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Creativity and Intention in Evolution

Charles Darwin has now taken his place as one
of the great scientific innovators of all time and has changed for
ever the way we see ourselves, and our place in the universe. Even
those who hold to the biblical account of creation and see Darwin’s
theory as a profound error can no longer take for granted that
their beliefs are beyond question. Yet, the debate between the
Creationists and the neo-Darwinians continues in full fury. One
outcome of this has been to see Darwin’s theory become entrenched
as a dogma, defended by evangelical apologists, and no longer a
reasonable account of how human beings have evolved from earlier
life forms.

While extraordinary progress has been made in
the field of genetics, and while we are gradually beginning to
understand the mechanisms by which hereditary characteristics are
passed on, Darwin’s theory itself has become ossified, resisting
change and it remains more or less as Darwin originally wrote it
down. According to the famous biologist Ernst Meyr, “five general
tenets of evolutionary theory have been discovered in the years
since Darwin published his revolutionary book.” 1 Yet
all five are intrinsic to Darwin’s theory and cannot be considered
to be discoveries made since Darwin published his book. The lack of
any real development in Darwin’s theory is all the more surprising
because, according to the 2004 Gallup poll, almost 90 percent of
Americans polled rejected the neo-Darwinian solution to the mystery
of life. Only 12 percent agreed with it. Fifty percent believed
that God created the earth and all that lives on earth according to
the way described by Genesis.

Darwin’s theory has the simplicity and
elegance worthy of a great theory: organisms have evolved. The
changes leading to evolution have arisen through chance and random
mutation. Because of natural selection, these changes have allowed
some organisms to become better adapted to their environment than
others have. Those that are better adapted have tended to survive
in greater numbers, and they will likely transmit their
characteristics to the next generation. The idea that all life
gradually evolved from a common ancestry is like a beautiful
symphony evolving from the simplest of themes. One cannot help
thinking that because this idea is so beautiful, so utterly simple,
it must be true.

Darwin’s original theory allowed for the
possibility that influences other than chance and natural selection
modify species. He protested, in the last edition of The Origin
of Species, “I place in a most conspicuous position—namely at
the close of the introduction—the following words: ‘I am convinced
that natural selection has been the main but not the exclusive
means of modification.’ This has been of no avail. Great is the
power of steady misrepresentation.” 2 And, one hundred
and fifty years later, it is still of no avail. According to
neo-Darwinian dogma, random mutation modified by natural selection
is not one of the ways species have been modified: it is the
only way.

Darwin, in his Descent of Man, offered
one alternative to natural selection. This alternative was sexual
selection, but for over a hundred years scientists ignored the
idea. It became respectable again when an Israeli biologist, Amotz
Zahavi, proposed the “handicap principle.” The peacock’s tail had
caused evolutionists much consternation. The prevailing idea had
been that all changes contributed in some way to the survival of
the organism in which the change occurred. Yet the peacock’s tail
was cumbersome and made flight almost impossible for the bird, and
so appeared to be a handicap, rather than an aid, in the struggle
for survival. Zahavi’s theory was that the tail is a “sexual
ornament,” and that sexual ornaments indicate the fitness of their
bearers. The peacock has to devote a lot of energy to grow and
maintain the tail, to say nothing of the energy that it takes to
carry it around and to display it. An unfit peacock is unable to
bear the cost that this entails and so cannot compete with a fit
peacock in gaining the attention of a peahen. Hence he will be
unable to pass on his genes to posterity.

A plethora of variations of and improvements
to this theory have been suggested, but almost all of these have
been linked to a mechanistic interpretation of genetic inheritance,
and so the mechanistic/materialistic view of evolution has
generally prevailed. The fascination with genes and the belief that
they are in some way the sole key to understanding human evolution
and development grips the scientific community.

Why has Darwin’s theory remained frozen? Why
have his protestations been of no avail? Why have influences other
than ‘natural selection’ been resisted so strongly by mainstream
scientists? Why has sexual selection only become truly respectable
since it has been shown to be amenable to mathematical
investigation and mechanical interpretation?

In the first place neo-Darwinians assume that
the ‘science’ that has made possible the remarkable revolution in
the way we think and so see the world that Isaac Newton and his
successors have bequeathed to us, and which has given us
technological mastery of the world, is an adequate science for
investigating the mystery of life. A second questionable assumption
is that classical logic, which is intrinsic to that science, is an
adequate logic for this kind of investigation. These two
assumptions have led directly to the conclusion that living
organisms are but complicated machines, and that evolution can only
be understood as a succession of causes and their effects and that
changes in the direction of evolution are initiated by random
chance modified by natural selection.

During the sixties and seventies, when I was
still an executive, management theorists debated the ‘real’ reason
for a company’s existence. Some said that a company was in business
simply in order to make a profit for the shareholder. A management
theorist, Earnest Dale, was a leader of this school of thought.
Some said that the company was there to serve the market.
Management guru, Peter Drucker, advocated this line of thought.
Others again claimed that the company was there to serve the
interests of the technocrat; John Galbraith held this view. Each
school marshaled excellent logical arguments in favor of its
position. None could logically refute the other. A fourth theorist,
Wilfred Brown pointed out that all three—the shareholders, the
market and the employees—had the potential power to close the
company down and so a company was in business in the interests of
all three. In view of this, instead of a univalent theory that
classical logic demands, a multivalent or systems theory was
necessary. In Conflict and Creativity at Work I pointed out
that these three—shareholders, market and employees—make up a field
out of which the product of the company emerges.

A similar kind of argument could be made in
favor of a field out of which organisms emerge. The three
dimensions of this field would be: natural selection, sexual
selection and creative selection. The force that provides
the impetus to evolve would be the struggle to survive. Darwin, and
more recently biologist Geoffrey Miller, have given cogent reasons
for the validity of the theory of sexual selection. In the
Origin of Human Nature 3 I argued that creative
selection too might well play a part in evolution.

The mechanical theory of evolution by its
very nature excludes creativity. The idea of a machine being
creative is absurd. Creativity is intentional and gives rise to
novelty, a machine reacts automatically and only according to the
way that it has been designed. Creativity requires consciousness,
but the expression ‘mechanical’ is used to indicate the very
antithesis of conscious. The idea that we are nothing but machines
is so deeply entrenched in modern thinking that to advocate the
influence of creativity in life and evolution will immediately be
dubbed “unscientific.” The discovery of the DNA code seems to have
confirmed that characteristics are transmitted only by way of the
genes. With the recent success in mapping the human genome, and of
genetic engineering generally, scientists now take it for granted
that only a material solution holds promise of resolving the
enigmas of the mind and of human existence. Cloning, stem cell
research, organ transplants, cyborgs, genetic engineering, and,
most important of all, the development of computers, give us a view
of the world in which we, and all living organisms as well, are but
complicated machines.

The development of the computer has led
scientists to an even firmer conviction that we are but machines,
because the line between the human and the mechanical gets evermore
vague. We are now ‘switched on,’ ‘programmed,’ have ‘hardware’ for
brains and ‘software’ for minds. Even Al Gore in his book
Assault on Reason continues the assault on reason by saying
things like “we have to absorb vast amounts of culture into the
‘operating system’ of our brains,” 4 and “our capacity
for fear,” which he tells us is ‘turned on and off,’ ‘is
“hardwired” into the brain.” 5Artificial Intelligence
researchers talk about artificial intelligence and claim that
computers will soon replace human beings in fields that so far have
been our preserve. The physicist, Frank Tipler, assures us that it
will not be long before it will be racist not to see machines as
humans.

There is nothing wrong with using metaphors
to help communicate ideas. Poets in all cultures and of all ages
have done this. For Shakespeare, as an example, “All the world’s a
stage.” To look upon the world as a machine, or the mind as a
computer, can help when thinking about the world or the mind.
However, although to talk of the cheeks of my beloved as roses is
all very well, if I start fertilizing those cheeks to keep them
young I’m likely to run into trouble. While a metaphor declares,
“this is that” it declares, at the same time, “this is not that.”
Some value may be gained in likening a body to a machine and a mind
to a computer, provided we keep squarely before us the truth that
neither is the case.

A most obvious difference is that the
operations of a machine and of a computer occur according to a
string of causes and effects: this happens and this is the
consequence, which in turn becomes the cause leading to a new
effect. While this sequence can also occur in the body/mind,
nevertheless the body/mind is capable of spontaneous,
intentional activity. That this is so, that intention as well
as cause effect sequences are involved in living activity and its
evolution, is, as I will show in a moment, borne out by Darwin’s
own theory of evolution. Why this is so important for us at the
moment is that intention is an essential element in creativity. If,
as I suggest in The Origin of Human Nature, evolution has
creativity as a key component, then I must first establish that
intention plays a key role in that evolution.

*

The struggle for existence

Darwin’s theory of evolution is based upon
the notion of natural selection with its equally important
counterpart: the struggle for existence. One could say that natural
selection and the struggle for existence together provide the
keystone of his whole edifice. Let us remember the theory again.
Changes leading to evolution have arisen through chance and random
mutation. Because of natural selection, these changes have allowed
some organisms to become better adapted to their environment than
others have. Those that survive reproduce and pass on their
characteristics to the progeny.

We could use the metaphor of a sieve. Natural
selection is a sieve that ‘sieves out’ the ‘unfit.’ Suppose that
you want to have organisms of a certain size or above. You put
organisms in the sieve, shake it and those that are smaller than
that size selected pass through the sieve to oblivion. Now, suppose
you want large round organisms only. You pass the large organisms
through the sieve and
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