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YEARS BACK, MY PLACE of work used to be in airfields. You see these are located well away from populated areas. One such airfield, a newly built one, was situated in what was once an idyllic and somewhat sleepy village, and I was residing in a first-floor apartment. Both the airfield and our place of stay were surrounded by vast areas of virgin fields thick with vegetation. At home, I usually could savor my wife's chatter, peeping into the wet, marshy, meadows beneath, while busy in the kitchen.

Mostly, “Froggy, Froggy, a snake behind you, scoot” often, “Oh! Stupid frog, I am yelling jump away, jump, still, it gets caught” and a little less often, “Smart Froggy, it listened to me”. Sometimes, she takes to pontificating. “I think many of the frogs are foolish. Once in a blue moon, a few among them listen to me and jump away in time.”

I wanted to see for myself the basis on which she classifies frogs into “foolish” or “smart”, and started observing them closely. And she happened to be right. I could tell between two types of frogs, ones (the smart ones!) which took actions to catch prey as well as to escape from danger well in time, and the others, which were always late and sluggish.

Motivated by frogs, I ventured into lizards, one of the most common creatures to populate our buildings. Here, I could clearly differentiate between two types of lizards. One, which shoots its tongue out at the most opportune moment and the prey is always caught. Two, which generally remains rather lethargic, prey managing to escape most of the time.

I felt encouraged to continue. Quite similar was my experience with the next creature also. I could find two types of cockroaches, those which run towards you when you enter a room and the other that smartly run away to the safety of a dark crevice.

(I could see that this particular phenomenon is mentioned in many places. Everywhere, this peculiarity was attributed to the tendency of the cockroaches to get under the somewhat dark area created by one's shadow. For taking this into account, I watched these creatures with the light source positioned at different places, thereby altering the orientation of the shadow. I could not observe any change: there was no shadow effect!)

I was struck with such a remarkable variation in nature, which has not been discussed so far, in the character and living habits of all things male and female. Here, it is not very difficult to imagine the 'smart' ones as males, and the others as females, or vice versa. However, I wanted to go a little deeper, and I tried to look for further information. But all I got was a few unremarkable responses. Wherever I searched looking for an explanation or a reference, be it scientific journals, books or reputed websites, almost all answers pointed to the same refrain – evolutionary differences. It seems, all these are part of the natural adaptation of traits that facilitate survival and reproduction.

Put briefly, all of those say, if you accept that brains as well as bodies evolved, you will have to agree that gender-related characteristics too (encompassing all other differences) evolved in both. In other words, whenever a difference is observed between reactions from the male and those from the female, it should be considered as normal, gender-specific, response. If reactions of male and female to the same trigger are not different, there is something to worry, as suggested by many of those books.

I could not find these answers sufficient at all, being still of the old school that would be comfortable only when a reason was found. The age-old view that nothing happens without a cause, and for those with life, without a want, took better of me. The want might be the result of one's instincts, intuition, reasoning, or of any other external or internal stimuli. But without it, nothing should occur with a living being. Therefore, I asked myself, what is giving all the creatures, a ‘want’ to react the way they reacted. Or, if we take, as most of the literature maintains, the observed peculiarity of reaction has a link to evolution, how does life get a ‘want’ to evolve?

I found the cause or want belongs to the unexplored regions of evolution. Which points to a need to go back to the sequence of events that take part in the progressive development of a species of life, to learn more about it. And I wanted to get more information regarding the origins of evolution itself. Thereby learn more about the purpose, composition, and function of ‘evolutionary differences’, the celebrated protagonist of this enigma. The rest of the story is about that search, which quite unexpectedly has opened up whatever mystery life was hiding. Now I am as much clear about the abstract, as I am of real things. Much of the imponderables, many of those keeping behavioral analysts and social scientists perpetually busy, can no more pose me a challenge.

One can find inside this, for example, plenty of explanations and cure for well-reputed intangibles like extremism, chauvinism, or fanaticism. And, all other forms of intolerance too shall fail to pose any baffling questions, after reading this book. And it was also a great loss to me, after completing the book, I couldn’t wonder anymore at nature as a collection of hidden secrets.
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There is now a need to revisit evolution and study deeply, the manifestation of different elements that take part in the trouble-free progression of life. What we need to look for is a promoting agent. Let us try to simplify matters a little. Look for undocumented and unobserved peculiarities in the character and living habits of all forms of life. For, it is clear, if we assume that all known, different facets of life and evolution have been satisfactorily explained, a detailed study of undocumented elements is quite likely to lead us to our destination. In short, let us once again study life, right from its beginning, the very start of evolution. And let us look for a sign showing a ‘want’ to evolve.

So far, nobody would have felt the need to look for a starting point for evolution, since evolution has been seen only as a natural process with no specific cause. It is considered as an event set in motion and promoted, more or less solely by environmental factors. I have come across many arguments in favor of such a view. I think these are all quite flimsy, like the logical reason behind the long neck of giraffes – that these animals like to eat leaves of tall trees. (This evidently is not a worthy reason. It is more natural to conclude that because of long necks, these animals found it easier to survive on the leaves of tall trees.) In short, giving the prime position to environmental factors is plainly counter-intuitive. You see, something can happen only when it is initiated.

Even if we agree with all the exponents of the origin of life, who maintain that evolution can be initiated without a specific spark, there is only one possibility for the unhindered continuation of life. Every living being, showing at all times, a specific desire to evolve. This and many other features exist, in each individual being’s unique, unconscious, and repetitive way of responding to (or avoiding) the main tasks of living. Another interesting fact is that this is true for all forms of life. Further investigation has become a necessity now. More so, since quite a few of these features do not find a mention at all, in the books and papers related to this topic.

As most of these are linked with the progression of life itself, it is only proper, if we begin our study by asking a rather fundamental question in this regard.

What is the root cause of evolution? Why should beings evolve?

What is in vogue is to answer such questions, pointing to environmental changes which in turn promote genetic changes. Ever since the publication of ‘On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection, or the Preservation of Favored Races in the Struggle for Life’ by Charles Robert Darwin, many studies have gone into the mechanism of evolution. His theory still holds, successfully facing the many challenges posed mostly in connection with the finer details of its materialization. Of course, the alterations and additions contributed by scientists such as Gregor Mendel, deVries, Haldane, Dobzhansky, Futuyma and several others standing in good stead.

Almost all such studies can be seen to be focusing on the minor changes within a species from generation to generation over long periods of time. And also, how these minor changes result in the gradual transition of the species to a new one. However, not much has been written about its causes. What is motivating such a change? Why shouldn’t there be any opposition to evolution? (For example, motion can begin only by fighting against inertia, and to continue, it has to subdue friction.) Conceding that the question as to how life evolved is explained more or less satisfactorily by all these theories, why it evolved in the manner it did, does not seem to have attracted much attention. The motive for evolution remains an unsolved puzzle, that too with no attempts of resolution in sight.

Henri Bergson, the French philosopher, was very critical about Darwinism. According to him, Darwinism failed to explain why life evolved in the direction of greater and greater complexity. He then proposed the existence of ‘élan vital’, a kind of vital impetus which explains evolution in a less mechanical and more lively manner, as well as accounting for the creative impulse of mankind. This substance, ‘élan vital’, according to him, is the ‘thing’ responsible for growth, change, and necessary or desirable adaptations. (Sanskrit ‘prana’ and Chinese ‘chi’ also refers to something of similar function) This is, what is driving animal life to take the path of improvement. He named this journey as self-evolution and was awarded the Nobel Prize (1927 prize for Literature “in recognition of his rich and vitalizing ideas and the brilliant skill with which they have been presented”) for his work. Put briefly, it contests the popular belief that those who try to develop themselves spiritually are primarily aiming for self-preservation, self-improvement, and self-growth. All of these are, in fact, working on behalf of evolution itself.

Now let us examine why life evolved in the direction of increasing complexity. Bergson’s theory suggests that the enhanced complexity is due to the creative path, life has chosen. A couple of questions arise here. What prompted life to decide on such a path? Conceding that animal life is driven to a path of constant improvement, what is getting better? Also, as his theory posits, the important thing about self-evolution is that it is a conscious attempt at the process of evolution. As it happens with any other instance of conscious effort, shouldn’t there be something inspiring, provoking, or inducing this? Especially when we find in nature, inducements existing aplenty for making every form of life, plant or animal, behave the way nature wants it to behave.

In a more recent review of this question, Richard Dawkins, through his book The Selfish Gene, has put forward a gene-centered view of evolution. According to this view, emphasis should be
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