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Kant was a philosopher’s philosopher, whose influence can still be felt in professional philosophy. Charles Darwin, on the other hand, laid no claim to being a philosopher at all. Born at Shrewsbury in 1809, he went to Cambridge University with the intention of becom​ing a clergyman, but this plan died a natural death when on leaving Cambridge he joined HMS Beagle as a naturalist. This voyage in the southern hemisphere meant that Darwin was away for five years and was, he said, ‘by far the most important event in my life’.’ It was on this voyage that he began to formulate the views on the devel​opment of species through natural selection that he made famous in The Origin of Species, published in 18 59. He argued against the idea that each species has been independently created, emphasizing instead the gradual evolution of one species into another. his idea was that individuals face a struggle for existence and must compete with each other for limited resources. Those that are best adapted to their environment will be the ones that will survive and leave most descendants. Individuals, even in the same species, will vary slightly from each other and this gives natural selection a chance to operate. Darwin writes: ‘Owing to this struggle for life, any variation, how​ever slight, and from whatever cause preceding, if it be any degree profitable to an individual of any species.. . will tend to the preserva​tion of that individual, and will generally be inherited by its off​spring.’2
As Darwin points out, that means that the offspring will have a better chance of surviving, so that there will be a gradual improvement, step by step, in each species’ ability to cope with its circumstances. Given a long enough period, a species could change its nature entirely and a new species come into being. Darwin’s emphasis, however, was on the individual members of the species, since it was they, and not the species, which would flourish. Darwin called the process ‘natural’ selection, to mark it off from the artificial selection of plants and animals by humans so that they could produce more useful varieties.

Darwin stressed that ‘our ignorance of the laws of variation is profound’ and to a large extent, given the scientific knowledge available in the 18 50s, his hypothesis was a leap in the dark. There was no doubt about the controversial nature of what he was proposing. The idea that each species had a fixed nature, given it by the Creator, was deeply rooted. Darwin’s emphasis on the struggle for existence suggested that there really were no such things as species, or at least no fixed ones. Darwin admits that he looks at ‘the term species as one arbitrarily given for the sake of convenience to a set of individuals closely resembling each other.’4 He emphasized the gradualness of change, and did not believe in sudden leaps, whereby strange new species popped up. Each change, according to the theory of natural selection, has to occur through a series of fine gradations. Why then, he asks do we not see these linking forms around us, and why are not all organisms ‘blended together in an inextricable chaos’? Darwin emphasizes the slowness of change, and the fact that only a few species would be changing at any one period. We ought, however, to be able to see gradual changes recorded in the succession of fossils left us, and he was somewhat embarrassed by apparent gaps in the fossil record.

This view of species challenged philosophical assumptions stem​ming from Aristotle and even Plato, about the essences of things. Living things could no longer be seen as sharing the universal characteristics of a species. There could not be anything correspond​ing to ‘horseness’ or ‘doghood’. There were just lots of individual animals, lumped together in groups by the ‘opinion of naturalists having sound judgement and wide experience ‘~6 Darwin accepts that species are ‘tolerably well-defined objects’,7 but the changes brought about through natural selection are always for the good of each organism and not of the species. References to ‘the survival of the species’ are in fact un-Darwinian. Because, too, of the emphasis on gradual change rather than on fixed characteristics, evolutionary history becomes important. The crucial factor is which are the ancestors of the members of a current species, not the superficial similarities they share with other creatures. What enables us to group different species together is what Darwin refers to as ‘the bidden bond of community of descent’.8
This was all highly controversial to the naturalists of Darwin’s day, although some, such as A. R. Wallace, had been coming to similar conclusions. What, however, made it intellectual dynamite, was the effect of such biological views on our understanding of our own place in the scheme of things. No other scientific theory could have so challenged the most fundamental philosophical and theo​logical assumptions about the importance and uniqueness of the human race. Darwin was reluctant to get involved in the contro​versy but he understood well enough what he was saying. Only one sentence in The Origin of Species refers to the matter but Darwin was in no doubt about the significance of that sentence. After looking to the future and seeing new possibilities for research, particularly in the field of the gradual acquirement of mental powers, he said: ‘Light will be thrown on the origin of man and his history.’ A. R. Wallace later proved to be much more cautious than Darwin about the relevance of the theory of evolution to human nature. He preferred to make a distinction between the evolutionary development of the human body through natural selection, and the intellectual and moral faculties, which, he maintains, could not have been so devel​oped. As a result of this dualism he was able to hold that there was a side to human nature which could nct have been derived from animal ancestors. Since Wallace had arrived at the theory of natural selection independently of Darwin, and since it was the fact of his parallel work which prompted Darwin to publish The Origin of Species, the divergence between the two is of some interest. Wallace wanted to uphold the ‘spiritual nature’ of humans and says:

Thus alone can we understand the constancy of the martyr, the unselfishness of the philanthropist, the devotion of the patriot, the enthusiasm of the artist and the resolute and persevering search of the scientific worker after nature’s secrets. Thus we may perceive that the love of truth, the delight in beauty, the passion ftr justice, and the thrill of exultation with which we hear of any act of courageous self-sacrifice, are the workings within us of a higher nature which has not been developed by means of the struggle lbr material existence.9
Darwin and his successors tended to reject this dualist vision, and have instead tried to explain all human characteristics in terms of evolution through natural selection.

Our Place in the World

Darwin was far from being the first thinker to have suggested that the human race was merely one part of the material world, with no special status. Indeed Plato and Aristotle had reacted against the pre​Socratics on this issue precisely because they sought intelligibility and purpose rather than the working of blind chance. Early Greek philosophy, too, had been fascinated by the question of change and flux and had often emphasized it at the expense of any apparent stability. Darwin’s stress on variation and evolution, and his conse​quent attack on fixed categories was not novel, but it did seem to contradict the account in Genesis where it is stated that ‘God made wild animals, cattle and all reptiles, each according to its kind.”0 It seemed that each species had been created from the very beginning as it was meant to be. Above all God ‘created man in his own image’.11 Humans were therefore not so much complicated animals, as reflections of God himself. The special status of humans seemed assured.

Darwin’s outlook was influenced itself by Christian theology, and in particular by the works of William Paley, who considered that the apparent order and purpose to be seen around us spoke of a Designer, just as the intricate workings of a watch would indicate a watch-maker. Darwin explained order in the biological world in terms of natural selection rather than the purposes of God. A blind, unconscious and automatic process seems to replace the conscious design of the Creator. The struggle for existence becomes para​mount, in which chance variations are selected if beneficial and rejected if harmful to the organism. Purpose has, it appears. been transmuted to chance, and Homo sapiens as a result becomes one animal species amongst many, the chance production of an immensely long process of evolution. It is easy for theologians to dismiss Darwinism as a belief in the meaninglessness of existence. The theory of evolution can be portrayed as providing a unified scientific world view at the expense of any sense of human worth or dignity.

Darwin later wrote specifically on The Descent of Man, but tremen​dous interest was aroused by the publication of The Origin of Species. It is easy to imagine that the forces of science were arrayed against those of religion, and that the pursuit of knowledge was challenged by entrenched prejudice. It was not quite like that. The debate has become symbolized by one encounter at the Oxford meeting of the British Association for the Advancement of Science in 1860. Legends have grown up about the angry confrontation between Samuel Wilberforce, Bishop of Oxford, and Professor T. H. Huxley, a friend of Darwin. Darwin’s health did not allow him to attend. Wilberforce is alleged to have asked Huxley whether he was des​cended from an ape on his grandmother’s or grandfather’s side. The story has it that Huxley replied with dignity that he would rather be descended from an ape than a bishop who misused his position and his rhetorical gifts by introducing ridicule into a serious scientific discussion. Accounts vary about who said what, and the legend probably owes much to the later antagonism between religion and science, as perceived by many. Each man appeared to epitomize the opposing sides. Religion seemed to have been defeated by the calm rationality of science in a manner that foreshadowed the ensuing century of intellectual debate.

The Bishop, however, was speaking at the meeting as a scientist. He was a vice-president of the British Association, and an ornitho​logist. He had just written a searching~eview of The Origin of Species, which Darwin took seriously and called ‘uncommonly clever’. He was an amateur, and science would soon become too specialized to be a matter of ordinary intellectual debate. Nevertheless one con​temporary report says that his views received the support of ‘the most eminent naturalists assembled at Oxford’. They were not will​ing to give up the notion of the fixity of species without a struggle. Huxley was at the time in a minority. What appeared to be a war between religion and science was a disagreement between scientists.

It is important not to see the situation in black and white, since Darwinism was not as antagonistic to a religious interpretation as might be thought. Evolution has certainly supplanted special Crea​tion, but it is too hasty to assume that purpose has in fact been replaced by chance or even theism by atheism. Darwin certainly accepted that what he said about species in general also applied to Ilomo sapiens. He wrote: ‘As soon as I had become, in the year 1837 or 1838, concerned that species were mutable productions, I could

not avoid the belief that man must come under the same law.”2 I-fe also firmly believed that just because, say, the hinge of a shell appeared particularly suited to its circumstances, it did not follow that it had been expressly designed like the hinge of a door. This meant that the argument from design for the existence of God was ~ Darwin’s eyes no longer valid. There was no more design, he held, in the variability of organic beings, and in the action of natural selec​tion, than in the way the wind blows.’3
All this, though, did not mean that Darwin was an atheist, lie himself thought that ‘agnostic’ would be a more correct descrip​tion.’4 That term had in fact been coined by T. H. Huxley. This agnosticism was genuine in that Darwin did feel the attraction of religious belief. He wrote in 1873: ‘The impossibility of conceiving that this grand and wondrous universe, with our conscious selves, arose through chance, seems to me the chief argument for the existence of God, but whether this is an argument of real value, I have never been able to decide.” ~

Even Huxley denied that teleological and mechanical views of the universe were necessarily exclusive.’6 He accepted that the pheno​mena of the universe could have been intended to evolve out of what he termed the ‘primordial molecular arrangement’. The precise interplay of purpose and chance would clearly be complicated and difficult to demonstrate, but it is intriguing that neither Darwin nor Huxley came down unequivocally on the side of chance.

Darwin mentioned how ‘strong and instinctive’ the belief in immortality is. He referred to the view of the physicist that the sun would eventually grow too cold to sustain life on earth. He con​tinues: ‘Believing as I do that man in the distant future will be a far more perfect creature than he now is, it is an intolerable thought that he and all other sentient beings are doomed to complete anni​hilation after such long continued slow progress.”7
He remarks that the destruction of the world may not appear so dreadful to anyone believing in the immortality of the human soul. His belief, however, in the continued progress of humanity is very significant. Followers of Darwin often deny there is any assumption of progress or improvement built into Darwinian theory. The idea that the fittest of chance variations will survive and leave more descendants does not of itself suggest that the biologically fittest will be in any other sense the best. There need not be any definite direction in the process of natural selection, except in so far as organisms survive because they are suited to their particular ecolo​gical niche. Evolving organisms need not be going towards any pre​ordained goal. Some may arrive at a dead end. Words like ‘progress’ and ‘improvement’, let alone ‘perfection’ do not come easily to the lips of neo-Darwinian biologists. The Victorians had no such inhibitions. Herbert Spencer, a philosopher who based his thought on evolution, and who was much admired by Darwin, believed that everything, including human nature and human society, was con​5tantly getting better. He said, for instance, ‘Sentient beings have progressed from low to high types, under the law that the superior shall profit by their superiority, and the inferior shall suffer from their inferiority. Conformity to this law has been, and is still, needful, not only for the continuance of life, but for the increase of happiness.’18 His idea was that the ‘superior’ had developed in such a way that they were better suited to their circumstances. This was not so very different from Darwin’s own view that ‘every step in the natural selection of each species implies improvement in that species in relation to its conditions of life’.’9 Darwin was inclined to associate natural selection with the idea of ‘natural improvement’. He was more cautious than Spencer about the possibility of progress but he gives the impression of great optimism about human nature. It has got better and will continue to do so. The rise of science itself seemed to epitomize the improvement of the human race.

What is it to be Human?

The gradual improvement of humanity was nowhere more clearly shown, in Darwin’s view, than in the sphere of morality. He followed Hume, whom he quotes, in regarding morality as the outcome of human nature. It could not be determined by reason, independently of our natural impulses and instincts. Morality arises out of our desires and moral feelings, such as sympathy, are part of our nature. Darwin recognized that our ‘social instincts’ may sometimes conflict with ‘lower’ impulses. He says: ‘Looking to future generations, there is no cause to fear the social instincts will grow weaker, and we may expect that virtuous habits will grow stronger, becoming perhaps fixed by inheritance. In this case the struggle between our higher and lower impulses will be less severe, and virtue will be trium​phant.’20

Darwin accepted that ‘man is a social being’,2’ and that the influence of habit and social pressure will be great, but his reference to inheritance shows that he wanted to account for the transmission of morality in terms of natural selection. It would, though, be a mistake to hold that acquired characteristics can be transmitted genetically. A giraffe that had lengthened its neck through stretch​ing up would not pass on this trait to its offspring any more than people who have learnt virtue can pass it on genetically to their children. A trait has originally to be under genetic control to be inherited. Such traits cannot be learnt. They arise originally through chance mutations and are then subject to natural selection.

Darwin did recognize some basic inherited instincts in humans. He instances self-preservation, sexual love, the love of a mother for her new-born baby, and the baby’s desire to suck.22 These are typically shared with animals. Darwin recognized that morality sets us apart, so that our moral sense is the most important difference between us and the ‘lower animals’. The problem is how such a sense can be explained by evolution. Darwin follows Hume in stressing how we care about other people’s opinion of us, and he believed that the community would have had an impact on the conduct of each member from very early in human history. He considers that the social instincts would have been acquired ‘by man as by the lower animals for the good of the community. 23  His view was that moral sense was based on these social instincts, and that at first ‘primeval man’ was only concerned for the welfare of the tribe. Then, he claimed, as small tribes were united, nations gradually came into being, whose members would for the most part be personally unknown to each other.24 Nevertheless, the ‘simplest reason would encourage them to extend their sympathies to all those who made up the nation, and then after that to all nations and races. Indeed Darwin refers to disinterested love for all living creatures as ‘the most noble attribute of man’.2~ Yet he accepts that the social instincts might never by themselves have led us to the heights of morality, as when, for instance, we believe we should do good in return for evil. He says that the social instincts, together with sym​pathy, had to be extended ‘by the aid of reason, instruction, and the love or fear of God’ 26

This picture of the gradual widening of our sympathies and con​cern from the tribe, to the nation, to humanity, and then even to animals is attractive and some might argue that it bears some relation to what actually happened. It fits with the idea of the gradual improvement of the human race, though that underlines bow theories of improvement and progress are loaded with moral assumptions. Darwin thought that at the base of the social instincts lay the ‘parental and filial affections’, which had been acquired through natural selection.27 This though raises the question of the precise way in which evolution could build on them, to produce a moral sense.

Evolution, through natural selection, works through individuals. Darwin pointed out that in early society those who were cleverest and best able to defend themselves would rear most offspring.28 This would have an effect on their tribe, since the one which had the greatest number of such people would supplant other tribes. It is individuals who are competing for scarce reserves, and morality could prove an obstacle. A member of a tribe, as Darwin points out, who was willing to be altruistic and sacrifice his own life, would often leave no offspring who would inherit ‘his noble nat​ure’.29 How then could moral virtue be transmitted? If only the fittest survive, and morality on occasion hinders survival, natural selection may even be biased against morality. Darwin prefers to believe that although morality may not gain an advantage to an individual, it would help the tribe. He says: ‘A tribe including many members who, from possessing in a high degree the spirit of patri​otism, fidelity, obedience, courage and sympathy were always ready to aid one another, and to sacrifice themselves for the common good, would be victorious ever most other tribes, and this would be nat​ural selection.”0
Morality certainly does aid the cohesiveness of society, but the problem facing Darwin is that of how virtues can be transmitted through inheritance rather than teaching. Unless it can be shown how individuals will survive in the struggle for existence, despite caring more for others than their selves, morality cannot be inher​ited. A moral sense cannot then be part of human nature. Darwin had no conception of the mechanisms of inheritance, and knew nothing of modern population genetics. He had no knowledge of genes, the minimum portions of DNA that can be replicated and Passed on. This undoubtedly inhibited his attempt to explain the origins of morality.

Genetic variations influencing behaviour, can soon spread in the right circumstances An animal prompted to care for its offspring would leave more descendants than one which neglected them. The relevant genes would be likely to be inherited by the young, which were cared for, and they in turn would look after their offspring. Similarly, a human child which sought the care of its parents would be more likely to survive than one which was indifferent. Parental care and the love of a child for its parents could then become part of human nature through natural selection. Darwin’s basis for social instincts would be in place. What is much more problematic is how a tendency to altruism could be passed on genetically. Any behaviour which was positively disadvantageous to the agent, could not be under genetic control. Unless I myself gain some reproductive advantage, I am pursuing a course which is unlikely to spread my genes. Unselfishness, except in the interests of those genetically related to me, could not be an inherited trail.

Darwin’s reference to the advantages for the tribe is only relevant for genetic transmission in so far as the other members are fairly close relatives of mine. They may then share my genes, so that helping them will enable my genes to spread. Once, however, a tribe grows into a nation, which is not composed of near relatives, it is more difficult for pure altruism to be passed on genetically. Darwinian theory is much better suited to explaining the differential selection of individuals rather than groups. In other words from a neo-Darwinian point of view, individual selection is normally prefer​able to group selection. It is questionable how far a highly developed moral sense’ could be under genetic control. His references to habit. reason and even religious belief suggest that Darwin himself recog​nized the limitations of an appeal to biology in such matters.

Human Society

The concept of evolution has provided a powerful inspiration for many pictures of human society. In fact the ideas of variation and selection have been put to conflicting uses. Although Darwinian theory can usually only be applied at the level of individual organ​isms, that has not prevented it from being applied to societies and even races. The crude idea of the survival of the fittest suited fascist notions of a master-race. Even I)arwin himself talked sometimes of races. He commented on how the so-called Caucasian races had beaten the Turkish in the struggle for existence. He continued:  ‘Looking at the world at no very distant date, what an endless number of the lower races will have been eliminated by the higher civilized races throughout the world.”’

Races, however, can have no more relevance to natural selection than any other human grouping. individuals are the vehicles of genes. and nations, and races, can only flourish in as far as they provide the context in which their members will flourish and leave plenty of descendants. Even a technologically advanced civilization will not survive unless it can encourage enough of its members to have enough children. A rich and cultured country with a declining birth-rate is heading for trouble. Individuals reproduce and races, or nations, do not. Obviously, if more members of a particular group, whether class, race or country, are biologically fitter, it will appear as if membership of the group is itself a signific​ant factor. That is, however, an illusion. Certainly it would not follow that a proper biological explanation need make any reference to the group.

Neo-Darwinian theories are still sometimes accused of racism. Since, though, they take the human gene pool as their subject matter, they encourage us to think of the whole of humanity. Many people, however, find the emphasis on individual competition equally repugnant. It has been alleged that evolutionary theory tends to read off the state of affairs in a particular economic system, namely capitalism, and then project it illegitimately on the biological world. The survival of the fittest is thus the counterpart of the acquisitive competitiveness encouraged, it is suggested, by capital​ism. An economic system is thus given an ideological justification by apparently being grounded in human nature.

Crude notions of individuals competing for scarce resources have at times been used to underwrite equally crude versions of capital​ism. Such views, however, owe as much to Hobbes as to Darwin, who was far from being an egoist. The occurrence of altruism, however, remains a problem for evolutionary theory, and this is a symptom of a more general difficulty. Because its emphasis is so much on the individual, it has difficulty in explaining much that Occurs at the social level. Reference to social instincts cannot pro​perly explain why people are willing to co-operate with non-relatives, When it is not directly advantageous for them or their family. It merely pushes the problem back a stage, by raising the question how such instincts were acquired through natural selection. Whatever the benefits of society. those who contributed more than they gained would be at a disadvantage from the point of view of biologicaj fitness. Yet at the same time no society could flourish if its members all tried to ensure that they obtained more benefits than the costs of belonging to it. It is probably mistaken to try to measure all social phenomena in terms of what is genetically advantageous to indivi​duals. To do so is to espouse an extreme individualism. lt is also to ignore factors that have nothing to do with measurements of costs and benefit, such as the search for truth. Presumably both Darwin and his followers had been fired by a concern for truth in putting forward their theories, rather than merely reproductive advantage. There is little reason to suppose that the one necessarily leads to the other.

Notions of evolution and selection are often employed at the level of scientific theories or even of social systems. It is easy to refer to the mutation or variation of theories and systems, so that those best adapted to their circumstances can survive. One can use Darwin’s terms in fresh contexts. Marxists can, for example, talk of the histor​ical selection of social systems through economic factors. These are, however, analogical uses of Darwinian theory, and evolution is being used as a metaphor. Unless there is a direct effect on the reproductive advantage of individuals, biological evolution through natural selection is not being talked about at all. Social systems can certainly have such effects. Cultures can fail because of the kind of influence they have on their members. Any culture, for example, which enforced rules of celibacy, but failed to recruit new members from outside, is obviously doomed to a swift end.

Social practices within a culture arc often far from neutral in their effects on biological fitness. Most societies have rules on sexual matters, and this is hardly surprising in view of the intimate link between sexual behaviour and biological fitness. There are biological limits beyond which human cultural variation cannot go, at least for any length of time. Darwin pointed to the importance of biological nature as the basis of society, although it is more difficult to work out the precise connection between human nature and the different forms of human culture. A strong hold on Darwinian theory cer​tainly acts as an effective antidote to the relativism which suggestS that each society must be understood in its own terms, and that there is nothing in common between societies separated by time and space.

Contemporary Relevance

To do justice to Darwin’s insights, they have to be taken out of their nineteenth-century context. His theory of evolution began as not much more than a promissory note. Now that we have knowledge of genetic variation, neo-Darwinian theory can afford to be ambitious in what it attempts to explain. Yet the workings of evolution can still arouse much controversy. Some biologists have appeared to want to describe human behaviour almost exclusively in terms of the influ​ence of genes. They have forgotten the enormous impact society can have on us, let alone the way in which reason can help us to withstand and even re-channel our most basic biological urges. Human sociobiology has tried to apply the insights of Darwin to the workings of society. At its best, it can show the biological con​straints on human society, but at its worst it can reduce everything mental and social to the level of the promptings of genes. It can, in fact. change the subject from the contents of our thoughts and the character of our social institutions to what, allegedly, produces them.

One contradiction at the heart of Darwinian theory when applied to humans is that the theory of evolution seems to challenge the very category of the human. There can be little emphasis on the notion of a species, since ultimately it holds that organisms merge Into one another without any sharp break. Human nature cannot, it seems, be sharply distj,pguished from other aspects of biological nature. It has even been alleged that an evolutionary explanation of human nature is self-contradictory because it assumes a pre​Darwinian category. Even, however, given evolution, it must be possible to identify general human traits, as they are at present, since from the point of view of recorded history, evolutionary change cannot be a significant factor.

When Darwinism is expressed by aggressive materialists, it can Seem a major threat to religious views of human nature. Any view which attempts to reduce complex questions of human personality and human sociability to issues about segments of DNA is going to be accused of leaving out of account all that is most distinctively human. T. H. Huxley, however, asserted originally that ~the doctrine of Evolution is neither theistic nor anti- theistic’. 12 Certainly, despite fllodern advances in biochemistry, there is also a greater appreciation of the subtlety of the human mind and the complexity of human society. Not everything can be simply translated into physical terms. and the theory of natural selection cannot be used to explain every​thing we think or do. It can, though, show some of our persistent biases. Modern theories of ‘kin selection’ show that we are likely to favour relatives, since they will probably share our genes. Genes prompting such favouritism will thus be easily passed on. Socio​biology also stresses the way in which the so-called phenomenon of ‘reciprocal altruism’ can also become entrenched by biological means. This is a general willingness to co-operate with those who are willing to co-operate in return, coupled with a reluctance to help those who do not reciprocate. This, unlike kin selection, involves an appeal to pure self-interest and is very Hobbesian. The idea behind it is simply that genes will not spread when they encourage behaviour the costs of which outweigh the benefits. My ultimate biological advantage is not assisted when I help others at my own expense.

There seems to be a basic inconsistency between a morality encouraging unselfishness and the theory of evolution when applied rigorously to all human behaviour. Certainly sociobiology can demonstrate why it is sometimes hard to be moral. Our biological inheritance prompts us to seek our own good, or that of our family, while our morality tells us to consider other people’s good. Our natural desires prompt us one way, while reason tells us to resist. Darwin, himself, may have accepted this picture but some modern neo-Darwinians are more inclined to explain morality wholly in evolutionary terms. Such an enterprise is misconceived. human reason, as a capacity, may be the product of evolution, but it is sufficiently flexible and free-ranging to detach itself from the direc​tion of our natural inclinations. It can even sit in judgement on them. Certainly evolutionary theory is more adept at dealing with the origin of our natural sympathies and aversions, our likes and dislikes, than in explaining the operation of human reason. Since it is itself the product of the latter, it is wise not to overreach itself.

One example of a widespread, if not universal, aversion is the repugnance most humans feel to incest. Yet it does occur and most societies have taboos and moral injunctions against it. We try to reinforce at a social level what is already deeply ingrained by nature. This is significant since incest is agreed to be exceedingly dangerous for our biological fitness. Incestuous relationships are more likely than other kinds to produce a child that is in some way defective. Genes encouraging them would soon die out, while those discour​aging them would have a clear advantage. Other apparently natural desires and aversions can be explained in similar ways. A fear of snakes could be biologically advantageous and be under genetic control. Yet the fact that a desire may be ‘natural’ does not mean that it is always right to indulge it. We should consult our reason as well as the immediate emotional reactions which go towards making up our human nature. It may be natural to try and further our own interests, but ii is sometimes better if we do not.

Neo-Darwinian theory can enlarge our understanding of what it is to be human. It can show us the biological advantage of some human characteristics. It is more controversial as a global theory of the place of the human race in the scheme of things. The issues originally raised by Darwin’s ideas remain very much alive. The natural selection of random genetic variations seems to leave little room for purpose. The theory of evolution makes it appear difficult to ascribe a unique status to Homo sapiens, and to separate us in any convincing way from other animals. It becomes all too easy to disregard the significance of human morality, of human reason and of other signs that, after all, we may be more than the animals from which we have descended. The most powerful of biological theories cannot remove the need for facing up to profound philoso​phical questions.
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