Origins of Humanity in Outline
Evolutionary Theory

Charles Darwin was the pioneer in identifying the process by which organisms grew and developed. It is through this theory that scientists explain the diversity of biological life on earth. There are two parts to the process: random mutation and natural selection. 

Random genetic mutations have the potential to happen every time an organism reproduces. Genetic codes are long and complex and there is a small chance that, in the process of copying genes from parent to child, an error is made (just imagine copying out an enormous string of letters – mistakes will be made!) These genetic mutations often lead to death, but can sometimes lead to an new feature or development in an organism (it might be taller/shorter, faster/slower, better/worse eyesight, longer/shorter fingers). This means that there is an inevitable diversity in the natural world because random mutations happen all the time.

The “process” which acts on these genetic mutations is referred to as “natural selection”. This is often called “survival of the fittest” but is probably better referred to as “survival of the best-adapted”. A genetic mutation that gives its owner some kind of advantage over others, or helps it to be better adapted to its environment, will mean that the organism is more likely to survive and reproduce itself. The phrase “natural selection” implies some kind of active process, but it is instead more like Richard Dawkins’ “blind watchmaker” which makes the most adapted organisms most likely to continue their genetic line.
For those who accept evolutionary theory, human beings are simply the most-developed product of the process. We were not created with a special purpose or soul but happen to be particularly well adapted to our environment.

The evidence for evolution comes primarily from the fossil record where we can see earlier forms of creatures that have now died out in favour of the more developed forms of life. Darwin also identified different kinds of finch which seemed to be adapted to their environment which suggested to process of evolution to him.

Responses to evolution by natural selection

Literalist / fundamentalist responses:

Fundamentalist Christians might accept the principle of evolution within species (ie. Different finches can adapt to their environment but they are all still “finches” and the finch genus has always existed). However, they would not accept all life has evolved from one starting point. According to the Bible (the infallible Word of God), all things were created “according to their kinds” which implies that all of the different species existed from the beginning. Certainly the idea that human beings evolved from apes is unacceptable because the Bible so clearly suggests that humans were created quite differently from the other animals. They often point to the gaps in the fossil record to back up the claim that evolution between species doesn’t really happen. Some also point to the problem of “biogenesis” – where did the first “life” and genes come from in order to start evolution happening?
Intelligent Design:
 Intelligent Design is the claim that evolution is perfectly valid but is not purely a blind process: there is some intelligence behind the direction of evolution. Two key ideas are Irreducible Complexity (Michael Behe) and Specified Complexity (William Dembski). Irreducible Complexity is the claim that some parts of nature are so complex that they cannot be reduced by degrees as required by evolution. The mousetrap analogy is often used, ie. the idea that a mousetrap requires all the different parts to work together. Without any one of the parts the whole thing fails. Evolution works bit by bit so how could “irreducibly complex” organisms come about? Specified Complexity is the claim that the universe is not only complex, but meaningfully so; Dembski argues that it is reasonable to suppose that the universe should be complex, but the idea of meaningfulness requires something extra behind it. Both of these arguments come to the conclusion that the universe is not purely the result of random mutation and natural selection; instead the universe is the result of these things with Intelligent Design behind them.
Scientists reject the idea of irreducible complexity because there are no compelling examples. Theologians reject the idea too because it leaves a “God of the gaps”.

Liberal responses:

Liberal Christians are usually quite happy to accept that evolutionary theory is true. Given that the creation story is not to be taken literally it seems perfectly reasonable to suppose that God might use the process of evolution to populate the earth. Some Liberals might make an exception for human beings because they seem to be so fundamentally different from other creatures.
