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SIMON CONWAY MORRIS
A response to Andrew Jackson

Tertullian was spot on: the basis of Christianity is totally extraordinary. It
includes, but is not restricted to, the absurd Incarnation, delusional Transfigu-
ration, impossible Resurrection and comic Ascension. It is all too understand-
able why any Christian scientist would baulk at attempts to reconcile these
supra-cosmic claims (which despite my irony above are all true), with their
all too mundane activities of data collection and the subsequent erection of
all too provisional hypotheses. On the other hand maybe this caesura is not
insurmountable? After all Homo sapiens is also Homo religiosus, an ineradica-
bly religious species that is pleasingly displayed in the extended pieties of an
atheist. So too we are Homo narrans, finding ourselves in a (his)story that is
not of our making but still makes an uncanny sort of sense. To be sure hu-
mans evolved from Miocene apes, but now we find themselves in a strange new
world, sensing God and amongst other things knowing evolution. If, as [ have
argued, humans are a very likely, if not inevitable, outcome of the evolution-
ary process then maybe we are entitled to seek further congruences with the
underlying order that defines, in our eyes, God’s agency.

Andrew Jackson (A]) is fulsome in his praise of my modest contributions as
to the likely importance of convergent evolution. He takes, however, a sterner
view of its possible theological implications. Few are better equipped to offer
such a critique. This is because A] is that rare chimera, both a trained zoologist,
and now working as a theologian. One must also acknowledge the breadth of
his reading, not least his willingness to grapple with my own elliptical style
and, I hope, gentle irony.

Let me first return the compliment and thank AJ for a wide-ranging and
thought-provoking contribution. My immediate aim is, of course, to further this
dialogue. As I read his critique it seems to fall into five, not entirely unrelated,
areas. In my response [ divide these into where: (a) he has a fair point, even if it
deserves qualification, (b) he attributes to me viewpoints that either [ have not
espoused or are ones over which I can have no control, (c) he draws attention
to areas that may indeed be of general interest, but are peripheral to our un-
derstanding of convergent evolution, (d) introduces wider theological issues,
notably that of theodicy, that again are very important but arguably largely
tangential to convergent evolution, and finally and perhaps most importantly
(e) considers a metaphysic that I suggest is relativist in eroding our imago dei.

The current consensus appears to be that convergent evolution is an im-
portant component of evolutionary theory, a point I reiterate in my review' of

1 Conway Morris, S. ‘Evolution’s weather vane?’, Current Biology (2017) 27, R825-R827.
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Jonathan Losos’ recent book? where he attempts to critique my work. AJ also
raises the fair point that in the end convergent evolution might be effectively
an unsurprising consequence of shared developmental toolkits, an area that
broadly falls under the topic of ‘deep homology’. Such a stance, however, begs
many questions in terms of molecular causality. Consider, for example, the case
of the G-protein coupled receptors (GPCR). This is an enormous protein family
with many functions, but one essential role is for transduction (i.e. conversion
of environmental stimulus into a neural response) in sensory systems. The
opsins are a well-known example, best known in eyes but typical for molecular
versatility also employed in various other ways. In any event these and related
proteins are near-universal amongst the sensory systems of animals. Yet turn to
the olfactory and taste capacities of insects and we find a striking convergence
inasmuch as the receptors employed are effectively identical to the 7-helical
transmembrane (TM) receptors seen in other animals but in this group clearly
of completely different origin.* Equally striking are such examples as crystal-
lins and carbonic anhydrases. So it is not so much the molecular toolkit that
matters as the solution arrived at, irrespective of route.

More generally, and as A] concedes, if convergent evolution ultimately re-
flects ‘the fine tuning of the physical constants of the universe’ then this in itself
indicates a deeper ordering of evolution. And that too seems congruent with a
theistic stance. In any case, irrespective of the importance of convergent evolu-
tion, | see every reason to plead guilty to importing a metaphysic that seeks to
examine hitherto hidden foundations. Surely such a procedure is unavoidable,
even for an out-and-out materialist, although I happily acknowledge that my
aim is most certainly to counter the zeitgeist so warmly endorsed by the likes of
Coyne, Dawkins and Dennett. Nor can [ see how that merely finding an appar-
ent congruence between scientific observations and the claims of Christianity
is particularly questionable. After all, as a scientist this falls into the category of
hypothesis-building and as such simply work in progress. If it ends in failure,
or least hemmed in by qualifications, then this will be no different from any
other intellectual exercise. As importantly, and as A] himself points out, such a
strategy hardly has a claim to novelty. To invoke, therefore, convergent evolu-
tion in a wider context may or may not be misdirected, but as AJ also reminds
us, the adjectives of surprise - ‘uncanny’, ‘remarkable’, ‘astonishing’ - that are
almost invariably employed by otherwise ostensibly hard-headed scientists in
their descriptions of convergent evolution, should give us pause for thought.
After all, isn’t this what Darwin taught us to expect even if he himself showed
curiously little interest in this topic?

2 Losos, J. Improbable destinies: How predictable is evolution?, New York: Riverhead Books
(2017).

3 Wistrand, M,, Kdll, L. & Sonnhammer, E.L.L. ‘A general model of G-protein-coupled receptor
sequences and its application to detect remote homologs’, Protein Science (2006) 15, 509-521.
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To turn to my second point: critics of works by the Marquis de Sade or Mein
Kampf might argue that these authors bear a heavy responsibility in the cor-
ruption of untutored, if not innocent, minds. Thus A] emphasises the potential
misappropriation of my thinking by people ill-favoured towards evolution and
perhaps Incarnational theology, notably the Intelligent Design (ID) brigade. So
far as this squad is concerned we all know that they cheerfully and repeatedly
rip quotations out of context and then parachute them into their own warped
narratives. In this context it is a futile exercise to attempt to bomb-proof one’s
text. Whatever you write will be twisted for their own nefarious ends; all I can
say is that this is their responsibility and not mine. Nevertheless, at times A]
sounds decidedly admonitory (‘just how far CM has strayed’). True enough, but
however dangerous off-piste excursions may be they can also give us vertigi-
nous new vistas. Nor can I accept that it is wrong to weave ambiguity into a
narrative: when does an argument become a parable? If you are going to dis-
lodge your average evolutionary biologist out of their materialist bunker, bet-
ter to do so by sowing seeds of unease than offering hostages to fortune such
as employing the word ‘design’.

AJ is quite correct that arguments for design are a theological minefield.
Whether David Hume is quite the star witness one would like to have on the
stand is maybe open to debate. More importantly in the context of A]’s discus-
sion of ‘Design’, as he points out, to invoke any sort of ‘gaps’ argument is simply
inadmissible unless one is signing up to the ID farrago. Yet AJ’s final point of
both God’s immanent sustaining of all that is, so per impossibile were He ‘to
take his mind off the matter’ we would instantly cease to exist seems to a Chris-
tian to be entirely orthodox. But we can at very best only intuit the existence
of God’s ‘mind’ (so far as that means anything), so that from our perspective
the world we know is almost inevitably going to be viewed in the context of
secondary causations. These would include the constraints of evolution that
are expressed in convergent evolution. All this seems unremarkable.

That evolutionary convergence has excited AJ’s interest is evident, and one
can hardly complain if he then chooses to explore both its implications and
possible limitations, both in the context of self-evident diversifications of many
clades and the role of complexity. Quite how relevant they are to his critique
is, however, a different question. In any event, with respect to the continu-
ing diversification of life, only very briefly punctured by mass extinctions, at
first sight it might indeed seem surprising that convergence is anything but
a local phenomenon. On the contrary and to paraphrase Mark Westneat and
colleagues,* ‘divergence is local but convergence is global’. Admittedly they are
talking about the skulls of a group of fish known as labriids, but what they

4 Westneat, M.W. et al. ‘Local phylogenetic divergence and global evolutionary convergence of
skull function in reef fishes of the family Labridae’, Proceedings of the Royal Society of London
(2005) B272,993-1000.
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observe actually applies across the board. Yes, many clades massively diversify
but look at the bigger picture and the story is one of recurrent similar solutions.

What of complexity? As a concept it is pretty elusive’, but it is very far from
clear whether it has any particular bearing on convergent evolution. Certainly I
cannot see how life only being able to navigate to a handful of attractors in hy-
perdimensional biological ‘space’ can be put into any sort of context connected
to complexity; for all I know such an arrangement may call for far higher de-
grees of complexity than is demanded by a less rugged evolutionary landscape
where arguably the ‘navigation’ is much simpler. So too whilst it is self-evident
that ‘Once there were bacteria, now there is New York’s, to think that the evolu-
tion of life is largely defined by an imprecise metric of increasing complexity
simply won’t do. Rather the questions are: to what extent (a) biological ‘space’
in any direction (including ‘simplification’) has been occupied, (b) is this oc-
cupation highly localised as against diffuse, and most importantly (c) what
are the implications of a species evolving that actually understands all this?
In terms of the question of the overall occupation of biological ‘space’, whilst
it is difficult, perhaps impossible, to quantify how full this metaphorical barrel
might be, evidence from areas such as arthropod tagmosis’ and numbers of
interdependent symbionts® suggests the limits are close to being reached. So
too one can argue that, given the massive hyper-dimensionality of this ‘space’,
the fact that convergence is so ubiquitous hints that almost all of this ‘space’
is permanently uninhabitable rather than it being inaccessible merely by his-
torical chance. From this perspective discussions of directionality in evolution
become somewhat otiose.

The above-mentioned case of evolutionary ‘simplifications’, such as the re-
markable dicyemid mesozoans’, segues into the question of parasitism which,
as A] acknowledges, is rampantly convergent. Echoing Darwin’s lugubrious
ruminations on the ichneumon ‘fly’, how can such parasitism possibly square
with God’s goodness? How indeed, but the solution so far as it goes - and |
freely admit the theodicy and radical evil'® are a stumbling block for any Chris-

5 Conway Morris, S. ‘Life: the final frontier for complexity’, in Lineweaver, C.H., Davies, P.C.W.
& Ruse, M. (eds.) Complexity and the arrow of time, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press
(2013), p. 135.

6 ibid., p.136

7 Adamowicz, S.J.,, Purvis, A. & Wills, M.A. ‘Increasing morphological complexity in multiple
parallel lineages of the Crustacea’, Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, USA (2008)
105, 4786-4791.

8 Bennett, G.M. & Moran, N.A. ‘Small, smaller, smallest: the origins and evolution of ancient
dual symbioses in a phloem-feeding insect, Genome Biology and Evolution (2013) 5,1675-1688.
9 Conway Morris, S. The Runes of Evolution: How the Universe became self-aware, West Consho-
hocken: Templeton Press (2015), p. 315.

10 Oppenheimer, P. Evil and demonic: a new theory of monstrous behaviour, London: Duck-
worth (1996).
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tian - is that the question can only be understood by a moral species (aka us).
And it is only such an entity that words which AJ freely uses, such as ‘sinister’,
‘degenerative sameness’, ‘curse’, and ‘underhand strategies’, make sense. Such
terms would be meaningless to our Miocene ancestor, just as they are to chim-
panzees today, or indeed any other animal.

This question of human uniqueness, with at best perhaps the Neanderthals
and Denisovans being convergent exceptions, might also be of theological im-
port. As with any area of science one needs to be exceedingly cautious with in-
ferring a biblical link. Yet A] seems to depart quite radically from the orthodoxy
of an imago dei. In the present-day climate of linguistic erosion and historical
amnesia I fear that such ground shifting is part of a wider malaise, and I for
one tremble when I read of ‘an epistemological artefact of our finitude’, with
the alarming add-on that our thirst for beauty is perhaps a sad delusion, some
sort of category mistake. Of course we see through the glass darkly and our
post-mortem existence may be yet more hideous, but the fact of human unique-
ness (note that animals engage in neither speaking nor teaching and thus may
well be mimics but never can be actors let alone preachers) both allows us
to acknowledge our evolutionary roots as being far from random but equally
poses the scandal of particularity both for Homo religiosus and the claims of
Christianity.

That, of course, takes us into a different territory from the one outlined in
AJ’s critique. That is readers may appreciate (or as likely deplore) a robust
defence of both my science and my metaphysics. But much more importantly
it is to suggest that in no significant way are we far apart. That is to admit
freely that any sort of ‘design’ argument (however construed) or an appeal to
a Natural Theology are at best rhetorical devices to sharpen our appreciation
of the Creation. As I wrote elsewhere!' on the scientific implications of creation
ex nihilo, ‘All this also points to a universe entirely dependent on God’'>. As A
points out, and I entirely agree, the real reason we love this Creation is that it is
sacred. By opening the doors to the transcendent, it re-enchants our mundane
existence. That this invitation is open to anybody, of any persuasion, is undeni-
ably true. However, as we know all too well at the moment anomie stalks the
world. If convergent evolution is a small catalyst to help to reverse this disillu-
sion, then I can hardly complain."?
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