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The intellectual burden of denying human evolution in 
the face of so many lines of evidence would be far too 
great for any fair-minded person to sustain.

We are creatures of evolution, with all that implies 
about our bodies, our minds, our thoughts, our hopes 
and dreams. And now we can begin to ask the really 
interesting question:

What does it mean to be a creature 
fashioned by the hand of evolution?



“It is harsh and crude in its practical consequences, 
in a degree that sets it apart from all other respectable 
scientific hypotheses; not coincidentally, it had its 
origins in polemics against the poor, and against the 
irksome burden of extending charity to them.”

The Death of Adam
Essays on Modern Thought Marilynne Robinson

“Darwinism is, intrinsically, a chilling doctrine.”

“Darwin [expressed] a cheerful interest in the 
extermination of races…”



“[Darwinism] has required the disengagement of 
conscience, among other things. It has required the 
grand-scale disparagement of the traits that 
distinguish us from the animals — and the Darwinists 
take the darkest possible view of the animals.”

The Death of Adam
Essays on Modern Thought Marilynne Robinson



“For old Adam, that near-angel whose name means 
Earth, Darwinists have substituted a creature who 

shares essential attributes with whatever beast has 
recently been observed behaving shabbily in the 
state of nature.  Genesis tries to describe human 

exceptionalism, and Darwinism tries to discount it.”

The Death of Adam
Essays on Modern Thought Marilynne Robinson



“It is a thing that bears reflecting upon, 
how much was destroyed, when modern 

thought declared the Death of Adam.” 

The Death of Adam
Essays on Modern Thought Marilynne Robinson

“There is no place left for the soul, or even 
the self. Moral behavior has little real 

meaning, and inwardness, in the traditional 
sense, is not necessary or possible.” 



“[Living things], including exalted beings like 
ourselves, arose from physical laws, from war of 
nature, famine, and death. This is the ‘grandeur.’ 
And a bracing kind of consolation in the brief 
privilege of consciousness.”

The Sea of Faith

Was once, too, at the full, and round earth’s shore
Lay like the fields of a bright girdle furled.

But now I only hear

Its melancholy, long, withdrawing roar,

Retreating, to the breath

Of the night-wind, down the vast edges drear

And naked shingles of the world.



The story of human evolution, according to 
those who spin this narrative, is one of 
pointless accident, dark struggle, and ultimate 
meaninglessness. 

No wonder so few want to hear the bad news. 

It is imperative to ask if we need a fundamental 
revision of evolutionary theory to account for 
the specialness of human nature. As we will 
see, I don’t think so. What we really need is to 
understand and appreciate the beauty and 
subtlety of evolution in greater depth than ever. 



We are living creatures, to be sure, one species 
among countless millions that have come and 
gone in our planet’s lifetime. But we are also 
uniquely the creatures of music and art, of poetry 
and laughter, of science, reason, and 
mathematics. 

We are the children of evolution in every sense, 
but we are children of the universe as well, and 
from that realization comes a new and 
exhilarating way to see our place among other 
living things and our home among the stars. It is 
exactly that place I propose to explore. 



1) Grandeur

2) Say it Ain’t So

3) Chance and Wonder

4) Explaining it All

5) The Mind of a Primate

6) Consciousness

7) I, Robot

8) Center Stage

Are we just another species?

Does evolutionary psychology fully account 

for human nature?

Can we trust a mind shaped by evolution?

Does consciousness contradict evolution?

Does evolution deny free will and agency?

What is our place in the Cosmos?



What is man, that Thou are 
mindful of him?

(Psalm 8)

Stephen Jay Gould

“Humans are not the end result 
of predictable evolutionary 
progress, but rather a fortuitous 
cosmic afterthought, a tiny little 
twig on the enormously 
arborescent bush of life, which 
if replanted from seed, would 
almost surely not grow this twig 
again or perhaps any twig with 
any property that we would care 
to call consciousness.”



“There never was an ‘ascent of man,’ no 
matter how desperately we might wish there to 
be. We are merely a shivering twig that is the 
last vestige of a richer family tree. Foolishly, we 
have taken our isolation to mean that we are 
the true victor’s in life’s relentless race.”

Brian Switek



We humans “aren’t any more 
special to the universe than 

a sea slug.”

PZ Myers



“Giraffe scientists would no doubt 
write of evolutionary progress in terms 
of lengthening necks, rather than larger 
brains or toolmaking skill. So much for 
human superiority. If that’s not 
ignominy enough, bacterial scientists 
would no doubt ignore humans 
completely except as convenient 
habitats, the passive scenery against 
which the bacterial drama is cast.”

Henry Gee

“Now, ask yourself—which of these 
stories is any more valid than any 

other, at least as a narrative?”



“Man is a singular creature. He has a set of gifts 
which make him unique among the animals: so that, 
unlike them, he is not a figure in the landscape—he is 
a shaper of the landscape. In body and in mind he is 
the explorer of nature, the ubiquitous animal, who did 
not find but has made his home in every continent.”



Studies by scientists like Lorenz 
and Skinner are relevant because 
“They tell us something about 
man. But they cannot tell us 
everything.”

“There must be something 
unique about man because 
otherwise the ducks would 
be lecturing about Konrad 
Lorenz, and the rats would be 
writing papers about B. F. 
Skinner.”



The Perseids - 2017

Of all the creatures, of all the forms of life that grace the 
surface of this small planet, only one that looks this way 
into the nighttime sky. Only one knows the Perseid 
spectacular is coming. Only one contemplates the age of 
the universe, only one is aware of the mysteries to be 
solved in starlight. While all of life is one, while all of life 
is linked by ancestry, structure, and design, only the 
human creature seeks answers to questions in the stars.



David Sloan Wilson

Evolution will include all Human Knowledge:

“Nothing about X makes sense except in the light of 
evolution, where X can equal Anthropology, Art, 

Culture, Economics, History, Politics, Psychology, 
Religion, & Sociology.”

Evolution will explain the 
humanities away.

Does Evolution Constrain Us?



Wilson argues that the adaptive 
value of human customs, 

behaviors, superstitions, and 
social institutions permits 

evolution to explain all of them.

Edward O. Wilson



“A central tenet of the modern 
world view is that we do not know 
our own minds, our own motives, 

our own desires. And — an 

important corollary — certain well-
qualified others do know them."

Marilynne Robinson



“If history and science have 
taught us anything, it is that 
passion and desire are not 

the same as truth. The 
human mind evolved to 

believe in the gods.

”It did not evolve to believe 
in biology.”



The human mind did not evolve to believe in biology?

The Human Mind Invented Biology!



One might say that Evolutionary 
Psychology has sought to explain away 
every human activity except itself, and 
unfortunately it doesn’t appreciate why 
this matters.

In seeking an adaptive 
explanation for nearly 
every human activity, 
evolutionary psychology 
consistently overlooks the 
fact that it, too, is a human 
activity made possible by 
the evolutionary process.



Supposedly, human psychology was shaped 
by selective pressures in the Pleistocene



“We know so little about the environment of 
our Pleistocene ancestors, what they were 
like, and how they lived, that almost any 
hypothesis about which strategies might 
have helped them to reproduce, and thus let 
their characteristics ripple through the gene 
pool, is bound to be highly speculative.” 
[Anthony Gottlieb, NYTimes 1/29/09]

What about the actual Pleistocene?



The most extreme conclusions of Evolutionary 
Psychology stem from false confidence about the 

nature of the human past.

Especially since we live today in societies that 
reinforce a host of cultural stereotypes.



The findings of evolutionary psychology have 
been and will continue to be an important part 
of the exploration of human nature. 

But an obsession to reach deep into the past 
to find the hidden chains that bind us must be 
paired with the realization that we have 
evolved into the only creatures able to 
perceive those chains, to rise above them, 
and to achieve an independence of thought, 
action, and creativity that makes possible the 
great and lasting achievements of our 
species. 

We are, then, creatures like no other.



Evolution describes not the Death 
of Adam, but his Triumph. That is 

the great Truth of our story.


