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14 The science of evil an»ci the

evil of science

Ted Peters

ain something
fact that we

Evil is something we can understand but cannot explain. To exp
is to render it understandable in terms other than itself. Despite thg
can understand evil, we cannot rationally explain evil in terms of 2
than itself. Evil is so basic, it is primal.

We cannot rationally explain everything we intuitively understa
stand much more than we can explain. Every attempt to explain evil falls short
somehow. An explanation gets at part of it; vet, gt a deeper level,
that the explanation is less than adequate. The ocean of human experience is vast
and deep, and reason ar best paddles in a modestly sized canoe.

Both science and theology are attempts to explai
respected. Yet, no matter how persuasive these rational explanatigns may be, a
gnawing voice whispers within the conscientious among us, “that’s pot quite it.”
Explanations can provide partial illuminarion, td be sure; but when it comes to
evil they cannot provide an exhaustive explanarion. Like trying to build a screened
cage around a hornets’ nest, some bugs will inevi ably get out and ; ing us from
behind.

In what follows, we will look at two attempts to provide a science of
Becker’s “Science of Man” and the sociobiological interpretation
Each is an attempt to confine to a rational box a h
forces that blow such boxes away. After looking at these two attempts to construct
ascience of evil, we will turn to the theodicy problem as posed by theologians. In
this discussion, we will find a parallel: theological reason is no more gomprehen-
sive than scientific reason when it comes to the question of evil. The
can provide some illumination, but many dark an
Evil involves a dimension of impenetrable mystery. [To understand evil is to under-
stand this mysterious — this irrational — dimension.

A critic such as process theologian David Ray Griffin might complai
I'am saying here. Griffin will not allow a theologian t6 earn an honest liviing
rationally explicating the problem of evil. To abandon the task on the grounds that
it is too mysterious would amount to a denial of the very craft of theolo gy. To say
that “human logic does notapply . . . is to deny their own enterprise, which as ‘theo-
logy’ is the application of logical reasoning to the idea of theos” (Griffin,
sis in original). I respond: Griffin’s insightful crit
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case. My resistance to a buttoned up rati
a lazy rationality that appeals to mystery
or characteristic of evil that in itself p

approaching evil from a scientific or a theological perspect;

nal account of evih

esists rational ex

does not come from

an excuse. Rathey, it comes from a trait
planation. Whether

e, at some level the

rationalist can only point to evil rather than provide an exhaustive explanation.

The most rational thing a scholar can de

the limit that reason can carry us. The problem, as I see it, is
lazy scholars avoid reasoning about evil by consigning it to
often than not, the problem is that they try to explain evil

and they end up explaining something a
experience.

Philosophical theologian Jerome Gellm
is first and foremost grounded in a type

grounds for believing in the non-existence of God” (Gellma

experience provides “defeasible grounds”

According to Phil Dowe, this means the experience of evil i

open to revision. No scientific theory can be regarded
matter how well confirmed and established it is today.

the same must be said in the religiou

between the scientific and religious domains.

My concern here will be less on the grounds for arguing for
tence of God and more on the defeasibility|of the very open

rience we have with evil.

Evil is something we have to live with, and die with. Intuiti
this, even if both science and theology p:rtially deny this v
Iy hope is that G

provide an exhaustive explanation. Our o
that God has a plan for a future without ev

What is evil?

great deal less th

lan recognizes that
of experience thaf

3

with this subject|matter is to point to
ot that intellectually

ystery. Rather, more
s a logical question;
n the actual evil we

“the problem of evil
provides defeasible
»210). The primary

for a certain dishe

ef, writes Gellman.

area, if there is

L

the final word, no
. . To some extent
> be any continuity

(Dowe, 193)

o1 against the exis-
d enigmatic expe-

ely, we understand
hen attempting to
understands, and

What is evil? When philosophers and the
they do not like ir. According to process
head, “evil is the brute motive force of
the eternal vision” (Whitehead, 239). Th

whatever frustrates or opposes goodness, and goodness is w
be, desired by conscious rational agents” (Ward, 274). New
rian N.T. Wright writes, “evil is the force f anti-crearion,
which opposes and seeks to deface and d
time and matter, and above all God’s imag
Wright, 55). Finally, hermeneutical philosopher Paul Ricoe
“evil is simply whar should not but does exi

(Ricoeur, 2005, 2904).

ologians define i

t, we can see that

philosopher Alfted North White-

fragmentary pu
ologian Keith

stroy God's goo
e-bearing human|

st, hence what m

se, disregarding
rd holds, “evil is
t is, or ought to
estament histo-
ti-life, the force
world of space,
creatures” (N.T.
reminds us that
st be combated”
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Here is a description of evil that works for me: “our word e
effects and to the suffering caused by the agcidental course o
disease, drought, earthquakes, tornadoes, and floods” (Peters,
to appropriate the insight of Saint Augustine that evil is the
the power to destroy what is. Evil does nor have being in itse
dissolve or destroy what is (Peters, 10; Augustine, 15). We cs
broadly as profanity, contamination, or defilement. “Defilemen

_ like a stain; it is a symbolic stain” (Ricoeur, 1967, 36). Or, we
¥ narrowly as sin, as the choice to act violently and cause some s
suffer. The latter, sin, is almost always accompanied by a lie,
rationalization that this violence is being perpetrated in the na
or right or true. All of this is a description of evil. It is not yet 2
explanations we turn to scientists and to th logians.

The explanatory task of both the scientist d the theologia
however. Because evil tends to destroy order, scientific or theold
account for order fail in their analysis of evil. Because sin within the larger cate-
gory of evil involves a lie, it is difficult for any reasoning process to get at the truth.

Even with this caveat, there are those among us who attempt o construct a sci-
ence of evil. The efforr to create a science of vil runs into ar least two difficulties,
First, and most commonly, the scientist may underestimate the terocity of evil’s
irrationality and power to destroy. Because a science of evil seeks o predict and even
control evil, the scientist may be tempted to define evil in such a ay as to render
it easier to control. The very formulation of his or her definition of evil may be too
shallow or too simple, thereby trying to subjectito control some:
full strength. This is like trying to measure wind direction with a we
ing a tornado that destroys the entire neighborhood, weather vang

A second difficulty could be even worse. In the attempt to get
evil to explain it, the scientist may get caught|up in evil and pre
ence into the service of violence and chaos. This would be a move
of evil to the evil of science. After an attempt to become comman
the scientist becomes a foot soldier marching in the army of dest

I can refer to sin’s
nature, including
). It is also helpful
rce of non-being,
rather, it seeks to
experience evil
is not a stain, but
experience evil
ntient creature to
y a self-deluding
e of what is good
explanation. For

will be difficule,
gical attempts to

lose enough to
his or her sci-
from a science

Ernest Becker’s “Science of Man”

Ernest Becker tried twice to construct a science of evil, what he
ence of Man.” Like a scientist, he proffered a hypothesis and the
evidence to confirm or disconfirm it. His first hypothesis was that ¢
human, and that violence is spawned when individuals react apa
oppression of impersonal institutions. Eventually he discovered that evil is much
more ferocious and powerful than he had originally estimated, so He changed his
hypothesis. The new hypothesis became: evil is the result of our human tendency
to deny our own mortality. ’

Becker grew up in a Jewish family in Massachusetts and was senit to the Euro-
pean theater during World War Two. When he elped liberate a Nazi concentra-
tion camp, he saw firsthand the scope of human atrocity. He later earned a
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doctorate in anthropology and pursued

Prize for his book, The Denial of Death.

The first of Becker’s two hypotheses was developed in
Structure of Evil. He placed his analysis of evil within the
Enlightenment humanism, according t¢ which the high

human freedom. That which inhibits or
oppressive social structures are evil, and
itself from its depersonalizing chains. To
class rivalry and economic forces under ;

When modermn man sets in motion
critical control of them, the institu

a university career. He won the Pulitzer

i§/1968 publication, The
ramework of Western
value is attached to
prevents freedom js evil. Impersonal and
the human race i struggling to liberate
achieve this liberation, we need to bring
rational control:

vast social institutions but does not take
tions assume thein jown momentum; the

people who man the institutions become like ants meghanically doing their
duty, and no one dares to question the routine to which the institutions con-
form. . . . Responsibility is nowhere; grinding power everywhere.

(Becker, 1968, 142)

Evil is here understood as grinding power that prevents fréedom from coming to

expression.

Becker makes no appeal to God here. This is humanism.

, he replaces theodicy

with anthropodicy. He does not try to justify God in the face pf evil, as a theologian

might. Rather, he places both the phenomenon of evil

within the human domain. His proposed
avoidable evil” (Becker, 1968, 376). Th

“Flower Power” in the 1960s provid
Becker's science of evil entered the intel
of the era was the oppression of mass soc

control: to enable us to “overcome avoideIe evil.”

The spirit of freedom and identity fought back with politi

mity. In 1969, Georgetown University

could write, “mass society was evil for two reasons: it thre

and his identity” (Ferkiss, 71). Evil tog
innate goodness, our thirst for free self-e
form for freedom’s rebellion. This was thy
society of his era.

However, the weakness in Becker’s anthropodicy is that

a minimalist way that evil appeared to b

its rational analysis
‘anthropodicy is not a theodicy: it would

ffecting whatever

€y Can to overcome

1e aim of Becker’s|“Science of Man” is

d the cultural context within which

ectual marketpla
iety. Individualis

government spe

. A dominant theme
seemed threatened.
1 acts of nonconfor-
cialist Victor Ferkiss

ened man’s freedom

k the form of th
xpression. Protest
e mindset Becker

e subject to ratio

an innate goodness to human nature, Becker thought tha

human nature that evil structures would
evil is much more irrational and powerful

Evil arises from within human narure, ng
nature. Later, in Escape from Evil, Becket
how “truly vicious human behavior” is (Becker, 1975, xvii).

wither away like [
and fierce than

mass repressing our
secame the preferred
ared with the wider

defined evil in such
I control. Assuming
by simply liberating
aves in October. But
theory accounts for.

t just in the forces that repress human
r admitted that he had underestimated
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rifice, war, and genocide.
Becker summarizes his theory:

From the beginning men have served the appetites
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Becker realized the weakness in his first hypothesis,
source at a deeper level, this time i in human nature
ging, he thought he found it: evil rises p from human d
of us will die; but we want to deny this indubitable fact.
ourselves. In this self-deceit, we operate with the delusi
our death if we steal the power of life fiom other living ¢

1

other living human beings. The denial of death explai

so he sought for evil’s
After digging and dig-
eath-consciousness. Each
In our denial we lie to
that we can postpone
atures, especially from
graft, theft, ritual sac-

of one another in the

most varying ways, but these were always reducible o a single theme: the

need for fuel for one’s own aggrandizement and ix
another to assure their personal victory over death. |
of the other, one buys oneself free f om the penalty of

No wonder men are addicted to war.

Because we are anxious about our own impending death,
we can beat death by robbing others of their life force. The

and suffering.

nunity. Men use one
- Through the death
dying, of being killed.

(Becker, 1975, 108)

e lie to ourselves that

ult is violence, evil,

One of Becker's insights is particularly jlluminative here; namely, that when we
strive to overcome evil, we actually perpetuate evil. The
places more fuel on evil’s fire. Why? Because those who

ideologies or righteous armies and march jagainst an alleged

mitting massive injustice and destruction. An ideology suc
rid the world of communism; and this wrought a gigantic

Nazi example approached on a smaller s

public advocacy group stirs turmoil, or

with a tyranny of their own. An ideology
ents will live on beyond death in the caus

Each person nourishes his immortality
which he gives his allegiance; this giv
it can have. No wonder men gointo

ale when a self.
when insurgents rep

ht against evil only

ganize into political

vil enemy risk com-

| as Nazism fought to
?gar. We can find the
ghteous religious or
lace a former tyrant

ives Ehe false iulp

ssion that its adher-

in the ideology o
es his life the only biding significance
rage over the fine

to which they gay

ve their lives.

elf-perpetuation to

nts of belief: if your

adversary wins the argument about truth, you die. Your immortality system

has been shown to be fallible, your life
understood as the succession of ideolo

To put it another way, rigid religious and po
death behind commitment to an immortal
opponents to this doctrine. Much of the v,
name of what is just, true, and transcendent.

becomes fallible,
vies that console f

(Becker, 1975, 64

litical groups hide
| doctrine thar justifies the defeat of
iolence we perpet,

istory, then can be
death.

italics in original)
E\eir anxiety about

te is done in the
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By relocating the root of evil from alienating social structures to the fundamen-
tal human anxiety over death, Becker’s science of evil comes quite close to affirm-
ing what Christian theologians traditionally called original sin. Before sin becomes
an action, the human race finds itself born into a situation
rage and acting on rage. We live in a condition of alienation:
death while we rebel against death. Self-delusion, cruelty, a
side effects of original sin.

Anxiety prompted by our death-awarenes
ing human violence by theologians who sought with difhculty
taught by World War One and World War Two. “Anxiety is
the finite self as finite,” wrote Paul Tillich (Tillich, 1:192). Ox
an awareness of our limits, to the threat of eath and non-bei g. Our daily exis-
tence is threatened constantly by non-being; and anxiety over non-being leads
the human person and human society to construct the delusion of immortality to
be gained by stealing the life force from other living creatures. In the sub-rational
logic of the killer, the power to kill translates into the delusion that the killer
somehow beats death. This twisted reasoning leads to violence, murder, and war —
that is, to sin and the suffering of sin’s victi ! the self to sin,”
adds Reinhold Niebuhr; “the sin increases it was intended
to alleviate until some escape from the whol sought” (Niebuhr,
1:235). 1 find the science of Becker and the and Niebuhr very
illuminating. We understand the human con because of their
work, even if some enigmas regarding evil remain.

Even though Becker’s second hypothesis is more realistic than
theological consonance, both are minimalist. This leads to
(1) Becker limits the scope of evil to the human realm under the
that we human beings can gain control over ourselves, thereby igng
the inability of the human to gain self-control is part of evil itself;
ing of evil to the human domain ignores the fact that we human be
cably embedded in the wider realm of nature. Evil overlaps the
natural. The laws of physics and the laws of biology never go on a oliday in the life
of human beings. If anything, we are natural. So, we must ask: is evil something we
share with our biology? Or, more dramarically, does evil have a big ogical origin?

These questions have led theologians to distinguish berween oral evil at the
human level and natural evil in our wider context. “Moral evil is evil thar we
human beings originare: cruel, unjust, vicious, and perverse thoughts and deeds,”
writes John Hick. “Natural evil is the evil thar riginates independently of human
actions: in disease, bacilli, earthquakes, storms droughts, rornadges, etc.” (Hick,
12). These two domains of evil are nested within the fundamental condition
within which we find ourselves, namely, meta hysical evil. Acc rding to Hick,
“metaphysical evil” refers to “the basic fact of finitude and limiration within the
created universe” (Hick, 23). When Becker claims we rail against our mortality,
he is indirectly saying that human moral evil is dur response to a prior metaphysi-
cal evil. Any adequare explication of evil would require attention to evil at the
moral, natural, and metaphysical levels.

e self-awareness of
r finitude leads to

the first and finds
o inadequacies:
l aive assumption

g the fact that

0

ings are inextri-
human and the
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Actually, the metaphysical level can best be illustrated at the physical level.
We human beings are embedded in physical nature, and physical nature is best
understood by invoking the theory of biological evolution. Mi ht evolutionary
biology provide the basis for a science of evil?

From genes to geno-cide in sociobiology

This brings us to our second example of a science of evil, namely, evolutionary
theory. Can we explain evil in light of biological evolution?

The Darwinian tradition in evolutionary bj logy has provided a platform on
which scientific carpenters have been construc ing explanations many things,
human evil included. Because, according to evo utionary theory, hiimans are thor-
oughly natural, it follows that this treatment pf moral evil is si nultaneously a
treatment of natural evil. Human violence is rgoted in our evolutionary history;
and human ethics is similarly rooted in our biological substrate.

In Darwin’s own century, the nineteenth, Darwin himself attem;
an evolutionary account of human culture and human morality. 8o did his col-
leagues such as Herbert Spencer, Francis Galto n, and Thomas Huxley. Spencer
and Galton formulated their ethical programs in continuity with nature — that is,
because we have inherired survival-of-the-fittest from the na al world, we
human beings should value fitness and strive to enhance humar fitness. The
strong should decimate the weak. Evolution-based ethics consists of breeding only
the strong and intelligent — only the most fit —
infirm ~ the unfit - die by the wayside. Once th
have gone extinct, then society can embrace
among the surviving fitrest.

Huxley’s proposed ethic, in contrast to Galton| and Spencer, stands in discon-
tinuity with our biological precedents. The strong should show care for the weak,
argued Huxley. He sought an evolutionary ethic
rise up and above its bestial past and create a socj

ted to provide

The central thesis of sociobiology (along with that of evolutionary psychology
and other derivatives) is this: genetic replication is the force thati directs and
- drives evolutionary history and generates human|culture, includ; ethics and

religion. Survival-of-the-fittest is now applied to DNA sequences, not
This core thesis is sometimes called the “selfish gene” or the “inclusi
theory. The concept of the selfish gene lies at the center of this theo,
ogy relies upon a version of genetic determinism: on the unstoppable drive of
DNA sequences to replicate themselves. In addition, sociobiologists ack; owledge
a level of gene-environment interaction. Now to our question: how
selfish gene theory explain evil?

Perhaps the worst of human evils we can think oflwould be war or g
a combination. Sociobiology is positioned to provide us with a sci
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genocide, because killing competitive genes is what selfish g
for survival. Following World War Two
Assembly adopted the Convention on the |
Genacide. Article 2 of the convention defined genocide as at
ted with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national,

gious group.” The historical genocides we know about incl

with a plan to eliminate an entire group

least outsiders to the group of killers. Within the framewo:
theory, the action of the selfish genes provides the explanat

Perhaps we can date the birth of the selfish gene theory
liam Hamilton in 1964. Hamilton produced a genetic bas
called Hamilton’s Rule, to calculate moral
another’s welfare counts as positive; whereas ignoring or act
one else counts as negative. Hamilton could calculate a sacri
ing the cost (C) to the actor. The cost would be less than
recipient, times the degree of genetic relatedness (r) (Ha
that individuals who share a large number of genes with othe:
likely to behave altruistically or caringly toward them. Indiy
or no genes with someone else will behave selfishly, non-a
mula purports to explain why parents who share half their g

enes do in the struggle
ed Nations General
hment of the Crime of
! act or acts “commit-
achnic, racial, or reli-
de cruelty right along
pf human beings X fined as outsiders, at
! k of sociobiological
on for geno-cide.
i ith the work of Wil-
&d formula (rB > C),
behavior. Sacriﬁc' | action on behalf of
' ely destroying some-
cial action by count-
e benefit (B) to the
ton). The premise is
i individuals are more
iduals who share few
istically. This for-
enes with each child

in 1948, the Uni
Prevention and Pun

will be motivated to care for their children, to fight for their ¢children, even defend
their children by killing outsiders with whom they share no genes.! The degree of

aleruistic loyalty drops proportionality as

into the realm of cousins, second cousins,
lated (r=0), then this theory predicts that|no altruism shoull

and perhaps even violence should occur.

A decade later, scholars such as Richard Dawkins at

the conjugal family
individuals are unre-
occur. Competition

we move away fro
and in-laws. If the

ford and Edward O.

Wilson at Harvard translated Hamilton's Rule into the concept of the selfish gene
and provided explanations for human morality based upon lit. The point is that,
allegedly, the further the genetic distance,|the less likely acts|of sacrificial altruism
will occur. For those whose genetic code is very distant and who are seen as DNA
competitors, war and murder and even genocide become the order of the day.
When one national, ethnic, racial, or religious group attempts to murder and

eliminate an entire competitor group, we gan now explain

according to socio-

biological principles: it is simply the way that the fittest genes survive. Human
genocides can now be understood as natural, as obeying the bidding of our genes.

One mildly complicating component is

reciprocal altruism. Hamilton’s Rule inco
vidual will sacrifice his or her wellbeing
shared genomes of the clan will live on into the next generati
cal altruism was coined by Robert Trivers|in 1971 to show
might cooperate with one another in a larger group to fu
success of each species within the group ([Trivers). The two
Kin altruism and reciprocal altruism combine to support a larg
this larger group now in competition with other inclusive gro

rates kin altruism, wherein one indi-

?zdistinction between kin altruism and
or kinfolk in the confidence that the

n. The term recipro-
OW separate species
er the reproductive
rork in partmership.

er group fitness, with-

ps. To say it another
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way, outside the kin group where genes are not shared, one spedies might cooperate
with another for the genetic survival of both species in pursuitof inclusive fitness.
The genes of all species within an inclusive group persist ugh reproduction;

and reproductive fitness is what evolutionary

theorists mean by fitness.

Harvard’s ant expert, Edward O. Wilson, has recently drawn a fuller picture of

the selfish gene theory in light of inclusive

fitness. He sup the concept of

group selection, which means that evolutionary forces select leusocial groups of

species characterized by internal reciprocal

altruism rather than strictly single

species fitness with victorious genomes. Intetnally altruistic sogieties have greater

survivability than others. This leads entomologist Wilson to

Group selection shapes instincts that|tend to make in
toward one another {(but not toward members of other

ert:

ividuals altruistic
ps). Individual

selection is responsible for much of what we call sin, while group selection

is responsible for the greater part of vxjtue. Together the
ter angels of our

conflict between the poorer and the be

rectly which genomes survive. My question fi

have created the
ture.
ilson, 2012, 241)

(

r Wilson is this:

Natural selection now directly determines ;E)hich groups survive, and only indi-

the evolutionary grounding for in-group loy
now the in-group is genetically diverse? The

muted and supplanted — not complemented ~ by group selection.
ilton Rule on behalf of group selec-
~ tion, sociobiologists and evolutionary psychologists still rely upon the concepts of

Despite the tacit setting aside of the Ha

ty and out-group
Hamilton Rule seems to have been

the selfish gene, kin altruism, and reciprocal altruism. In both kin and reciprocal

altruism, the net effect is the perpetuation
generations. In both forms of altruism, the par

f favored genomes into subsequent
ticipating genome| triumphs because

of its reproductive success. Both types of altruism serve the do ting control of

the selfish gene.

An evolutionary science of evil?

for human vio-

The selfish gene theory appears to provide 4 scientific acco

lence toward outsiders and for human altrui

(Bennett). According to the selfish gene theo , the driving forg

history is the driving force of DNA which
sant and aggressive advance of intact DNA

principle for the history of life on our planet, for the behavior

and for human culture, ethics, and religion.

in the loose sense of the word) which employs reproduction

ily, clan, and tribe
of evolutionary
If. The inces-
the explanatory
f all organisms,

ts to replicate
ences provides

It is the DNA s

of its own perpetuation into future individuals and gaining protection through
the establishment of new species that will carry on this particular genetic code.

The adjective “selfish” applied to “gene” indicates the hegemon
development exercised by DNA self-replication.

over biological




230 Ted Peters

It is worth getting precise here. Exactly “what is a selfish gene?” asks Dawkins.

“It is not just one single physical bit of DNA.... it is all repls
of DNA” (Dawkins, 88). Any DNA sequence, with any nu
engaged in DNA replication. This is thel core principle of|soc
specific gene does for our body is not relevant. What is releya
every gene or DNA sequence drives toward replication from
tion. I wish to insert a caution: sociobiology should not be cé
of molecular biology, where individual gene expression ge :!
sociobiologists proffer a theory that posits brute replication of I
regardless of what the genes in that sequence code for. Evil |
a given gene’s expression; rather, it is the product of every -I
own immortality.
Attributing agency to DNA reverses ¢ ur accustomed
relationship between genes and organisms., The organism is I
more DNA. One might think that an egg is a chicken’s v
chickens. But, the reverse is the case. A chicken is an egg’s
eggs. Organisms and populations of organisms are transpo
Sequences to attain their own immortality through replicatio
animals, are machines created by our genes,” writes Dawki
bodies and our children’s bodies are merely highways for our gg
their own immortality.
Like human beings in Becker’s scheme, genes in sociobig
immortality. DNA sequences compete with one anothe;
“Genes are immortals, or rather, they are defined as genetic
close to deserving the title” (Dawkins, 34). The concept @
fittest” coming from Herbert Spencer and Charles Darwin is x
fittest DNA sequence, not to the organisms or species t
Reproductive fitness now refers to the achievement of a pare
to produce organisms that reach reproductive age, produce b
perpetuate their genetic code into immortality. If organisms
another, and if one population decimates competitor, the
victor live on. The winning genes will have defined their
reproductively fit. »
The daughter field of evolutionary psychology adds two
inherited from the parent field of sociobiology; namely, the
human brain combined with an emphasis on decisive events
natural selection. The crossing of the watershed into intellige
thought processes of the brain contribute| indirectly to rep
Because we think, selfish genes with brains become more su
than those without. The evolution of the human brain co
event in the evolution of Homo sapiens. Such/a decisive event
Environment of Evolutionary Adaptedness (FEA).
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stitutes a decisive
is referred to as the

According to evolutionary psychologists, today’s human behavior patterns are
the result of a natural selecrion process during an earlier period when those
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behaviors would have given our distant ancestors a survival
assumptions of the field, according to Jerome Barkow, Leda (X

Tooby, authors of The Adapted Mind, include:

[T]here is a universal human nature, but . . . :
at the level of evolved psychological mechanisms, not of
behaviors . . . cultural variability is not a challenge to clz
- - . the human mind is adapred to the way of the Pleistoc
ers, and not necessarily to our modern ¢ircumstances.

Because our physical brains — and hence, our minds — were

decisive Pleistocene EEA thousands of years

time in which human beings were adapting to a quite different
understand why we see maladaptations to our modern indust
modern skulls house a Stone Age mind. Genes are still firmly i
to be sure. Even though we feel maladapted to the modern

brain still functions as a complex vehicle for
ness and the immortality of our genes.

Evolutionary psychologists titillate us by
adapred to Stone Age living, but not to mg
nothing to the science of evil, even if it wer
gests a path that ethics should follow. Wh

sociobiologists and evolutionary psychologists is that evoluti

advantage. The key

expressed cultural
ms of universality
2ne hunter-gather-

(Barkow, 5)

ormed during the
h more primitive
environment, we
ialized society. OQur
the driver’s seat,
orld, our human
reproductive fit-

ago during a mu

helping to ensure

man beings are
dern living. This|tenet would add
® proven to be trug. Rather, it sug-
at seems to be p. sumed by both

On spawns in us
I

saying that we

an ethical ideal: that which contributes to reproductive fitness

5 good, and that

which inhibits reproductive success is evil. Our moral values lare silently dic-
tated by the genes who are using us for their self-perpetuation. The human
ethics we have come to know are already derived from this naturs 1 process, and
cultural reformulations of moral values should extend whal evolution has

already begun.
Sociobiology and evolutionary psychology

and a half long of drawing human ethics out of the science of e
expresses a naty
that has been shaped by evolutionary history. [t is a scientific
(Ambhart, 715).

the science of evil emerging from this discussion is simply a co

lutionary ethics rests on the idea that ethics

ethics as founded on human biological nature”

fit within the

within the larger agenda of producing an evolutionary ethic,

society according to what has been learned through the theory

Now, I ask: does this moral blessing awarded to reproductive fi
can say. Whar is
ury of predation,
animal world eve
e struggle for existe

our experience with evil? In part, is the best |
penumbra of the illuminating focus is the dark fi
ing, death, and extinction - all in the plant and

to the human condition. The natural realm of th

us as a threat, not as a source for what we deem

to be good.

adition century
olution. “Evo-
al moral sense

0 some degree,
ponent lodged
of guidi

olence, suffer-
 before we get
niCe comes to
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The human as killer ape

What we observe about human viclence cries o
robust than the selfish gene theory can deliver.

violence is so very pervasive, wreaking abuiland suffering wi

close genetic ties as well as declaring wars

provides. Harvard’s Steven Pinker observes:

[Bluried in the ground and hidden in caves lie silent win
prehistory stretching back hundreds of thousands of years. T
etons with scalping marks, ax-shaped dents, and arrowhe
them; weapons like tomahawks and magces that are usele
specialized for homicide; fortification defenses such as palisa
sticks; and paintings from several continents showing me
spears, or boomerangs at one another and being felled by

This suggests that our human propensity for violence is rooted i

ary pre-history.

relationship to partner species. It is becoming
that we human beings share common desce

Because we humans are embedded in nar{e, we may wish
i

guesses about our own evolutionary past. Wh
shockingly parallels what we find in our own.

gender engages in rape and bands together in groups to commit

Males are killers. This seems to be the case

inst outsiders.
When we look at the archaeological recard, we see that hi
been engaged in violent — if not genocidal ~|behavior for as fa

ut for an explanati
What we obse;

an beings have
back as evidence

esses to a bloody
I ey include skel-
ads embedded in
s for hunting but
des of sharpened
n fring arrows,
£SE Weapons.

(Pinker, 306)

1 our evolution-

10 ask about our

creasingly recognized and accepred
t with primates
orangutans, bonobos, and chimpanzees. With chimpanzees, mole
tell us we share 98.5% of our genetic material. With only 2 1.5%
makes chimps an obvious species for us to study if we want to

ch as gorillas,
ular biologists

t we find in chi
ecially relevant is

beings. Richard Wrangham and Dale Petersan see a continuity in “demonic

males” between today’s men and our closest cousins, the primates

“We cloaked our own species’ violence ing
human attributes, and wondered what kind
this strange habit. And suddenly we found
Did it imply that human killing is rooted in

The answer seems to be affirmative. “Primate
male interests naturally tend to follow male strat:

ulture and reason| two distinctly
of original sin cg

angham, 6-7)

anized around
egies and, thanks to sexual selec-

tion, tend to seek power with an almost unbounded enthusiasm. |In a nutshell:
Patriotism breeds aggression” (Wrangham, 233). Chimpanzees provide a mirror

in which we can see human nature at an earlier

evolutionary stage. “Party-gangs
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and bonded males — suffice to account for natural selectio;

tendency to look for killing opportunities when
ham, 168). This is our heritage:

If we start with ancestors like chimpanzees

building walls and fighting platforms, the 5 million-ye
modern selves was lined, along its full stretch, by a ma

structured our ancestors’ social lives and te

Whar we learn from turning to evolutionary theory is that hum
a lot like what theologians call sin, original sin, or at least the

sity for violence.

rzil of science 233

ugly legacy, the
s meet” (Wrang-

ith modern humans
-long trail to our
chnology and

behavior looks
erited propen-

This brings us to the brink of genocide. As Jared Diamond concludes:

[Olf all our human hallmarks . . . the one that has been derived most straight-
forwardly from animal precursors is genocide. Common | chimps already
carried out planned killings, extermination of neighboring bands, wars of
territorial conquest, and abduction of young nubsile females. If chimps were
given spears and some instruction in their use, their killines would undoubt-

edly begin to approach ours in efficiency.

What Diamond provides here is an analogy be

ior. There is no causative relationship. Yet, if we surmise that
humans share a common ancestor, then it is reasonable to consi

we have inherited an inborn propensity for gen
occur, and continue to occur. '

The larger context for this appraisal of the hyman condition is

Diamond, 294)

tween chimp and human behav-
th chimps and
t the following:
that genocides

ocide. No wond

‘iological evolu-

tion according to the Darwinian model. Violence and suffering and death are

everywhere, even if the engine of evolutionary advance is found

rather than extinction. This is what is natural
Darwinian picture of the world is colored by d
utter absence of natural beneficence,” comment
288). If human values are to be grounded in oy
most of us call evil will be held up as the model

From selfish genes to original sin

Has this science of evil provided a drinkable se
affirms the doctrine of original sin? It certainly
chologist Robert Wright pours a frosty glass of
of the thirsty theologian. “The roots of all evil
and are expressed (along with much that is €00
of justice and decency does indeed lie in our ge

reproduction
This is what is, s0|to speak. “The
ominant hues of self-interest and
s biologist Jeffrey Schloss (Schloss,
r evolutionary bialogy, then what
for the good.

t of ideas for the theologian who
ooks that way. Evolutionary psy-
scientific ice water right in front
can be seen in natural selection,
d) in human nature. The enemy
nes” (Robert Wri
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National Medal for Science winner and former president of th

J. Ayala, serves an intellectual cocktail that
tion may contribute to a possible theological

cannibalism, parasitism, predation, and other ‘evils’ of the li
78). Theologian Gregory Peterson imbibes|deeply. “In socio
becomes naturalized, providing both an origins story and an

behavior” (Peterson, 273).

Theologians Keith Ward and Philip Hefner similarly weigh in

claim that:

evolutionary biology . . . offers a helpful
naturally, if not inevitably, from the dis
are part of the human biological inher
expression of biologically inbred tendern

Former Zygon editor Hefner contends that “h
the inherent character of sin” (Hefner, 141)

Although appeal to an evolutionary mode]

cal event such as the fall from paradise in d
post-Darwinian models of evolution offer is

concept of inherited sin or original sin. Observes Exeter theol

Southgate:

The classical theological view of the p

nature is to see it as a product of the hu
dard evolutionary accounts of nature are correct, then I
parasitism, suffering, and extinction were integral parts o

long before Homo sapiens.

Robert John Russell labels this inheritance as the Fall without
11).? The rakeaway point is this: we humans have inherited our
ties from the animals who preceded us in evol lutionary history.

But, it’s not all bad. Most theologians think of the human co
of ambiguity. On the one hand, we are born linto a life of sin v

ago and which we cannot avoid inheriting.

mixes science an

positions to lust

ritance . . . sin beg
ICies.
iology enriches o

deletes the idea of
he Adam and Eve
scientific support

roblem of violence

AAAS, Francisco
| theology. “Evolu-

explanation of defects, dysfuncrions,
ing world” (Ayala,
Lology, original sin

ccount of human

. Ward makes the

account of how r;ﬁral failure follows

d aggression that
omes the natural

(Ward, 278)
understanding of

a specific histori-
story, what these

for the theological

gian Christopher

and suffering in

iman fall into sin.|However, if stan-

dation, violence,
the natural order

{Bennert, 57)

the Fall (Russell,

riolent propensi-

On the other hs

dition in terms
ich began long
nd, we have the

potential for moments of goodness, of heroid love, of altrux:tnc armo that goes

beyond disguised self-interest. What actually
a conflictual contest between good and evil.

One challenge to the theologian is thar the sociobiologist relies

that apparently eliminates this ambiguiry: all

altruistic behavior

behavior. Altruistic behavior still promotes the long-term goal of

namely, to perpetuate its own DNA
organism, altruism may appear to us to be

sequenc

virtuous, the und

e. Even though at

upon an axiom
s actually selfish
the selfish gene;
the level of the

erlving drive of
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the gene to replicare is relentless and pitiess. ‘Scratch an ‘altry
‘hypocrite’ bleed,” has become a motto ( Ghiselin, 247). If this s
is correct, it could never predict human love for the other, human

of science 235

for universal

justice, human caring for out-groups who do nat contribute to th survival of the

in-group.
The conceptual question aching for expanded understanding is
humans divide our race into in-groups and oy g
early Hamilron Rule with the later Wilson, th, explanation bas
gene slips through our fingers like sand. A group selection theorist
reliance on the in-group replete with reciprocal altruism leads to

compare the
on the selfish
would say that
wing the line

between us and them, to be sure; yet survivability or fitness would still apply to

the immortal genes who benefit from in-group dynamics. Wilson

ites:

[Hluman beings are strongly predisposed to spond with unre:ﬁi;)ning hatred

to external threats and to escalate their hostility sufficiently to o
the source of threar by a respectable wide margin of safety. Qur

verwhelm
brains do

appear to be programmed to the following extent: we are inc ned to parti-

_ tion other people into friends and aliens.

(Wilsan, 1

This applies whether Wilson appeals to the selfish
hatred of the out-group is based in the biology that programs our brs
Is this an explanation, or is it merely a re-description of the problem

sion. Rather, they observe group behavior in the ;
in the human world. Then they proffera single genetic hypothesis tog
they observe in both. Proposing a hypothesis is s :
sure. However, in this case, a genetic explanation lis being proffered
€xpect experiments in the boratory with human enomes to confiry
firm the hypothesis. At this point, no empirical data gathered from
biology has been produced that demonstrates the selfish gene princip|
conclude that what we have here is a re-description of the questio:
answer remains scientifically unknown,

The theologian must assess the scientific credibi ity of the selfish g
before incorporating it as an aid in explaining the h

the scientific value of sociobiology and evolutionary psychology is suspe
important to note that sociobiologists do not study any genes directly.

sociobiologists — along with evolutionary psychol Dgists — advance 2
hypothesis that DNA sequences seek to replicate themselves regardles
genes appear within those DNA sequences. The brute force of gene rep
the explanatory principle. Human behayior is explained as the result of ga
tion, not as the result of gene expression. It is this replication theory th
our attention in this discussion. In the event that malecular biologists
specific gene complexes which in their expression lead to either sinful o

T — e = SR e — | |

978, 122)

molecular
e. We must

while the

e replica-
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behavior, it would not count in the sociobiological caleulus. All that counts is
brute replication, regardless of which genes are in question| The field of molecular
biology would stimulate a very different theological analysis from one beginning
. with sociobiology.
There is no doubt that Charles Darwin’s original theo
subsequent incorporation of molecular biology leading to
thesis is good science; nevertheless, we must retain a leve
regarding the value of offshoots such as s pciobiology and e
These latter fields provide us with 2 purported science of
explain evil in terms of the selfish gene is at minimum ing
short of credibility.

7 of evolution and its
1e neo-Darwinian syn-
of scientific suspicion
olutionary psychology.
vil; and this atrempt to
eresting, even if it falls

" Loving those in the other groups

Even if the genetic science of evil espoused by sociobiolagists remains incom-

plete, the theologian should ask about its potential im plications. When we

consider values such as self-sacrificial Igve or agape, we find a theological idea

that simply does not fit into the selfish gene scheme. altruism within a

family, clan, or tribe — or perhaps even a race ~ fits the selfish gene theory,

. because love and care within the kin group would promote reproductive fitness
for the DNA sequence in question. Reciprocal altruism and group selection
accomplish the same end, even if a bit|more indirectly. But an ethical ideal
that extends this loving service to somepne who is other,|to someone outside
the kinship circle or outside the circle|of reciprocators, %imply does not fit
this explanatory model. “Much as we wish to believe oth erwise,” comments
Dawkins, “universal love and the welfare|of the species as I whole are conceprs
that simply do not make evolutionary sense” ( Dawkins, )- The theologian
must ask: is this genetic explanation accuEate.’ If accurare, does it reinforce the
Christian understanding of sin as an inherited disposition| toward selfishness?
Does it render as hopelessly idealistic the Christian ethic of universal or self-

sacrificial love?

The Christian theologian simply cannot accept an ethic
distinctions between the in-group and the put-group, accordi

group is good and the out-group is evil. This is not where the

R

.
(D

at builds on tribal
1g to which the in-
line between good

i

and evil should be drawn. The line berween|good and evil should be drawn within
the individual’s conscience, not between the home team and the away team. “The
line between good and evil does notrun between ‘us’ and ‘them’ bur through every

individual and every society,” writes N.T. [Wright (N.T. W

Jewish existentialist Martin Buber makes

the same point regar

the rift between those who do violence an
rift between those who are true to God

not merely through every narion, but also through every

and even through every soul.

d those to whom v
and the apostate

ht, 22). Beloved
ding:

olence is done, the
element, running

group in a nation,

(Buber, 19)

RS | T —————
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The science of evil and the e
Theologically speaking, the split berween|i

split between good and evil. If anything, the

The drawing of a line between good and evil that places one’s
good side becomes the lie that accompanies human sin, and it D
justification employed by sinful Persons or groups when perpe

O
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oup is not the

cribution to evil.
in-group on the
rovides the self-

destruction, cruelty, and suffering. Any attempt to construct an eyolutionary ethic

based on this foundation would only perpetua
turn a science of evil into an evil of science.
The perpetuation of tribal rivalry hides ¢

human soul while, simultaneously, hiding the realities of the gg
beyond our own tribe. The biblical understanding of God’s love
inspired human love is that it is universal. [ goes well beyond o;
loving one’s enemy. Would such a science of eyil as that propou

ologists render the biblical ideal as just that

overcome our genetic predisposition? If we would limit our analys
sociobiologist’s fenced in domain of inquiry, such questions about

and the religious ideal could not be posed, let

The evil of science

Science is one thing, scientism is another. Scien
lar religion that places scientific knowledge into|the position of sa
race through technological advance. One transhumanist affirms thj

te the lie we rell o1

he more profound

- an impossible ide

alone dealt with.

realities of the
odness that lies
and of divinely
e's tribe, even to
ded by sociobi-
al? Or, can we

i

tism is an ideology o

ing the human

creed: “Sci-

ence and technology increasingly offer us the chance to overcon e the limita-
tions of the human condition. Therefore, let us|believe in science

Perhaps the promethean mood of scientism is
to achieve the impossible, namely, to create a

Scientists who believe in scientism write their
cast in the concepts and vocabulary of evolution.
is less evolved and science is more highly evolv
science is peaceful. Our moral obligation, theref

and replace it with science.

Physicist turned astrobiologist Paul Davies provi

For thousands of years society was based

what propels some a
science of evil.

on religion. Warfare
oppression resulted as religious groups sought to impose one pa

beliefs upon other groups. In contrast, a scien|
very few years. In that time many of the burn
by the adherents of religion have been quietly answered. No wars
proponents of scienti

1o oppression have resulted berween the

because science does not deal in beliefs, but in facts.

own revisionist his
According to this
ed. Religion is vig
fore, is to rid socie

(Young, 16).
ong us to try

ory, a history
iew, religion
ent, whereas
7 of religion

hatred and
ticular set of

([Lavi%, 201)

Science can save us from hatred and warfare because it deals in facts, not beliefs.

So, the argument goes.
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One might wish to ask Dr. Davies whether or not he has|ever heard of World
War One with its mustard gas or World War Two with its tomic bombs. One
might wish to ask him whether science could be responsiblé for evil. He has an
answer: science is not subject to evil; technology is subject! to evil. “Pollution,
nuclear warfare, genetic engineering and mind control are|s]l examples of the

9

misuse of science in the form of technolo
evil perpetrated by science is in fact evil
innocent. Science escapes such accusatio;

(Davies, 202).What appears to be

erpetrated by technology. Science is
» because science|consists of the pure

search for pure knowledge. Technology ¢
belong to the pure in-group, whereas religi
taminating out-group. In short, no moral a

ontaminates pure

science. Scientists

on and technology
mbiguity clings to

belong to the con-
cience.

Unfortunately, the role of science in concrete human history does not look
exactly like the pure discipline Davies describes. When the ogians look at sci-

ence, what they see is ambiguity. Theologian Langdon Gilkey
guity of science: its possibility . . . to be, str: gely, an instrume
a bearer of good” (Gilkey, 75). With this biguity in mind,
selves briefly of two World War Two examples of horrendous

produced by scientific theory accompanied b
and atomic weaponry.

The eugenics movement began with the cousin of Charles
ton, who allied himself with the Social Darwinism of Herber

scribes the “ambi-
tof evil as well as
let us remind our-
evil and suffering
ractice: eugenics

¥ technological

rwin, Francis Gal-

Spencer. Galton

believed that science could help speed up the progress of evolution. Galton focused
on reproduction. Which families should make babies? Galton answered: those

whose parents are smarr, able bodied, strong, and healthy. Such
birth and send their heredity on into future generations. Thy
should survive. Who, then would be considered unfir? The eu
the physically disabled, mentally rerarded, t'l:j;se given to petty

are a financial drain on the more productive
ety. This led to massive programs of sterilizi

embers of laissey
of the mentally retarded, physically

ents should give
e are the it who
nicists answered:
ime, or poor who
ire capirtalist soci-

handicapped, and prisoners in Britain, France, and the United States. Eugenic sci-
ence became incorporated into Nazi ideology in the form of ragial hygiene (Ras-
senhygiene). The race most fit foran evolutionary future, said the .;ﬁﬁazis, isthe Aryan

race. To the list of the unfit - those whose lives are nor worth

added communists, homosexuals, gypsies, and

iving — the Nazis
Jews. The policy lof racial hygiene

motivated the creation of concentration camps and the gas chambers that today we
refer to as the Holocaust. In addition to selective breeding, the genocide of perhaps

six million human persons became the ool fo
tionary science of evil became one of the most

So also did the atomic bomb. Nuclear physics is an ambi

because it can provide both good and evil

r speeding up evol

tion. An evolu-

horrendous evils o

fiscience.

ous discipline,

technologies. Ph Lfsici,st J- Robert

Oppenheimer’s story is instrucrive. Opie, as he as called, direct |the Manhattan

Project, which invented the atomic bombs drg
that ended World War Tivo in the Pacific The

the victorious allies. Even 50, “the physicists have known sin,”
in 1948, “and this is a knowledge which they|cannor lose” (B

pped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki
ater. Oppenheimer was a hero to

oclaimed Opie
rd and Sherwin,
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2005, p. 388). Once Pandora’s box had beenl opened, and nucgar weapons knowl-

edge began spreading, Oppenheimer sought to slam the lid
internationalizing atomic oversight. He praposed:

wn again through

that in the field of atomic energy there be set up a world|government. That
in this field there be a renunciation of sovereignty . . . to| protect the world
against the use of atomic weapons and provide it with the benefits of atomic

energy.

(Bird and Sherwin, 388, emphasis in original)

He pressed his case in the White House and the United Narions. His efforts

failed. Then President Harry Truman led Am

the Cold War. Science, despite is knowledge and power, coul
Victor Ferkiss comments: “Hiroshima is often spoken of as

ying arms race of
not save us.
scientific equiva-

erica into the di

lent of the apple in the Garden of Eden, the eating of which ends innocence by
imparting a knowledge of good and evil” (Ferkiss, 48). Science knows evil.

Conclusion

Our fundamental experience of evil is complex and profound.

the one hand,

we are born into a world of evil that carries|us along like a ra dly flowing river.

On the other hand, we freely choose activity that reaps vio
and death. We inherit evil, and we bequearth evil.

Scientific and theological attempts to provide a rational explanation for evil

ry psychology to

explain the violence of Homo sapiens by appeal to the selfish gene in evolutionary
biology; and we have looked briefly at (3) theological assessments of the science

of evil. We gave special attention to the evil perpetrated by sci

Two, noting the role of Social Darwinism in

in developing the atomic bomb. Our thesis has been this: we

more about evil than we can explain.

Notes

1 When sociobiologists or evolutionary psychologists say a parent

their genes, it is misleading. Molecular biologis

ce in World War

e Holocaust and the role of physics

would point out that all human beings

share more than 99% of their genes with the human race generally, The fraction that

distinguishes one individual from another is les

than 1%. So, the 50% percent genetic

continuity between parents and children is only 50% of that fraction, not 50% of the

entire human genome.

2 Russell makes the point that our biology is groynded in the physicswhich underlies it.

He suggests that the second law of thermodynamics, or entropy, p
for the evil we experience at the human level. “Human sinfulness d
in a vacuum but . . . there are precursors not only in evolutionary

fundamental physics” (Russell, 241).

ides the precursor
not arise entirely
ology but even in
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