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THE INFLUENCE OF CHEMICAL THOUGHT ON BIOLOGY"

By Sir FREDERICK GOWLAND HOPKINS

SIR WILLIAM DUNN PROFESSOR OF BIOCHEMISTRY, UNIVERSITY OF CAMBRIDGE; PAST PRESIDENT OF
THE ROYAL SOCIETY, LONDON, AND OF THE BRITISH ASSOCIATION FOR THE ADVANCEMENT OF SCIENCE

THE latter half of the last century, though a period
of such rapid progress alike in physical and biologieal
science, saw inadequate contact between the thought
of the chemist and that of the biologist.

It is true, and a familiar circumstance to those
with an interest in the history of science, that, when
that half century began, organic chemistry and what
we now term biochemistry were both yet in embryo
and were hardly to be distinguished. Justus von
Liebig fathered them both.

It was the genius of Liebig that started modern
organic chemistry on a triumphant career, and
Liebig’s great desire and one which directed his own
efforts was to see chemistry render full service to
animal physiology and to agriculture. This desire,

1Given at the Harvard Tercentenary Conference of
Arts and Sciences, September 8, 1936.
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in satisfactory measure, was not fulfilled during
Liebig’s own lifetime, and it is, I think, of some his-
torical interest to decide why during years when sei-
entific minds were so alert so promising a field was
cultivated by so few. At first I think certain personal
attributes in leaders of thought contributed to the
separation of chemistry from biology. Liebig him-
self, for instance, though so brilliant a chemist, lacked
biological training and, as I have always felt, a biolo-
gist’s instinets. When with great enthusiasm he came
to apply his chemical knowledge to the living plant
and animal his thought often went obviously astray,
and much of his theoretical teaching was instinetively
and rightly rejected in biological thought. What was
really so valuable in that teaching lost therefore some
of its influence. Strange as it may seem, the influ-
ence of that other dominant mind of the time, that of
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