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Abstract 

As it often happens in the history of science, it is not easy to come to terms with our past. 

Modern-day preoccupations and (temporary) certainties guide our questioning and 

appreciation of what happened or did not happened decades and centuries ago. As far as the 

origin of life debate is concerned, the few systematic accounts of the history of the problem 

usually declare that spontaneous generations theories had been definitely defeated by Lazzaro 

Spallanzani's rigorous experiments. Others propose alternative dating, and suggest that it was 

Pasteur who dealt a final blow to such vagaries. That several distinguished European 

naturalists opposed spontaneous generation, and declared that research on the origin of life 

was proscribed for scientific and epistemological reasons, not to mention religious and 

political ones, is certainly true. It is far from true that such categorical statements prevented or 

put a stop to widespread debates concerning new ways of considering the origin of life. The 

fact that institutional science found it difficult if not impossible to deal with the problem 

(academies were after all financed by States, and biological materialism was not a favoured 

assumption throughout the XVIII and XIX centuries) does not mean that everybody agreed, 

and that public and specialist opinion refrained from pursuing the dream of throwing light on 

one of the most fascinating mystery of the natural world. Early evolutionary theories (in the 

broad sense of the word) were often the privileged conceptual space for proposing new 

models for a "scientific" theory of the origin of life. 
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