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The story of evolution: right on or all wrong?
Variation doesn’t always mean progress.
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today’s average players are superior to
those of previous decades and that the rise
in general performance means the very
best players are that much nearer the right
end of the bell curve: “A right wall must
exist. . .. We cannot, after all, perform be-
vond the limits of what human bone and
muscle can accomplish” The true picture
can be grasped only through this way of
looking at things, which tracks changes in
the variation of all components,

Biology is like baseball, Gould says. We
need to consider life in the “full house™ of
its variations. Viewed thus, the left wall of
minimal organic complexity means that
the only open direction for variation is
rightward. Causality lies at the left wall,
while the right 1ail (which we inhabit) is
only a consequence of life's inevitable
motion leftward, But the vast majority
of successful life continues to reside in
the bacterial mode, as it always has done,
and scientists have vet 1o measure
any inherent bias toward complexity or

progress—only toward variation.
Darwin himself initially resisted the
word evolution, preferring descent with
modifications. He once said: “After long re-
The vost majority of
successful life continues
to reside in the bacterial
mode, as it always has done,

flection, | cannot avoid the conviction that
no innate tendency 1o progressive devel-

For Gould, the power that the idea of
progress holds over us is a snare that leads
to the “reductionist assumption that the
Darwinian natural paradigm will fully en-
compass our social and technological his-
tory” The results: pernicious doctrines like
social and Soviet Darwinism. In Full
House's final chapter, Gould suggests we
also need to reconsider standards in the
creative arts that award greatness only 1o
those devising novel styles, because the
likelihood is that human neurology pro-
vides a"right wall” in the range of accessi-
ble styles,

'
opment exists” Nevertheless, as a pro- We're oll repliconts

gressive Victorian gentleman, he sug-
gested progress might result from natural
selection in interspecies and intraspecies
competition. Gould states, “Darwin, the
intellectual radical, knew what his own
theory entailed and implied, but could
not undermine the defining principle of a
culture to which he felt such loyahy”

Richard Dawkins is more the comventional
Darwinian hard-liner. In his new book
Climbing Mount Improbable, he unequivo-
cally declires, *Natural selection is a non-
random process, pushing toward im-
provement.” Still, like Gould, he rejects the
beliet that humanity is anything other than
a highly unlikely consequence of life’s
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movement toward complexity. And like
Gould, who helped formulate the theory of
punctuated cquilibrium, Dawkins built
his reputation on his “selfish gene™ con-
cept, in which DNA constitutes a kind of
single being pouring itself into the tempo

rary receptaches that are the forms of in-
sects and fish, animals and human beings.
"DNA, building its robot vehicles to ride
around in, has evolved various extraondi-
nary digressions—clephants, flowers, our-
selves—as elements of its fundamental
sclf-replicating program.”

From sherp eyes to strong noses

Climtbing Moun: Improbable paims pic-
tures of the development of these digres-
s For example, according to Dawkins,
eyes have evolved probably more than 60
times independently in various parts of the
amimal kingdom. Elephant 1runks have
30,000 muscles. Our three mammalian car
bones—called the hammer, the anvil, and
the stirrup—are descended from three

bones that formed the jaw joint in our
reptilian ancestors. Readers will also
learn about computer fish running in slow
time, spiderwebs and male spider sex

Darwin himself initially
resisted the word ‘evolu-
tion,’ preferring ‘descent
with modifications.’

ploys, kaleidoscopic embryology, light-
semsitive cells in butterflies’ genitals, and
much else.

Near his book's end, Dawkins duplicates
a speculation from Full House's last chap-
ter: either intelligent life around other stars
is unlikely or else it rises often but is in-
herently self-destructive because techno-
logical capacity outstrips restraint. In
other words, our cercbral elaboration may
be an evolutionary dead-end. Otherwise,

where is evervbody? Why haven't we heard
from them?

It seems strange that neither author —es
pecially Gould, who believes in a neo
Lamarckian acceleration of evolutionary
development through technology—con
siders a third possibility: knowledge
changes its accumulator. As intelligent races
acquire knowledge, might they not tran
scend—through genetic engineering, aug-
meritation with machine intelligence, what-
ever—their previous natures? Might not
such races regard us as having the interest
value of, at best, transitional forms?

In the meantime, science-fictional no-
tionalizing aside, our contemporary culture
isn't in bad shape if it produces notable sci-
entists who can write like Dawkins and
Gould. Dawkins's hook is worthy, Gould's—
contrarian, brilliam —transcends normal
science writing and may have the power 10
change readers’ minds permanently. 8

Writien by Mark Williams, a science
writer inn Berkeley, California.
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