinct from the creation described in Gen. 1)  
should not be conflated with theories of naturalistic evolution.

In chapter three of his book, Lever discusses the origin of higher classifica-
tion categories of organisms, such as phyla, classes, and orders. He reviews the 
present knowledge on the origins of the major “types” of organisms. Notably, 
in this chapter he uses “type” for all taxonomic ranks above the genus level. 
In the Cambrian period, many of the present phyla “suddenly” appear, simul-
taneously as separate groupings (1956, 64). Lever states that our conclusion 
must be that nothing is known about the origin of the major groups of animals. 
However, he mentions at the same time that the various classes of the sub-
phylum Vertebrata appear successively, one after the other, from the Agnatha 
(lampreys and kin) to mammals, and birds. Gaps, i.e. discontinuities, between 
major groups, are real. He describes evolution as a theory in retreat, although 
defenders remain.

In section four of chapter three, Lever emphasizes his earlier observations, 
namely that in the pre-Cambrian only algal fossils have been found; after the 
Cambrian other major groups successively appear. He adds: ‘About the origin 
of phyla […] no intelligent word can really be said’ and that no transitional 
forms between them are known. Therefore: ‘it has not been proved definitely 
that there was a gradual evolution out of one another of the higher catego-
ries which can be differentiated in the vegetable and animal kingdoms’ (1958, 
94). But then he emphasizes that the findings of science must be accepted, 
and that the successive appearance of the classes in the subphylum Vertebrata 
does suggest a connection between these groups; in fact, Lever states unequiv-
ocally that he accepts the possibility of the evolution of classes; an evolution, 
if indeed it occurred, that was guided, planned, and intended by the Creator. 
In regards to the evolution of phyla, Lever mentions three possible viewpoints: 
the first he designates as creatio ex nihilo; second, the phyla arose ‘by way of 
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improbable yet natural processes’; and third, ‘the phyla all arose independent-
ly’ and ‘hence are separate subkingdoms within the creation.’ The latter ‘would 
be in line with the views of Cuvier and of idealistic morphology’ (1958, 98–99). 
One gains the impression that Lever prefers the second of these three.

In Dooyeweerd’s reaction to chapter three, he reminds his readers of the 
importance of structural types in the plant and animal kingdoms. He again 
objects to Lever’s view that the question of the origin of phyla, or indeed of 
all higher taxa, can be answered by scientific investigation. Dooyeweerd com-
ments on the three possible viewpoints that Lever mentions at the end of the 
chapter. While Lever seems to favor the view that the phyla may have arisen 
by way of natural processes, Dooyeweerd states that he prefers the third view, 
namely, that the phyla were created separately.

The concept of species, the subject of chapter four of Lever’s book, begins 
with an extensive discussion of the history of thought on the topic. The evo-
lutionary ideas of Darwin receive more than a passing mention, and there is 
a good description of Lamarck’s ideas and of Lamarckism.27 Lever acknowl-
edges the contributions of Diemer in defining mechanistic, neo-vitalistic and 
holistic views, and recognizes the Philosophy of the Cosmonomic Idea as it 
relates to the current discussion. He describes Dooyeweerd’s views on indi-
viduality structures, and he is also clearly intrigued by the “new systematics” 
(1956, 100–101). This line of thought had become especially influential due to 
the volume, The New Systematics (1940), edited by Julian Huxley, with essays 
on all branches of biology; it is considered one of the foundation stones of 
the neo-Darwinian synthesis. In the last section of the chapter Lever gives his 
own views on the concept and possibility of change in species. He reminds the 
reader once again that the Scriptures do not intend to reveal specific biological 
theories - and when Christians do hold that it reveals such information, they 
strengthen the grounds for critique by ‘anti-Christian evolutionists’ (1958, 139). 
However, he suggests that while the Word of God originated the existence and 
character of species, the mutability of species and the data about it should be 
accepted. This would allow the Christian scientists to work freely without the 
‘burden of the “constancy-of-species dogma”’ (1958, 140).

In his response to chapter four, Dooyeweerd states that it is one of Lever’s 
best chapters; nevertheless, he brings forward some deep-going criticisms. 
Dooyeweerd stresses that his philosophy makes a distinction between the law 
side and the subject side of things.28 In his responses to Lever he speaks of spe-
cies as constant individuality structures, which deal with the law side of things. 

27 Lever 1953 provides a good description of Darwin’s life and work.
28 Also discussed by Geertsema (2011, 53–54) and Klapwijk (2012, 63–65).
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Lever leaves enough room in his views to allow for scientific research (the sub-
ject side) to play a role. Dooyeweerd does acknowledge that species (and other 
classification categories) of vertebrates made their appearance successively 
but states that this has nothing to do with the constancy - or lack thereof - of 
species; one does wonder just what is the becoming process that Dooyeweerd 
envisions. He acknowledges that there can be much variation within species, 
but their constancy is, nevertheless, not in question for him. To support his 
view, Dooyeweerd cites an article by Franciscan Fr. Thomas Borgmeier (1957) 
who contends that only morphology and no other biological sub-disciplines 
such as phylogenetics, biogeography, or breeding criteria should be the ba-
sis for classification. Dooyeweerd stresses the importance of working with a 
species concept, whether that be the Ray-Linnaean view or, better, the view 
espoused by the Philosophy of the Cosmonomic Idea which stresses the con-
cept of species as ordering-types, and that these “types” are constant, although 
there may be variation within the species.

Lever addresses human origins in chapter five of his book, drawing on ma-
terials and illustrations he had published previously (1954, 1955). He carefully 
reviews the hominid fossils known at the time. The cultural characteristics 
of beings belonging to the genera Australopithecus, Pithecanthropus, and Sin-
anthropus are not known, so it is difficult to say how these species relate to 
human beings. Lever stresses the importance of burial customs and cultural 
artifacts, and on that basis considers Homo neanderthalensis and Homo sapiens 
diluvialis29 to be human. He describes several ways in which human beings 
differ biologically from animals, particularly when it comes to the duration of 
parental care. He concludes that ‘we may not reject in advance the possibility 
that the genesis of man occurred by way of a being that, at least with respect to 
the characteristics of its skeleton, was an animal’ (Lever 1958, 197).30

Dooyeweerd agrees with much of what Lever writes in this chapter. He re-
minds his readers of the Latin adage natura non facit saltus (nature does not 
leap) and with that suggests that evolutionary processes cannot cross modal 
boundaries.31 Dooyeweerd affirms Lever’s views on hominid fossils and on the 
importance of cultural characteristics in interpreting the significance of these 
fossils. Dooyeweerd contends that the origin of human beings is not a biologi-
cal but a philosophical question and that science cannot explain the origin of 

29 Now often referred to as Cro-Magnons, early representatives of modern Homo sapiens.
30 Italics in original.
31 Dooyeweerd’s use of this adage is ironic because it is used by Charles Darwin in his Origin 

of Species to support the idea that natural selection leads to gradual evolutionary change.
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the unique act structure of human beings. He again expresses his surprise that 
Lever, at the end of the chapter, seems to do an about-turn when he suggests 
that we should keep open the possibility of human descent from animal ances-
tors. Yet, contrary to his other comments, Dooyeweerd does leave some room 
for Lever’s ideas: ‘Obviously, one may not exclude a priori the possibility that 
many of the currently known types of species considered as type laws have in 
fact realized themselves by means of a more or less gradual transformation of 
groups of individuals whose ancestors displayed a different type of species, 
although this possibility cannot be verified scientifically.’32 He also admits that 
‘the questions posed by Lever continue to occupy me’ (Dooyeweerd 1959, 156) 
and that his ideas are still provisional.

In the final chapter, Lever summarizes the positions he has taken and adds 
further comments. While little is known about the origin of life, the origin of 
phyla and their relationships, and the origin of human beings, he does not ex-
clude the possibility of genetic continuity between all living organisms. For 
Christians, he suggests, evolution is not a purposeless and material process. He 
also rejects the idea that evolution was steered, now and then, by divine inter-
vention (1956, 170–174). He cites with approval the historical analysis published 
by Diemer. Lever submits that his views are in keeping with Abraham Kuyper’s 
views on evolution as expressed in his rectorial lecture at the Vrije Universiteit 
in 1899 (ibid., 188–191).

In his critique of Lever’s chapter six and of the whole book, Dooyeweerd 
voices questions about transitions, for example from animals to human be-
ings. Were the laws for the human act structure present during the transition? 
Does Lever sufficiently recognize the unique structural wholes of human be-
ings? How are we to think of these transitions philosophically? How can we 
possibly avoid antinomies? Dooyeweerd admits that the problem of human 
origins (and other modal transitions) occupies him too, and he suggests we 
plead docta ignorantia (learned ignorance) since the questions cannot be an-
swered. He objects to Lever’s suggestion that Christians work alongside other 
investigators to answer questions regarding origins. He agrees with Lever that 
a retreat to explanations that depend on supernatural interventions is not a 
solution to the origins problem. In spite of all his criticisms, Dooyeweerd com-
mends Lever on his book - he attempts throughout his critique to keep Lever 
“onside” philosophically - and appreciates positively that Lever continues the 
work started by “Harry” Diemer.

32 Translated by Van der Meer (2016).
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Not long after the dialogue between Lever and Dooyeweerd took place, 
Lever discontinued his membership in the Association for Calvinistic Phi-
losophy, perhaps because others had been even more critical of Lever’s book 
than Dooyeweerd. After Creatie en Evolutie, Lever did not engage in further 
discussions with the reformational school of philosophy. In a brief article, the 
title of which translates as ‘Plants, Animals, and Plant-animals,’ Lever (1964) 
did imply that even a quick look at biological organisms shows that there are 
organisms which defy the organismal categories and the modal functions of 
Dooyeweerd’s school (see also Lever 1973; Klapwijk 2008, 250 n). He did pub-
lish some radio talks in which he defended the possibility of evolutionary pro-
cesses within a Christian view of biology (Lever 1969, 1970, see also 1985). His 
Geïntegreerde Biologie (1973) is an introduction to the history and theory of 
biology for university students.

As we survey Dooyeweerd’s reactions to Lever’s book, some points stand 
out. Most significant is that Dooyeweerd repeatedly emphasizes his view that 
topics discussed by Lever cannot be addressed by scientists or by scientific re-
search. Here, Lever differs, for while he supports all of Dooyeweerd’s theories, 
he nevertheless adds a proviso at the end of several of his chapters and articles: 
he would also leave room for the research of scientists, even for the idea of 
change in species and higher taxa, and for the descent of human beings from 
animal progenitors.

6 Typological Thinking in Dooyeweerd’s, Diemer’s and Lever’s Work

We now turn to the pertinent topic of typological theory. What was the reason 
that, in the end, Dooyeweerd (and Diemer) on the one hand, and Lever on the 
other, disagreed? And how should we understand the views of Diemer, Dooye-
weerd, and Lever in the context of early twentieth-century philosophical and 
biological thought? We shall have to be aware that, although neo-Darwinism 
was beginning to have its effects at the time they lived and worked, this school 
of thought did not yet have a pronounced effect on Diemer and Dooyeweerd, 
while Lever was clearly ambivalent on the subject. Most important, however, 
were their diverging opinions on the importance of “typological thinking.” In 
order to understand this, we shall give a short sketch of the historiographical 
and philosophical debate about the species concept in relation to essentialism 
and typology.

In accounts of the religion-evolution debates, Darwinian selection theory 
producing individual adaptation is often pitted against Paleyan design theory. 
However, Peter Bowler (1977), British historian of biology, suggests that the 
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impact of Charles Darwin’s books in the Anglo-Saxon world defeated not only 
Paleyan design theory, but, unwittingly, also the influence of idealism33 and 
the emphasis on type. Bowler illustrates his thesis with examples from the 
thought of the Swiss-American biologist, Louis Agassiz (1807–1873), and of 
Richard Owen (1804–1892) and some other British thinkers.

The formidable American biologist, Ernst Mayr (1959), addressed the topic 
of Louis Agassiz’s career and influence.34 He suggests that Agassiz, while an 
excellent observer, was prevented from considering Darwin’s theory of trans-
mutation by his education and philosophical commitments. Mayr sees in this 
Swiss-American the embodiment of the triple threats of idealism, essential-
ism, and typological thinking. In his Essay on Classification, Agassiz (1962, 119) 
enthusiastically expresses his affinity with the thought of Cuvier who sug-
gested that there are four basic branches or divisions in the animal kingdom, 
and states that the animals in the various classification categories have been 
independently created, their existence being based on a ‘plan designed by an 
intelligent creator,’ that is, ideas in the mind of God.

Mayr’s assertions have not gone unchallenged. Mary Winsor (2006, see also 
2003) states that Mayr’s ‘essentialism story was fabricated’ in a way that does 
not do justice to its historical roots: ‘It portrays pre-Darwinian taxonomists as 
caught in the grip of an ancient philosophy called essentialism’ (Winsor 2006, 
149). Mayr’s aim was to support the population thinking of the Modern Syn-
thesis, i.e. neo-Darwinism, ‘in opposition to the typology of idealist morpholo-
gists’ (ibid.). To make his case, Mayr moved the use of type down to the species 
level. This “rhetorical ploy” was contrary to the way the concept of type was 
commonly used. Winsor notes that Mayr does see species as real entities (as 
opposed to the views of Darwin and others).

In Germany, where typological thinking continued to predominate, type 
was seen as an abstract pattern characteristic for a class of organisms (Levit 
and Meister 2006). Typology was a ‘non-phylogenetic classification system’ 
which served as a ‘foundation of idealistic morphology.’ It was ‘conceptually 
neutral with respect to hypotheses of evolutionary mechanisms’ and it was 

33 We cannot discuss the whole topic of idealism but will only deal with idealism as it mani-
fests itself in the history of biology in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
In this view species or their morphological features are seen as concrete expressions of an 
idea or divine building plan.

34 Mayr (1904–2005), one of the architects of the modern evolutionary synthesis, was very 
influential in several fields within biology. Critical of essentialism in many of his writings 
(1959; 1982, 455–466), he also states that his education in Continental philosophy was not 
helpful in his career (2004, 1–4).
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‘often accompanied by concepts such as Lamarckism, orthogenesis, creation-
ism, essentialism, etc.’ (Levit and Meister 2006, 281). Reif (1983) describes how, 
particularly in German-speaking countries, typological thinking persisted un-
til well into the twentieth century, namely into the 1950s and 1960s. Idealist and 
typological thinking were predominant, leaving no room for Darwinism, not 
only in Reif ’s discipline, paleontology, but also in other branches of biology. 
Various kinds of evolutionary theories were accepted in the years from 1880 
to 1920 (Bowler 1983) but in the 1920s and 1930s there was a reawakening of 
the school of idealistic morphologists based on the thinking of Goethe (Reif 
1986).35 Trienes (1989) confirms the prominence of idealist morphology and 
the type concept among German biologists in the early twentieth century. In 
Germany, biologists clearly had something different in mind when discussing 
“evolution” than the selectionism of the neo-Darwinian synthesis.

Influenced by its proximity to Germany, typological thinking was pro-
nounced and persistent in the Netherlands. Morphological and systematic 
scholarship dominated zoological investigations far into the twentieth century. 
In fact until the 1930s, the professorial chairs in biology were occupied, without 
exception, by morphologists and systematists. The neo-Darwinian evolution-
ary synthesis (i.e. the marriage between selectionism and population genetics) 
only gained a foothold in the 1950s (Theunissen and Donath 1986). This was 
the climate of thought in which Diemer and Dooyeweerd shaped their bio-
logical ideas, and which was also a prominent component of Lever’s biological 
education. Diemer, under the influence of the thought of his time and place 
and the views of his PhD supervisor, C.J. van der Klaauw,36 emphasized the im-
portance of type. Interestingly, Diemer applied the concept of type to species, 
including to the species of mosquito he was studying.

Dooyeweerd was knowledgeable in many of the academic disciplines of his 
time and gives them a place in the Philosophy of the Cosmonomic Idea. As is 
clear from the literature we have cited, he could not have failed to be shaped by 
the pervasive influence of typological thinking at the time he was writing his 
magnum opus. Furthermore, when we keep in mind that Darwin did not have a 
prominent place in biological thought in the Netherlands in the first half of the 

35 Not all biological systematists held typological views, of course; Classen-Bockhoff 
(2001; see also Rieppel 2011) describes the work of three botanical morphologists, only 
one of which, Wilhelm Troll (1897–1978), promoted typological, non-evolutionary 
interpretations.

36 About Diemer’s supervisor C.J. van der Klaauw, see Brongersma 1972; Trienes 1988; and 
Baneke 2008, 137. For the general intellectual climate among Dutch scientists in the Inter-
war Period, see Baneke 2008, passim.
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twentieth century, it is not surprising that Darwin only gets a line or two in the 
Lever-Dooyeweerd articles. At the same time, there was a considerable need 
for a consensus in biology, a discipline that was very fragmented at the time 
(Smocovitis 1997; Baneke 2008). For this reason, Dooyeweerd’s comprehensive 
approach to biology was attractive (for Diemer and Lever, for example), as 
were other attempts to reach a synthesis.

7 Conclusion: Making Room for a Non-Typological Reformational 
View of Biology

More recently, some thinkers in the Dooyeweerdian school of thought have  
supported the idea of biological evolution (Clouser 1999, 128–139; Klapwijk 
2008, 2012). In his book, Purpose in the Living World, Jacob Klapwijk (2008, 
234–258) discusses the essentialism and typological thinking in Dooye-
weerd’s philosophy, particularly as it pertains to biological species. He submits  
that philosophy should be based on experience. He shares Dooyeweerd’s 
views on modal laws and gives some examples of a legitimate use of type laws 
(2008, 253). He states, however, that Dooyeweerd ‘succumbed to the slumber-
ing temptation of essentialism’ and emphatically suggests that ‘Dooyeweerd’s 
identification of species with typological laws founded in the creation order 
inevitably leads to essentialist metaphysics’ (ibid., 234–235). Klapwijk does  
not share Dooyeweerd’s view that a classification category is ‘a blueprint that 
determines the essential characteristics of a group in advance’ (ibid., 249). 
Klapwijk stresses that essentialism can be ‘overcome’ (ibid., 235), which leads 
him to posit his theory of emergence and evolution (see also Cook 2013).

Our analysis shows that the most important difference of opinion between 
Dooyeweerd and Lever has to do with “typology.” We have shown that in his 
early articles Lever subscribed to Dooyeweerd’s ideas. This is particularly the 
case, of course, in the articles he co-authored with Dooyeweerd. Although 
Lever continued to praise Dooyeweerd for his ideas, in his later work he em-
phasized more and more strongly that there must be room to take the results 
of contemporary science into account. This ambivalence is strongest in his 
book, Creatie en Evolutie. It is significant that, while he discussed “type” and 
“typology” in the book, he did not apply these concepts to the species category. 
Eventually, Lever distanced himself from Dooyeweerd. Lever attempted to free 
reformational views of biology of typological thinking. In doing so, he found 
that Dooyeweerd did not side with him, for Dooyeweerd made the typologi-
cal approach an integral part of his philosophy. Dooyeweerd was of the opin-
ion that, in some way, an ordering type for species would lie at the basis of 
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biological thinking. According to him, the typical differences between species 
are ultimately grounded in the creation order. The “scientific data” that Lever 
brought forward could not be an overriding factor for Dooyeweerd.

In fact, Klapwijk and like-minded authors now go further than where the 
discussion stranded half a century ago. Our analysis of the confrontation be-
tween Dooyeweerd and Lever is an attempt to evaluate and understand the 
historical context of the discussion that took place at that time. From this his-
torical analysis it is clear how much Dooyeweerd’s and Diemer’s ideas were in-
fluenced by the climate of opinion in the interbellum period and by the ideas 
that were current in biology at that time. This was characterized by a search 
not only for unity but also for a revival of typological thinking. Lever, too, had 
still been educated in the prevailing biological thought of that time, but with 
the rise of neo-Darwinism these ideas lost influence; in the Netherlands this 
occurred later than in the United States and the United Kingdom.

In our view, this historical perspective introduces a new element into the 
discussion about evolution as it has been carried out within reformational 
philosophy in recent years. The question has been discussed whether Dooye-
weerd’s critique of Lever originated in some kind of essentialist thinking. Klap-
wijk, for example, blames Dooyeweerd for his hidden essentialism (Klapwijk 
2008, 248–258; 2012), while Geertsema criticizes Klapwijk’s interpretation of 
Dooyeweerd (Geertsema 2011). Our analysis shows that the discussion be-
tween Lever and Dooyeweerd (and Diemer) must be understood in the context 
of the intellectual and scientific climate of the time. Dooyeweerd was familiar 
with the biological theories of the 1930s and 1940s; and typological thinking 
was simply part of the theories current at the time. When he was a student, 
Lever also worked with these concepts and was anxious to combine them with 
Dooyeweerd’s philosophy. However, when Lever became aware of modern 
evolutionary theory in the 1950s, he became increasingly critical of typological 
thinking. In the end he did not see how to combine contemporary biological 
theories with reformational philosophy. Of course, our analysis - which shows 
how Dooyeweerd’s hesitation to accept evolutionary theory depends at least to 
a certain extent on outdated science - does not answer the question regarding 
which theory - typology or evolution - makes a stronger case for itself. How-
ever, via a historical detour we have opened the way for a renewed discussion 
among reformational philosophers about typology, the concept of species, and 
the question whether the empirical findings are convincing enough to choose 
for the evolution theory in our time, as Lever thought they were in his time.37

37 We are grateful to the following people who helped in various important ways as we 
wrote this article: B. Bjornson, W. Bouwman, R.A. Clouser, H.G. Geertsema, T.B. Jongeling, 
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