[David: There is still repetition in this essay, and there are also some awkward or o
imperfect places. I have a ways to go with it. I keep working on it.]

This essay began as RDA’s December 20, 2003, letter to Lorrie’s cousin, Wesley Upton, a
moderately religious man, and a good friend, who asked what this evolutionist thinks
about the concept of God (last revision, 16 May 2006).

The Concept of God and the Meaning of Life
Richard D. Alexander

First, there obviously is a concept of God, and it is widespread, perhaps in some way even
universal among humans. It’s an important concept for that reason alone, but also
because people take their personal views of it quite seriously and mold specific actions —
even their entire lives -- around those views. Because of these facts, I suggest that people
who deny the “existence” of God are in reality denying some particular version of the
concept of God, some definition that doesn’t seem to make sense to them. My stance is
that there is something real — perhaps unitary, perhaps not, and almost certainly adaptive
— underlying the concept of God, and merit in trying to discover what it might be. As an
evolutionary biologist I regard all aspects of life, including the meaning of human life (its
significance or function — including individual or personal feelings about that), as
potentially accessible to scientific analysis. For me, the only restrictions involve our ability
to generate and test relevant hypotheses. O
Second, no one (else) has ever expressed a version of the concept of God that I feel
comfortable accepting for myself (I use the term God here to include all postulated
supernatural or divine beings or creators, regardless of the names attached to them). To
me, an acceptable concept means one that can be explained without invoking
supernatural causes, and one that has some likelihood of informing us how our views of
God came about, and why the concept developed its current significance. I think biologists
— indeed, scientists in general — seek to understand all existing phenomena as natural in
origin (rather than supernatural), so long as that is possible. We have no reason to believe
that anything in the natural world is immune to having its background or function
hypothesized, and the hypothesis tested. As scientists continue their investigations of the
natural world, they are also incidentally testing the hypothesis that some phenomena, or
causes, are supernatural. They are doing this, whether or not consciously or deliberately,
because continued success in explanation that relies entirely on natural causes inevitably
moves toward falsification of at least some versions or uses of the so-called supernatural.
As long as we have not reached a point at which we are clearly and permanently stalled
unless we assume something beyond the natural, we have no reason to pause.

I seek to understand the concept of God well enough to be able to postulate an origin and
development of the concept that meshes with reality, eventually accounting for the

different ways different people, and different groups of people, have thought about the

concept and used it. If the concept of God has a background in natural phenomena and

causes, then plausible reconstruction of the origin and history of the concept should also O
be compatible with all that we know about how the evolutionary process has molded the



human species; and the concept should inform us in ways that significantly increase
human self-understanding. No naturally based process other than evolution is known that
has any reasonable possibility of explaining life; the evolutionary process, based on
continuance through reproduction and change through differential reproduction of
variants (evolutionary selection, including natural and social selection and their various
components: e.g., Alexander 2006), embodies a logic that so far appears to be irrefutable
and universally applicable, and has been used to clarify the patterns and functions of life
in virtually countless scientific publications. Despite predictable difficulties, there have
been no unexpected roadblocks that seem to deny the possibility of continued analysis of
any species or any life situation.

Even though I think it behooves us natural beings to try to account for the existence and
popularity of the concept of God by invoking only natural phenomena, I am also
convinced that the goal of universal peace and harmony means that it will always be
useful to be tolerant and attentive to all versions of the concept of God, whether premised
on natural or supernatural causes. Only if people are open-minded on a broad scale is it
likely that religion can shed its reputation as a correlate (or even a principal engine) of
inter-group hostility and war, and extend its equally prominent reputation as a source of
cooperativeness and harmony within so far limited but expanding groups, so as to make
itself a major force, or the prime one, in the effort to generate world-wide, unifying,
empathetic forces.

A long-time university campus pastor who had just heard me lecture on this topic began
his following lecture by saying that a “concept” of God wasn’t enough for him: he said he
needed “the real thing.” I could not convince myself that it would be useful to ask how his
view of God might be more or less a concept than my own, or more or less the “real
thing.”

Until recently there was for a few years a television program called "Joan of Arcadia.” It
was about a teen-age girl who continually re-encounters God, each time in the form of
some everyday kind of person — a cab driver, a teacher, another teenager, or whatever.
The theme song of the program asked, "What if God were one of us?"

This is not a bad place to start, because the attitude assumed in this TV program
embodies what may eventually be recognized as a potential source of error (or
unnecessary confusion) in our efforts to understand all that we have built up around the
concept of God. This potential error, or confusion, arises from the assumption that the
concept of God has to refer to something like a person — not only with human traits but
also a single individual, or an individual-like entity (see also below).

Religious people typically believe that God made humans in his (sic!) own image,
although there are some who admit the possibility that it might have been the other way
around. The first view appears to require a supernatural background -- causes that, so far
as we know, have generated out of the far reaches of the human imagination and are not
observable or testable in any (other) verifiable manner -- forces that are alien to our



understanding and use of cause and effect in everyday life. The second view proceeds
without reliance on divine or ethereal determinations.

In the absence of specific reasons for not doing so, it is parsimonious to begin with known
events and causes, or the simplest ones available, because the fewer unlikely events or
causes that are invoked, the more likely it is that the correct explanation will result. So far
as I am aware, there is nothing natural that can be referred to as God, so long as God is
assumed to carry or portray the attributes of either a single human being or some other
entity that is similarly singular. If we wish to pursue a natural explanation for the concept
of God, rather than assuming a supernatural one, some other construction will apparently
be required. The seeming exceptions to this assertion are those instances in which
eventual divinity has been imputed to individuals of natural origin, such as Jesus Christ,
and all other assumptions, in various religions, that figures of natural origin represent
different levels or starts toward special relationships with God. As indicated below, I
propose that such imputations arise from efforts to generate a satisfying bridge between
ourselves and the image of an entirely supernatural being and its possible benefits to us.
Thus, our view of the life of Jesus Christ provides us with a certain security that we too
have the possibility of merging with the supernatural and escaping the natural ills and
limitations of our finite lifetimes. This view seems consistent with Christ being declared a
Son of God, his eventual labeling as “Lord,” and his elevation in some religions to virtually
an equivalent or replacement of the concept of God (Christ, of course, is generally
considered “The Son of God,” therefore is regarded as incorporating a supernatural
element from the beginning, though undergoing a painful death inseparable from that of
ordinary mortals).

I suggest that an appropriate initial question about God might be, not, "What if God were
one of us,"” but, "What if God were, in some way, all of us?" "All of us" in this question
does not necessarily mean (to us as individuals) every member of the human species, even
if we would like that to be the case some day. In practical terms, and across all of human
history right to the present day, it could mean all of us in some particular cooperative or
unified group, which could be our nuclear family, our clan or circle of relatives, our
immediate community, our church membership, our culture, our nation, everyone in our
particular religion all across the earth, or everyone in an alliance of nations or religions.
For some purposes it could mean several or even all of these units. Among all forms of life
humans appear to have the greatest ability to “belong to,” and serve and gain from, an
almost indefinite number of different social organizations at the same time. All such
groupings are in some sense consistent with how I speculate the concept of God came to
be, and came to be used. So is the idea, or hope, that such a group, or such groups, can in
some sense, some day, be extended so as to comprise the entire human species. We like to
believe this is true, in some sense, even now, and we promote it in various ways. But,
curiously, up to now this interesting and difficult proposition — or goal — has never been
achieved in a general way, and may never have been approached by organized religion.
Humans are depressingly adept at dividing the world into we’s and they’s. I will return to
this question, which is actually central to this entire essay.

“All of us” also does not have to mean all of any of us — the concept of God doesn’t have to
refer to everything about anyone. The concept of “all of us” could depend on some
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particular component or aspect or trait of each of us, some tendency or ability compatible
with the commonly heard statement that God is “within” all of us — something that
enables empathy, good will, cooperativeness, and harmony. I will also come back to this
feature, discussing it as a moral capability or sense.

Suppose the concept of God is attached to a “circle of social significance,” in the way
suggested above. Perhaps most often, across human history, this would be the circle of
kin, because there are good reasons for the prevailing opinion among anthropologists that
across most of their history humans lived primarily in kin groups of up to 200-250
individuals, including spouses of kin. If so, then serving God becomes (at least
historically) serving the kin circle or kindred — a possibility that is implied in fervent (and
seemingly unequivocal) statements expressing variations on the idea that, “Family is
everything.”

The prevalence today of cooperation in the context of social reciprocity with distant or
non-relatives, in addition to nepotism (kin help and cooperation), describes another
dimension to cooperativeness, making “circle of significance” a more appropriate label for
modern cooperative units than “circle of kin.” In considering the relationship between kin
help and social reciprocity, it is relevant that kin recognition — in the sense of generating
deep commitment to social investment — is apparently developed through social learning,
which is why we so easily adopt offspring (especially when they are adopted at birth, thus
fulfilling the maximum possible set of learning experiences associated with producing and
rearing a child). Sometimes — particularly in evolutionarily novel learning situations — we
absorb genetically unrelated friends into our circles of cooperative “kin.” Appropriate
partners in social reciprocity also can be identified only as a result of social learning,
though through learning that is often more conscious than that involved in recognizing
Kin.

Serving the circle of kin is indeed what evolutionists see -- from theory, evidence, and
logic -- as the evolved function of the individual human. Serving kin is the evolved
function of the lifetime in all organisms, always in a simpler way for non-human species,
in most species involving only mother-offspring or parent-offspring relations. The heart of
this matter is that serving the circle of available kin is the only way human individuals
living in kin groups can maximize the reproduction of the particular genes that have
facilitated and perpetuated complex and extensive human kinship systems (and, by
extension, those responsible for the overall nature of the human species) across the
succession of environments in which humans have lived during their history. Only
humans, apparently, among all forms of life, are able to distinguish a large number of
different relatives and treat them appropriately to their differing genetic overlaps with self
(i.e., able to invest in relatives according to a set of multiple fractional probabilities that
every gene in the investor’s genome is also in the individual to receive the investment —
known as Hamilton’s Rule). Except in severely novel environments, all normal humans
probably do this, in what anthropologists refer to as organized and often rather
complicated “kinship systems.” Seeming exceptions to Hamilton’s Rule are often — and
perhaps will eventually be discovered always to be -- owing to mistakes, as with (1)
evolutionarily novel environments, especially during social ontogeny, such as those
leading to accidentally imperfect knowledge of relatedness by either observers or
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