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  CHAPTER ONE


  This Is Not the Creation-Evolution Debate You’re Looking For


  

    THE CULTURE WARS OF EVOLUTION have set our minds on two paths—more like two ruts. Our creation theologies can ride or die with the Jesus fish or the Darwin fish on their bumpers. Ironically, a devout Christian driving that Jesus-fish car, a vehicle that resulted from centuries of applied science, pooh-poohs “those scientists” for promoting an anti-Christian agenda. Elsewhere in the world, a theoretical physicist naively dismisses religion as blind faith in invisible spirits. I do not want to contribute to the supposed conflict between science and faith. I want to do something much more disruptive. I want us to read Scripture for its own views on natural selection.


    The Hebrew creation accounts (specifically Gen 1–2, among others) sew together the same three concerns that Darwin eventually identified as the central topics of natural selection: scarcity of resources, fittedness to habitat, and their combined impacts on sexual propagation.1 My goal here is to consider the parallels among Darwin’s natural selection and later conceptual developments in evolutionary science, then compare them to the conceptual world of the Bible.2 We will see both where the two views jive and where they diverge.


    Even if it is a grand coincidence, the overlapping concern with genealogical selection in Scripture and in Darwin’s thinking deserves some attention. After all, both views supply stories about the beginning, middle, and future of the cosmos.


    These biblical and scientific folktales mean to speak realistically about our beginnings. Both stories intend to say something true about the natural history of the universe (even if one thinks the biblical authors do so poetically or analogically). Hence, I use the terms folktale and mythology as positive terms, not pejorative ones. Folktale does not relate to scientific or historical value but to explanatory purpose.3 Like all folktales, these two views about creation are designed to explain what we see and how it came to be.


    The biblical authors constructed polished and concise stories of human origins to reason with their audiences (which later includes us) about the invisible and organizing features of our cosmos. Because the biblical literature consistently develops these metaphysical views, we will do well to trace their metaphysical assumptions from beginning to end. The metaphysics that the biblical authors want us to understand is not a complex abstract system but a version of our material world reimagined with a different orientation.


    Whether you read biblical texts as history or mystery, they are not just telling stories; they are selling an intellectual tradition rooted in creation. We will soon see the same with some folktales from the evolutionary sciences.


    Some of these folktales from the evolutionary sciences differ from the biblical ones on this front: they offer no vision for the way things ought to be. For many, if not most, there simply is no particular way in which the material universe is supposed to be oriented. For most versions of the story in the evolutionary sciences, the cosmos now is as it always has been and ever more shall be. Not so for the biblical authors, from the Hebrew Scriptures (Old Testament) to the New Testament. Understanding that pivotal reorientation of the cosmos (what I am calling the metaphysical aspect) illuminates how the biblical authors singularly frame the intersection of scarcity, fit, and sex in the process of genetic selection.


    Overlaying the maps of these two intellectual worlds—the Bible’s and evolutionary science’s—will show us the various routes they each forge to conceptualize the world we know today. The biblical authors’ persistent dealings with communitarian ethics, scientific paths to knowledge, metaphysical principles, and causal physical relationships make the biblical intellectual world remarkably relevant for us. Even more, it is relevant for us in ways that other ancient intellectual worlds are not.


    I will argue that the intellectual world of the biblical authors makes our world existentially, ethically, and physically coherent in a way that could be harmonized with many of the findings of science—depending on how one construes both enterprises.


    

      INTERRUPTING SCRIPTURE WITH MY QUESTION


      “What about the dinosaurs?” I loudly interrupted. The living room was littered with teens on couches around the man who had been speaking to us. “What about them?” the young married youth leader countered. I was twelve, suffering from the angst-ridden effects of my parents’ divorce. John Ragsdale happened to be an unfortunate victim of my antics. I was not going to let this youth pastor say another word until he explained to me where the dinosaurs are in the Bible.


      Of course, bringing our specific aches and questions to the Bible is not always foolish. For instance, asking, “Where was God when my wife died?” can lead a grieving husband to Scripture’s rich store of laments. On the other hand, contentiously demanding an answer to “Where are the dinosaurs in the Bible?” might rightfully need redirection or honing.


      How do we know when “Where are the dinosaurs?” is the wrong question to ask? Does Scripture have nothing to say about the dinosaurs? Yes, it must have something to say about the fossilized history beneath our feet. But we may need to restrain or retrain our questions where the biblical authors are silent so we can instead hear what they are speaking loudly.


      Lucy in the ground with baboon bones. In stories about both creation and evolution, mixtures of mythologies and causal explanations abound. Fictionalized men and women stand in for whole populations.


      Even the renowned three-million-year-old “Lucy” (Australopithecus afarensis) is a fictional character amalgamated from a collection of scattered bones presumed to belong mostly to one prehistoric individual. I say mostly because her knee bone was discovered a year prior to the rest of her skeleton and over a mile away from the partial bone collection we have come to know as Lucy. In 2015, scientists realized that the Lucy skeleton also included an extinct baboon vertebra that had been wrongly included in Lucy’s reconstructed spine.4 Lucy, then, is the fictionalized character built around the conceptualized skeleton based on the 40 percent of a skeleton that was found roughly in the same area and including various bones from other things and places scattered across a kilometer radius.


      Adam, a name conjured from the title in Hebrew (ha’adam), means something akin to “the dirtling” or “the earthling” in English. “The dirtling” (ha’adam) is his punny title precisely because he was taken from “the dirt” (ha’adamah). Like Lucy, Adam often appears in artists’ fictionalized renditions along with imagined gardens and his “strong ally” later named Eve.5 Dozens of sermons, church dramas, and children’s services create new fictions every week of the first couple. They are depicted as arguing over fruit or wandering conversationally in a perfect tropical garden—perfect by the standards of whatever community depicts it.


      But the creation stories in Genesis depict a “famously laconic” creation—it is too short by any standard.6 Our unacceptably short biblical stories about creation bear such scant details that we often find ourselves telling stories about creation that are not in the biblical creation stories.7


      Yet, stories of Adam and Lucy demonstrate that we help others understand our ideas about natural history by telling good-enough stories that generalize beyond the data. By good enough, I mean that they accomplish the task at which they aim without having to explain all the data. And like so many things, we create stories about creation for our own good or ill.


      Joshua Swamidass’s recent book, The Genealogical Adam and Eve, offers a great example of the former. He creatively offers narratives and explanations that thread the needle of current population-genetics research, the creation stories of evolutionary science, computational modeling, and the biblical accounts.8 I hope more scholars follow his lead, and I will be returning to his model several more times.9


      To see how the biblical authors also strategically employ narrative, poetry, and legal reasoning to explain reality, we must first value the intellectual world the biblical authors construct for guiding their endeavor. That is a big ask for some of us.


      Let’s be sober about this. Instead of entering expectantly into the Bible’s intellectualism, we often try to relegate the texts of Scripture into some other category that allows us to get on with our task scientifically, or even spiritually. We find a way to swap out the biblical accounts for scientific mythologies until we get to “real history” within Genesis—usually starting with Abraham. Or, we create fictionalized accounts about Genesis to fill the gaping holes of the biblical creation accounts (e.g., depicting dinosaurs and humans living side by side). Both ways move the biblical texts to the side, presuming that they offer up only theological data (for the theistic evolutionist’s task) or raw biblical data (for the creationist’s so-called literal reading). But we are doing something better here, I think.


      The biblical authors are reasoning with us. I want to wrestle with this claim: the biblical literature presents a coherent and sustained intellectual world for us to enter. This reasoning is meant both to construct and to delimit our philosophical (or theological) imaginations.10


      In contrast, many Christian explanations that engage the biblical accounts end up treating the texts as either antiquated cosmic mythologies (how the world came to be), etiologies (causal explanations of our present world), functionalist explanations (how everything plays a role in ancient cosmology), or literalistic accounts that mix scientific reasoning and a flat reading of Genesis 1–2 (think Ken Ham’s Answers in Genesis).


      Paring the biblical creation texts down to functional, mythological, or etiological approaches does not sufficiently reflect the rigorous thinking presented by the biblical authors. And the literalistic readings do not go far enough, often not taking the literary aspects of intellectual literature seriously. All of these approaches could be partially mistaken in ways akin to my adolescent question about dinosaurs in the Bible. They create the potential to err by bringing their own problems to the biblical text and interrupting it with something that is problematic to them: typically, the many-splendored findings from the evolutionary sciences.


      I want us to allow the biblical authors to set the terms of the discourse the way they saw fit. I want them to be the loudest voice when we consider the conceptual world of creation that they have constructed for their audiences, ancient and modern. Let us give their metaphysical frameworks, their values, and their priorities a hearing to see whether they are antiquated gobbledygook or something more sophisticated. When we do, we will see that the biblical authors argue more vociferously and with more sophistication than we might have imagined or fictionalized.


      We will discover that the biblical literature suggests a form of natural selection, depending on what we mean by natural. We will have to puzzle that out later.


      We will also run the risk of having to say that the biblical authors might have been scientifically inaccurate about things.11 Did the biblical authors appear to believe in a three-decker cosmos (i.e., heavens, earth, and the deeps) with a domed sky resting on a flattened land mass set on pillars surrounded by water above and below? Yes, most of them did seem to believe something like that.


      Did they describe the cosmos in functional terms and trace causal explanations? At the least, yes, they did. Did their descriptions of creation provide a mythological account for later Hebrews (mythological in that it is an explanatory narrative about origins)? Yes, they did. Would the biblical authors believe that their accounts could hold up under modest scientific scrutiny if they were alive today? I think so, even if adjustments would have to be made to fit their understanding to current scientific understanding. Did the biblical authors write narratives in styles similar to what we have come to expect of historical or scientific explanations over the last century or so? Not so much.


      I want us to pursue questions that I think are more interesting than these rather flatfooted questions for comparing creation and science. More than any of the above approaches on their own, the biblical authors constructed this literature to reason with their audiences about the nature of reality beyond the historical and concrete events they experienced, even beyond some present understandings we may have today.


      As the simplest of examples about Iron Age Israelite concepts, the biblical authors make a steady distinction between reproductive anxieties and sexual generation. Sexual reproduction focuses on fertility and resident anxieties about producing children within one’s life and to one’s own benefit. Generation, on the other hand, looks over the horizon at the successive chain of reproduction. Generational anxieties focus on progeny in the land of the living, or what some might call genetic success. Most basically, reproduction relates to one’s children, whereas generation relates to one’s progeny.


      And early on, Genesis disrupts the cultural flow of generational thinking by passing the covenants through the second-born instead of the first. This indicates that generational thinking is not merely about producing many lineages, but unexpected lineages. And sometimes these generated from the “weaker” sons, some who turned out to be scoundrels (e.g., Jacob over Esau). From Genesis’s usurping of first-born son expectation to Paul’s rhetoric about God choosing the weak and foolish things, biblical authors delight to disrupt our thinking about convention and strength.


      This distinction between reproduction/children and generation/descendants provides enough conceptual heft for later discussions about sexual behaviors driven by scarcity and fit. The biblical reproduction-generation distinction will be especially helpful in thinking about hominins who are capable of worrying about progeny beyond their immediate generation.12 Much more on this later.


      Stories that argue with us. The Hebrews, like us, used stories to reason about their view of reality. Most of us grew up thinking that stories, on the page or the screen, were meant to entertain us. But stories can also make arguments. They can reason with us about the invisible features of the world. I might go further to say that narratives can uniquely inspect the unseen ways our world works, things not available to the naked eye and only grasped through insight. This unique ability of stories explains why filmmakers, scientists, philosophers, and sacred texts all use story to reason with us.


      Pithy stories do some philosophical heavy lifting. They reason with us and initiate explanations. These argumentative stories, like scientific and biblical narratives, are rarely about what we can see with our eyes. Rather, they explore the invisible forces at work that make sense of what we can see. This is precisely what happens in most stories explaining the creation of humanity in the biblical literature and the sciences.


      Concepts such as gravity and velocity must be understood apart from what is observed. Most (all?) concepts in the evolutionary sciences, including the concepts of Darwin’s natural selection, cannot be observed with the senses. They must be understood in order to explain what can be observed.


      The invisible concept of friendliness is one such example in evolutionary psychology. Brian Hare and Vanessa Woods’s splendid book, Survival of the Friendliest, argues that natural selection ultimately favors friendliness. They define friendliness as the ability to share ideas and goals with others and accomplish them together.13 When creatures begin demonstrating collaborative and beneficent traits toward others, there are physiological changes—to their teeth, face, torsos, and more—that can be predicted and traced. They call this self-domestication.


      Hare and Woods then consider friendliness traits that allowed modern humans (Homo sapiens sapiens) to outlast other hominins such as Neanderthals (Homo sapiens neanderthalensis) through self-domestication. Modern humans did not necessarily outwit Neanderthals through their raw mental prowess. Rather, Hare and Woods believe that modern humans managed to outlast Neanderthals because of a new kind of social intelligence they conceptualize as friendliness.


      But here is the point: Hare and Woods begin their book with a fictional story tracing friendliness through early hominins up to modern human beings. They then go on to examine twenty-first-century partisan politics in US Congress in light of their friendliness thesis. Ultimately, they conclude that fearmongering and dehumanizing of others in American partisan politics is antithetical to a natural selection that favors friendliness. They believe this all then yields a general moral truth: “Political rivals in a liberal democracy cannot afford to be enemies.”14


      This is all fascinating stuff, but I want us to notice how Hare and Woods themselves conceived of what they were doing in their book. They tell a story of how various versions of Homo erectus become various versions of Homo sapiens and how hunting, art, and communication allowed certain versions of hominins to flourish because of the invisible trait of friendliness.15


      Hare and Woods label their own science-based narrative “a creation story” and insist that theirs is “not just another creation story.” Their story should be the basis for shaping our morals and behaviors today: “It is a powerful tool that can help us short-circuit our tendency to dehumanize others. It is a warning and a reminder that to survive and thrive, we need to expand our definition of who belongs.”16 From their creation narrative they apply the principles seamlessly to political strife in twenty-first-century America.17


      This is what I would like us to notice: they did not tell just any story of creation. Rather, they strategically aimed their good-enough story at invisible features of our world to foster our intellectual imaginations about how the world once was, now is, and is to come.


      Like Hare and Woods’s scientifically ensconced creation story, the biblical authors did not restrict themselves to what could be seen. They too attempted to give a good-enough story to elucidate the unseen features that then explain what we can observe today.


    


    

    

      BRINGING IT ALL HOME


      Did you catch what I tried to do above? In a very simple way, I attempted to find an intellectual common ground behind the storytelling in the creation stories of the Bible and scientific explanations (here Survival of the Friendliest). I did this because I want to compare them apples to apples. Both of them reason with us by presenting coherent intellectual worlds with robust explanations in the form of stories. They both rely on the conviction that a good-enough story can help us to see the unseen features that shape the world. And as a colleague reminded me, they do so “at least in part to convince us how to live! These are ethically freighted tales.”18


      In the coming pages, I will trace the remarkable similarities between Darwin’s version of natural selection and the biblical discourse on the same topics. Because Darwin’s project only marked a beginning, I include early critiques of natural selection from within the sciences and some of the current ideas in the evolutionary sciences. (Of course, these surveys can only give glimpses into the most generally agreed-on ideas and critiques of natural selection. And the moving target that is “current evolutionary science” typically and only represents a slice of its theorists.) Alongside each of Darwin’s aspects of natural selection—scarcity, fit, and sex—I trace how the biblical authors deal with the same group of selection pressures in their own way.19


      I will suggest that the actual conflict between science and Scripture is not evolution versus creation. Rather, the conflict turns on how one answers this question about the present physical state of the universe: Is it now as it was in the beginning and ever more shall be?


      But first, we dig deeper into Darwin’s remarkable ideas.


    


    










  


  CHAPTER TWO


  What Hath Darwin to Do with Scripture?


  

    “READ ARISTOTLE TO SEE whether any of my views are ancient.”1 Around 1851, while on the HMS Beagle, Charles Darwin penned this note to himself. Strangely, Darwin did not read Aristotle until just prior to his death in 1882, thirty years after scrawling this note. Even then, he read only an introduction to Aristotle and some passages from Physics.2


    It should not surprise us that Darwin’s burgeoning views on natural selection were met with “that sounds a bit like Aristotle” from his colleagues, presumably due to Aristotle’s views on speciation.3 The Authorized Version of the Bible was also listed among his books on board the HMS Beagle. He was, no doubt, familiar with the content of the Old and New Testaments even if he bristled at the idea of scientifically reasoning from them. In the end, we will see why Darwin would have done well to read more of Aristotle and also Scripture.


    By looking at Darwin and Scripture side by side, we will see how their conceptions of nature, selection, and adaptation agree and depart from each other. We might have presumed the main conflict between Darwin and the Bible to be about random mutations and natural selection. But the deeper divergence actually lies in the uniquely Hebraic view of humans as moral actors who effect changes in the metaphysical orientation of the cosmos. That is a mouthful. Stated succinctly, morality affects physical reality. Thus, the conflict of visions includes more than superficially competing origins stories—evolutionary versus biblical.


    However, as with his lifelong neglect of Aristotle, Darwin seems to have left the biblical literature largely unexamined.4 His dismissive tone toward those ancient Semitic texts can be seen in his various correspondences (e.g., “I never expected to have a helping hand from the Old Testament”).5


    If Darwin had regarded those biblical texts as an intellectual peer, he would have discovered in his own Old Testament that his interests were quite ancient indeed, significantly more ancient and Asian than Aristotle’s.


    Predictably, the evolutionary sciences eventually broke from Darwin on key matters of natural selection because of later intellectual movements in biology and the computational sciences but also because of empirical research. As historians and philosophers of science have taught us, the models, metaphors, and conceptual worlds of every era of science inform what makes sense and to whom it makes sense.6


    I would like to think that if Darwin were reading this right now, he would think about what made sense to the Hebrews, to Aristotle, and to his colleagues. I think he would be interested. He might keep turning the pages, even if reluctantly.


    

      DARWIN’S BIBLICAL IMPULSE


      I will make the case in the coming chapters that an alliance of factors features centrally in both the biblical and Darwinist accounts of creation, some of which persist in evolutionary science. Moreover, this distinct discourse about the pressures of selection cannot be drawn from any other creation accounts in the ancient world. For most of us, that makes this conversation inherently interesting. If nothing else, our fascination with this Darwin-Bible parallel could be justified merely from the fact that it complicates that well-worn conflict narrative: science against religion. It is unexpected.


      What makes the parallels interesting is not a bizarre causal link between them—as if Darwin unconsciously picked up his three pressure points of natural selection from his Old Testament and adapted them to constructs du jour. Rather, my interests are in Genesis’s ability to critically engage and critique ideas such as Darwin’s because Genesis speaks about the very same universal pressures on humanity: how to survive in this disordered cosmos. What is it about scarcity, fit, and propagation that makes them inherently useful for explanation in the Hebrew Bible, New Testament, and, later, Darwin’s thinking?


    


    

    

      APPLES AND ORANGES: APPROACHES TO DARWIN AND GENESIS


      For a long time now, scholars have posed Genesis’s creation accounts side by side with origin stories gleaned from evolutionary science—nothing new there. To say it again, we cannot forget that both the biblical and evolutionary accounts technically fit into the genre of mythos—narratives intended to explain the origins of matter, flora, and fauna. The genre of mythos does not deal with the question of historicity, only the aims of the story being told.


      In her book Evolution as a Religion, skeptic philosopher Mary Midgley does not mince words on this front: “The theory of evolution . . . is . . . also a powerful folk-tale about human origins.”7 It is not as if the biblical account is a story and the accounts of evolutionary science represent “the facts.”8 They both employ narrative to collate the data for their rhetorical goals. These narratives are good enough, but never exhaustive in their details. Hence, Midgley deems them folktales (or mythos).


      Whether these folktales are true to “natural history,” in the ordinary sense of the term, is a matter for better minds. What matters most about this kind of mythos, whether biblical or scientific, are its rhetorical aims, even if set apart from the historical issues with which both folktales must inevitably deal. They both seek to explain a present reality by means of a dramatic story about a distinct and unfolding past. We will look at Darwin’s stories of selection in the coming chapter. As we have already seen, the creation narratives of science continue to indicate how we should then live today.


      Given the above parallels between Darwin’s views and the rhetoric of Genesis, it might seem somewhat surprising that some Christian scholars are willing to set aside aspects of the biblical narratives as irrelevant at best or inconsequential at worst. However, the intellectual category in which they place the biblical texts informs why they think the biblical accounts are mythic apples to scientific oranges.


      Genesis (and other biblical creation texts) tells of origins differently in tone and register from how we would today. The Bible’s creation accounts do not address scientific concerns in the way we conceptualize them. The ancient Hebrews were using narrative somewhat differently than we typically think of narratives today. Many of these scholarly examinations of biblical and evolutionary approaches rightly point out those differences.


      According to these scholars, biblical accounts sate the concerns of ancient audiences with mythos, while evolutionary science gives the most accurate account of natural history.9 Many of these treatments of creation, especially by biblical scholars, lack attention to the intellectual world of Israel’s Scripture.10


      David Livingstone sums up one intellectual hurdle for scholars in the late nineteenth century that accounts for a version of this apples-to- oranges conflict:


      

        For long enough there had been theologians, particularly but not exclusively in Germany, who took a higher critical view of scripture. For them the Creation story of Genesis, with its depiction of Adam’s creation, probation, and fall, were truly “mythological” and could therefore be sifted of all scientific content to leave behind the moral message as a sort of spiritual residue.11


      


      It is incorrect to say that the origin stories in the evolutionary sciences are somehow equivalent to the biblical accounts in their aims to describe what actually happened. Scripture gives a particular story that leads to a particular people in history. Livingstone notes those who were attracted early on to Darwin’s thought were also offended by the specificity of the man’s “creation, probation, and fall” found in Genesis.


      A universal and scientific account of humanity cannot have named people within it. Scientific creation accounts name the circumstances of creation, not the specific people or their lineages. Many increasingly found this one specific Hebraic story line untenable and unnecessarily binding—a specificity not required by a more comprehensive evolutionary account of how creatures came to exist in general.12


      Another theological attempt reconciled Eden to the emerging evolutionism at the end of the nineteenth century by converting “Adam the specific person” into “Adam the character in a story” as a representative type standing in for all humankind.13 This move attempts the same: to extricate the actual origins story of humanity from the specific history of a man and woman as the direct genealogical ancestors of humanity. Again, the problem of the specificity of the Genesis narrative interferes. Or as N. T. Wright put it recently in terms of the new naturalism: “We had ‘discovered’ that a sharp division existed between the hard facts of this world, which does its own thing without divine intervention, and the vague fantasies of ‘religion,’ which were unprovable, unreliable, intolerant, and unhealthy.”14 An Eden that could be placed on a map with two named progenitors made Genesis a rather intolerable account for biblical scholars attempting to reconcile Genesis to evolutionary thinking.


    


    

    

      AN APPLES-TO-APPLES APPROACH


      Attempts to take the Bible’s conceptual world seriously do not always make the proper points of contact with it. For example, in his essay on evolution and natural evils, Neil Messer wants to follow the biblical definition of what is considered “very good” in defining the problem of evil. Yet, he collapses the vast disparity between the “very good” world of Genesis and the one described by evolutionary biology, “a world deeply marked by scarcity, competition and violence—by the ‘struggle for existence.’”15 Messer cannot imagine how these are not contradictory accounts of our world—the world as it was, now is, and ever more shall be. Messer is then forced to puzzle out how our world, pockmarked with deficiency and violence, can be reckoned with the world of Genesis 1–2. The competition is between those two narratives, and the naivete of Genesis will have to lose.


      I want to show that Genesis 1–11 precisely focuses our attention this way to explain “scarcity, competition and violence” in a world gone awry. This is the intellectual tradition played out across the biblical texts.


      What Messer could not imagine is the uniquely Hebrew metaphysical imagination that Genesis seeks to construct. Hence, biblical authors from Genesis to Revelation argue about the disorientation of the cosmos and its rightful orientation. They do this by filling out our imaginations with a present reality unimaginable to most. Paul memorably depicts this imaginative hurdle as seeing “through a glass darkly” (1 Cor 13:12 KJV; or a “mirror dimly,” ESV). At the end, we will have to spend some effort reimagining alongside the biblical authors to understand their metaphysical concepts, how they twist and turn.


      If the Christian Scriptures explore the same or similar conceptual grounds to Darwin’s natural selection and accounts from evolutionary science, then should their theology, begun in Genesis, not be offered a seat at the table of all Christian discussions of evolution?


      To be clear, I am not evaluating whether some evolution narrative or a literalistic reading of Genesis is indeed the Truth. My goal is to offer an apples-to-apples account between two stories of origins and the conceptual worlds that support them. On the one hand, we have the ancient and specific Hebraic story of a particular man and woman in a geographically located garden, listening to a serpent, enacting his counsel, which then creates the disordered conditions of scarcity, mis-fit, and problematic genealogies. On the other, we have a generic humanity emerging and propagating from generic “natural” conditions of competition or cooperation in light of resources, which is determined by best genetic fit.


      Can these two stories be reconciled? If not, why not? But even more fundamental than the stories they tell, at what points do their conceptual worlds conflict?
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CHAPTER THREE

Darwin’s Scarcity and the Struggle for Life


YEARS AGO, MY FAMILY’S PLASTIC BIRD FEEDER became the setting of horrific prejudice and violence. It still scars my memories.

When our children were in primary school, we bought a hummingbird feeder—the apple-red kind with yellow florets that you might see hanging outside kitchen windows. We put ours on the front porch in the hope that we would see these iridescent marvels of flight from our front window. Our little children hunkered down at the window watching and waiting for hummingbirds.

I was excited too, but I warned the kids that we might never see a hummingbird and that insects might take over the feeder. Within a day or two, hummingbirds regularly swarmed the feeder. We could hear the vibrations of their fluttering wings through the open windows.

Then, a few days later, I heard the kids screaming from the couch. My daughters screeched, “The birds are killing each other!” I thought they were misinterpreting the scene until I saw it for myself. A few hummingbirds had ganged up to attack another. When the victim fell to the concrete, the perps pinned him down on the sidewalk while one of them began stabbing the pinned bird with his nectar-drinking beak. Thinking that I was watching a murder, I flung the front door open, hoping that would scare them off. It did not. I still had to manually shoo them off the bird on the ground. (It turns out that some hummingbirds use their beaks to stab others, specifically in the throat.)1

The children were crying as if they had just witnessed a gang execution, which we basically had. We took the feeder down and rinsed the nectar out of it. I remember thinking to myself, “I wish the birds knew that we had plenty of nectar for all to eat.” Upon researching further, what we saw was likely a combination of territorialism and worries about food scarcity burned into these tiny winged motors. As one expert puts it, “The angriest hummingbirds may be aggressive well into the fall as they defend prime feeding spots in preparation for migration.”2 I’ll say!

[image: ]

Scarcity often reigned in Darwin’s thinking. Though Darwin clearly favored genetic fit as the most powerful force in natural selection, he also saw a synergistic relationship among an organism’s environment, resources, and the oft-violent “struggle for life.”3 Due to limited resources, creatures compete, fight, and die by starvation, predation, dehydration, and all the interesting ways we die. Hence, the catchphrase “survival of the fittest” presumes the kinds of scarcity well known among our ancestors—a scarcity without recourse to community or government interventions.

Today, evolutionary biologists consider other factors such as mutation, genetic drift, and gene flow to be the most likely culprits for evolutionary change in a population. As the brutality of competition has been reassessed in the last generation of evolutionary thinking, cooperative models of evolution exhibit a similar impulse to the biblical authors. Scarcity-driven violence is a nonnecessary response in a world of want.


DARWIN’S STRUGGLE FOR LIFE

Darwin rarely let predation for resources slip from mind. What Disney later whitewashed in The Lion King as “the circle of life,” Darwin painted with hues of destruction likely gleaned from Thomas Malthus’s unsparing description of a “struggle for existence.”4 Darwin explores the nature of the struggle in the passage below, and he is worth reading at length here:

All organic beings are exposed to severe competition. . . . Nothing is easier than to admit in words the truth of the universal struggle for life . . . than constantly to bear this conclusion in mind. Yet unless it be thoroughly engrained in the mind, the whole economy of nature, with every fact on distribution, rarity, abundance, extinction, and variation, will be dimly seen or quite misunderstood. We behold the face of nature bright with gladness, we often see superabundance of food; we do not see or we forget that the birds which are idly singing round us mostly live on insects or seeds, and are thus constantly destroying life; or we forget how largely these songsters, or their eggs, or their nestlings, are destroyed by birds and beasts of prey; we do not always bear in mind, that, though food may be now superabundant, it is not so at all seasons of each recurring year.5


Catchphrases of evolution drive the popular imaginations of Darwin’s version of nature “red in tooth and claw.”6 However, we should not take it for granted that Darwin’s version of natural selection by means of competition required such destroying. Darwin painted the canvas of a species’s struggle more glorious than Lord Tennyson’s oft-abused saying. It was a “struggle,” but Darwin focused his affections on the outcome more than the melee. His was a teleological account as much as anything else: “Thus, from the war of nature, from famine and death, the most exalted object which we are capable of conceiving, namely, the production of the higher animals, directly follows.”7

The mechanism, for Darwin, was just that: a perfunctory mode of tailoring and tailing off unfit species. In this new story about an ancient “tree of life,” the branches that adapted lived to fight another day: “For as all organic beings are striving to seize on each place in the economy of nature, if any one species does not become modified and improved in a corresponding degree with its competitors, it will be exterminated.” The environment can also act as the agent of selection. The extremes of scarcity and climate test an organism’s fit and kill off those that do not. So, Darwin envisions climate as another set of pruning shears. “Periodical seasons of extreme cold or drought seem to be the most effective of all checks.”8

This is not, for Darwin, a sad story of the natural world. Rather, he reminds the anxious reader in the final sentence of a chapter titled “Struggle for Existence” that “death is generally prompt, and that the vigorous, the healthy, and the happy survive and multiply.”9 I guess our hummingbird execution squad was not so bad after all.

In the evolutionary sciences, the seeming natural connection between scarcity and competition has come under repeated challenges. Beginning in the early twentieth century up to more recent feminist critiques, a simplistic account of scarcity that leads to competition now faces significant scrutiny within the evolutionary sciences.

For instance, Robert Ricklef confidently claims competition as fundamental for shaping adaptation. “A resource consumed by one individual can no longer be used by another.” But Michael Gross and Mary Beth Averill push back that if this is so, “then almost any behavior can be so construed . . . [as] competitive.”10

Despite the prominence of competition in his thinking, Darwin also puzzled over the probability of biological altruism, organisms sharing resources to their own disadvantage.11 But his interest remained mostly in the civilizing role of social altruism in humans. Darwin marveled at “a savage, who will sacrifice his life rather than betray his tribe.”12 He could not have been aware of how much those puzzling altruistic behaviors might have shaped his thinking on the matter because he did not know how widespread they were.

It is not just humans who sacrifice for others but even trees and chimpanzees. Darwin could not have known, might not have been able to even speculate, of the social networks that share requests for nutrients in the forest in lean times. Trees, as one example, not only use fungal networks to communicate needs between them down in the forest floor, but do so between different species.13 More on trees in chapter eight, but for now we can see that Darwin’s puzzlement over savage men self-sacrificing when they did not have to might be overwhelmed by recent findings.

Cooperation. Competition, in harsh environs low on resources, generates violence. That was the thinking. The need to include cooperation highlights an advance in evolutionary thought: fittedness to each other has deeply embedded prosocial and reciprocal features.

The idea that cooperation might equally fund evolution goes back to at least the 1930s but gained momentum by midcentury with the work of Ashley Montagu, who not-so-subtly labeled the focus on competition “the Darwinian Fallacy.”14 Feminist theorists followed and dogged the dogma of Darwin’s views regarding scarcity-fueled competition.

These critiques aimed at the undemonstrated and universally presumed metaphor of nature as a field of battle. Feminists argued that this model stems from an androcentric portrayal of nature “red in tooth and claw.” Mostly male biologists throughout history have produced unsurprisingly male visions of nature. Thus, “nature, as depicted in biological science, is a man’s world.” This male emphasis on “parsimony may derive largely from male socialization to strive against others and to manipulate nature in the world of work; and it may little correspond with women’s traditional experience.”15 In other words, the evolutionary constructions of two sexes, specifically with aggressive and stronger males in hominins, might have also helped to shape the theories of evolution.

Notably, male evolutionary scientists were the first to critique Darwin’s competition thesis. J. B. S. Haldane argued in the 1930s for a softer and kinder selection, at least among animals with cognition, “In so far as it makes for the survival of one’s descendants and near relations, altruistic behavior is a kind of Darwinian fitness, and may be expected to spread as a result of natural selection.”16 Ashley Montagu followed suit in the 1950s: “Combative competition and struggle may in some cases lead to one type leaving a greater progeny than another, but it does not necessarily follow that such processes will always do so . . . combative competition and struggle are not by any means necessary parts of the modern theory of natural selection.” Montagu then authored a full book on the topic two years later: Darwin: Competition and Cooperation, which he wryly claims in the preface “should be subtitled The Darwinian Fallacy.”17

Based on new research on cooperation within evolution, skeptic philosophers such as Mary Midgley, biologists/mathematicians such as Martin Nowak, and theologians such as Sarah Coakley similarly argue against social Darwinism.18 Most basically, if cooperation were central to selection, then natural selection such as Darwin’s struggle for life simply cannot explain all the data. Many (maybe even most) scientists and theorists today see cooperation differently from Darwin. Nowak writes, “Thus, we might add ‘natural cooperation’ as a third fundamental principle of evolution beside mutation and natural selection.”19

The burgeoning biological case for cooperation demands some explanation as well. Brian Hare and Vanessa Woods argue suggestively in Survival of the Friendliest that the physiology of domestication dovetails with cooperative features in mammals apart from human intervention.20 Not only is domestication a human-driven endeavor, but Homo sapiens seem to have gone through a biological selection for friendliness uncoerced by other beings. The so-called natural world created the conditions for which humans were domesticated through selection of friendliness features. The selection of these physiological and psychosocial features then further shaped human physiology and bent them toward socialized cooperation.

In short, although the premise that scarcity entails competition in a struggle for life became standard for the initial stages of evolutionary thinking, questions arose about the necessity of competition in the struggle. Struggle does not necessitate competition, since struggle and biological mechanisms can be shown to produce teamwork, from single-celled organisms to trees to hominins. Gross and Averill conclude that the lack of evidence for competitively driven adaptations creates “no good reason to attribute such characteristics to a ‘competition’ to develop protective attributes.” They continue, “Why not see nature as bounteous, rather than parsimonious, and admit that opportunity and cooperation are more likely to abet novelty, innovation, and creation than are struggle and competition. Evolution in this perspective can be seen not as a constant struggle for occupation and control of territory but as a successive opening of opportunities.”21

Though this turn to cooperation in evolutionary thinking is provocative and helpful, one wonders how much we can imagine enlarging the pie of resources before it must inevitably be divided—and division will mean life for some but not all. Even today, division of resources generally compels struggle that turns to violence among humans and against their habitats. Studies suggest that even something as basic as the threat of diminishing water supplies can explain much of subnational, national, and international politics, including wars.22

It is too soon to place our bets on either a competition- or cooperation-driven origins story in the so-called natural history. Some blend of both will likely rule future thinking in the evolutionary sciences. But notice that both explanations struggle to control a narrative, neither of which finds unyielding foundations in the empirical sciences. Yet, both speak crucially to the nature of human morality.

Montagu balked at what he considered Darwin’s momentous error, fixing the whole of natural selection in the evils of competition to the death. “Darwin helped to establish such seeming paradoxes as that good could flow from evil, and that in the biological sense such evils were really good.”23 Feminist critiques suppose that male-driven explanations will unnecessarily read adversarial survival into the map of biological observations when it need not be the case. At the present, these still resemble what Midgley called origins “folktales” with some mathematical modeling behind them.

The feminist critique asks for the possibility of a different imagination surrounding natural selection. It allows the female experience to participate in shaping and forming concepts and possibilities of selection. The species adapts through cooperative means in abundance—a sentiment to which Darwin might have been amenable.24 In all cases, the conception of nature determines what kind of “natural” selection is then projected back onto natural history. Can nature be, for the evolutionary sciences, a cooperative evolutionary environment from cells to souls, or does the red claw of competition always loom along the way?

Violence and scarcity. Though violence is not a necessary outcome of scarcity, some evidence suggests that violence often accompanies scarcity, specifically when it comes to hominins. To be clear, the idea here is not that evolutionary processes create violence; rather, scarcity can.25 Scarcity can also create cooperation. So no simple and singular connection can be drawn between scarcity/plenty on the one hand and competition/cooperation on the other.

Speaking of animal violence, humans are particularly violent creatures. When fit into a broad survey of animal violence, humans “are an average member of an especially violent group of mammals, and we’ve managed to curb our ancestry.” One survey reviewed archaeological and epidemiological data on cause of death from 50,000 BCE to the present in order to suggest that “at the origin of Homo sapiens, we were six times more lethally violent than the average mammal, but about as violent as expected for a primate.”26

There may be some modest evidence to loosely support the view that hominins are particularly violent in times of resource scarcity. Lester Brown and Gail Finsterbusch recall the recorded history of the savage effects of ancient famines. When things got desperate, even highly stratified cultures would “sell children to obtain money for food; and resort to suicide, murder, and cannibalism.”27 Families drowned themselves in the Tiber in Rome (436 BCE) to alleviate starvation. Cannibalism factored heavily in India, Europe, and the colonized Americas—for example, Jamestown—in times of severe famine.28 Accounts of murder for the sake of cannibalism during famine even come from Iron Age Israel (2 Kings 6:24-31).

Famine offers an extreme example, but it does not represent the typical mode of violence from scarcity pictured in Darwin’s view. Scarcity allows specific members of a species with specific genetic advantages to acquire the scarce resources. Famine, on the other hand, leaves most organisms resourceless.

A recent survey of California’s prehistoric graves found a correspondence between the climate’s lean years and the number of deaths by blunt-force trauma to the head or pointy objects, for example, spearheads. Scarcity correlated with violent deaths more than anything else. Mark Allen and colleagues report, “Sharp force trauma, the most common form of violence in the record, is better predicted by resource scarcity than relative sociopolitical complexity.”29 Who is to say why? Violence “associated with” scarcity seems to be the best we can say, and it is the same model often used in Scripture. Correlations between violence and resource anxieties do not entail causation, but repeated pairing of the two raises the question: How does scarcity contribute to violence, and if so, does it do so by necessity?

Some studies suggest that knowledge based in experience of scarcity has adaptive benefits in our cognitive abilities. Kelly Goldsmith and colleagues think scarcity could make us more adaptable: “Reminders of resource scarcity elicit cognitive flexibility, in service of the desire to advance one’s own welfare.” Others found that personal experience of scarcity adversely distorted decision-making in adults.30

Bonobo apes are a notable exception to the above and give us a living model of nonviolent primates—the only apes that do not hunt or kill other monkeys. Many have heard of the bonobo chimpanzees because they are humanity’s closest genetic relative and they use wildly promiscuous sexual gratification (by hominin standards) to navigate social situations.

Relevantly, bonobos also go out of their way to share food when it is of no advantage to them and will help a stranger bonobo get something the stranger wants—a feature commonly seen in human children that fades as humans get older.31

Key to this discussion of bonobo prosocial behaviors and aversion to violence is one other fact: they live in a food-abundant forest in the Democratic Republic of Congo. They do not compete for food, and some believe that creates the conditions for their peaceable behaviors.




CONCLUSIONS

For Darwin, scarcity begets a struggle for life. So, scarcity plays a crucial role in pruning the tree of life: “The amount of food for each species, of course, gives the extreme limit to which each can increase; but very frequently it is not the obtaining food, but the serving as prey to other animals, which determines the average number of a species.”32

Whether or not empirical studies can adequately show that scarcity necessarily leads to violence and under what conditions, the twinning of scarcity and violence is not irrational. The two have commonly been considered together, both by Darwin and advocates of the cooperationist models of natural selection. Thus, when we see the biblical authors making the same associations, they are not speaking out of turn. They are making the same connections that humans have always made between scarcity and violence. But like those in the cooperative camp of natural selection, they also make the claim that scarcity does not necessarily require violence in response.

So how do the biblical authors map out their reasons for scarcity and its relation to violence?
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