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C.S. Lewis changed my life. I first read his book, Miracles, 1 nearly 40 years
ago, as a young teenager growing up in a small town in Arkansas. Through a com-
bination of books by Lewis and the influence of Mr.  Merrifield, my high school
chemistry teacher, I graduated high school deciding that I wanted to get my Ph. D. in
chemistry, which I eventually did. Reading C.S. Lewis opened my eyes to a whole
new world of  classical literature that I had never even imagined existed. Import-
antly, I learned to read full-length books with The Chronicles of Narnia 2 and The
Lord of the Rings 3 — building up abilities that would be important in college and
for the rest of my life. Reading C.S. Lewis also taught me that it was possible to be
a Christian and also a scientist, without having to choose between the two.

When I saw an advertisement for The Magician's Twin, 4 I thought this would
be a great book to read. And indeed, I enjoyed many of the chapters in the book, al-
though some I struggled with (more on that later). Each chapter is written by a
different author, but of course the theme is well centered on C.S. Lewis, and in

1 C.S. LEWIS, Miracles: A Preliminary Study, Geoffrey Bles, London 1947.
2 C.S.  LEWIS and Pauline BAYNES, The Chronicles of Narnia, HarperCollins Publishers, New York

2004.
3 J.R.R. TOLKIEN, The Lord of the Rings, HarperCollins, London 1991.
4 John G. WEST (ed.), The Magician's Twin: C.S. Lewis on Science, Scientism, and Society , Di-

scovery Institute Press, Seattle 2012.
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particular his books The Abolition of Man 5 and That Hideous Strength. 6 After
reading the first five chapters, I was feeling pretty good about the book — I was
happy to see that John Collins noted that many scientists have been inspired by
C.S. Lewis, including Francis Collins, who is director of the U.S. National Institutes of
Health (NIH).  In 2017, I published a book chapter on this (“Science in The Abolition of
Man: »Can Science Rescue Itself?«”7).

I read That Hideous Strength when I was 14 years old (back in the 1970s).
Many years later, in 2012, I re-read That Hideous Strength. I did remember the
plot, but this time around it had developed new meaning — a lot has happened
since I first read it in 1974. Although some of my friends at William Jewell College
were part of an exchange program with Oxford University, for me this was some-
thing that only “rich smart people” could even think about. Several years later, I
found myself doing post-doctoral research at Oxford. My wife and I lived in Head-
ington, which is the same town on the edge of Oxford where C.S. Lewis lived, and
we even attended (twice) the same church that Lewis worshipped in — although
to be honest it seemed quite cold — both thermally (in December, 1992) and
from my perspective, spiritually as well. I discovered the bench at the Eagle and
Child pub in Oxford, where the Inklings met. I realized that C.S. Lewis was a beer-
drinking, pipe-smoking Anglican — not the non-smoking conservative Southern
Baptist teetotaler, I imagined as a 14-year old when I first read his books! As with
most people, a lot has happened in my life during the last forty years! I have spent
half of that time — 20 years — living in Europe (4 years in Oxford, 1 year in Nor-
way, and then 15 years in Denmark).

A few years ago, I gave a talk in Los Alamos, New Mexico. On the drive up
there, the mountains in January were majestic — it had snowed the night before,
and with still chilly temperatures, the view was awe-inspiring. I thought of story of
Coleridge and  the waterfall, mentioned in the first chapter of  The Abolition of

5 C.S.  LEWIS,  The Abolition of Man: Reflections on Education with Special Reference to the
Teaching of English in the Upper Forms of Schools, Geoffrey Bles, London 1946.

6 C.S.  LEWIS,  That Hideous Strength: A Modern Fairy-Tale for Grown-Ups,  “Space Trilogy”,
The Bodley Head, London 1945.

7 David USSERY, “Science in The Abolition of Man: »Can Science Rescue Itself?«”, in: Tim MOSTELLER

and Gayne John  ANACKER (eds.),  Contemporary Perspectives on C.S.  Lewis’s  “The Abolition of
Man”:  History,  Philosophy,  Education,  and Science,  Bloomsbury  Academic,  London 2017,  pp.
111–134.
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Man. 8 I  agree with  Lewis that sometimes nature “deserves” our admiration. My
talk was about bacterial  genomics and evolution, a subject that in its own way I
think can be awe-inspiring. There is a lot that we do not know. I had recently read
Ignorance: How it Drives Science, by Stuart Firestein. 9 I think this is a wonder-
ful book for helping to train young scientists:  “Being a scientist requires having
faith  in  uncertainty,  finding  pleasure  in  mystery,  and  learning  to  cultivate  doubt.
There is no surer way to screw up an experiment than to be certain of its outcome”. 10

This leads me to the few sections of the book that I really struggled with.  In
particular, I had difficulties with the two chapters by John West in the “Origins”
section of the book. I've never met the author, and I’m convinced that he is quite
well intentioned and sincere in his quest for the truth. I am not making moral
judgments here, as I know myself, I have been convinced something is right, only
to discover later that my human reasoning was limited. However, it felt a bit awk-
ward when early in the first chapter in this section, the claim is made that, al -
though  Francis Collins (and other scientists like myself) were inspired by C.S.
Lewis, we got it all wrong. According to West, Lewis really did not support evolu-
tion as a science.

Lewis's early skepticism of Darwinism makes it all the more astonishing that he has been
honored as a veritable patron saint in recent years by some contemporary proponents of
theistic evolution. In the best-selling book The Language of God (2006), for example, biol-
ogist Francis Collins highlighted the role Lewis's writings played in his own conversion
to Christianity as well as invoking Lewis to defend the idea that Christians should accept ani-
mal ancestry of humans […]. 11

Francis Collins is a great scientist, one of my heroes, along with Jim Watson
and Francis Crick. But Francis Collins is an evangelical Christian. First, I had to ask
myself, did Francis Collins really say this? I can kind of see where West gets the
idea that Collins advocates “that Christians should accept animal ancestry of hu-
mans”, but having heard Francis Collins in person struggle with whether Adam

8 LEWIS, The Abolition of Man…, pp. 1–13.
9 Stuart FIRESTEIN, Ignorance: How It Drives Science, Oxford University Press, New York 2012.
10 FIRESTEIN, Ignorance…, p. 17.
11 John G. WEST, “Darwin in the Dock”, in: John G. WEST (ed.), The Magician's Twin: C.S. Lewis on

Science, Scientism, and Society, Discovery Institute Press, Seattle 2012, p. 110 [109–152]. See also
Francis S. COLLINS, The Language of God: A Scientist Presents Evidence for Belief , Simon & Schus-
ter, New York 2006.

INSTYTUT
FILOZOFII Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0)

3

https://fag.ifil.uz.zgora.pl/index.php/fag/issue/view/24
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/deed.en
https://www.ifil.uz.zgora.pl/index.php/pl/
https://www.ifil.uz.zgora.pl/index.php/pl/
https://fag.ifil.uz.zgora.pl/index.php/fag/issue/view/24
https://fag.ifil.uz.zgora.pl/index.php/fag/issue/view/24
https://fag.ifil.uz.zgora.pl/index.php/fag/issue/view/24
https://fag.ifil.uz.zgora.pl/index.php/fag/issue/view/24
https://fag.ifil.uz.zgora.pl/index.php/fag/issue/view/24
https://fag.ifil.uz.zgora.pl/index.php/fag/issue/view/24
https://www.ifil.uz.zgora.pl/index.php/pl/


D. Ussery, C.S. Lewis Philosopher Who Changed My Life...

was a literal person, along with a group of pastors at a BioLogos meeting a few
years ago, I know that the issue is complex. The scientific evidence for the evolu-
tion of humans is extremely clear, and I absolutely agree that we need to respect
this. But still, is there room perhaps for God somehow choosing one “Adam” and
one “Eve” from a population, which would become the spiritual progenitors of
what we would call modern humans. The discussion on this issue will continue, to
be sure. Even so, I am very certain that Francis Collins is not saying that humans are
merely animals. Good grief, it strikes me as just crazy to even think this. From what
Francis Collins does with his life (evangelizing others, praying, worshiping, and in
general being a Christian witness as a well-respected scientist), I really do not be-
lieve that Collins is saying the same thing as many atheists who claim that we are
merely human. Francis Collins gets a lot of flak from atheists for his belief in God. I
have had professors from Harvard Medical School tell me that Francis Collins be-
lieves in talking snakes. Where did they get this? Well, they think, Collins believes
in the Bible, and anyone who is a Christian must take the Bible literally.  And it
seems to me that in the U.S. in particular, there is a belief in popular thought that
one must choose between believing in God, or believing in Science — these are
the only two possibilities. Francis Collins is trying hard to bring the two sides to-
gether — it is possible to be a good scientist and also believe in God, but he is cer-
tainly getting a lot of criticism from the materialists for this. Having said that, I
find it kind of odd that folks from the Discovery Institute would attack Francis
Collins from the other side. Wormwood would be proud — but I’m scratching my
head — shouldn’t this be a good thing to have such a prestigious scientist who is so
clearly making a stand as a Christian in science?

In the section “An Historic Fall” (Chapter 6), John West explains that in “Chri-
stian theology, God created human beings morally innocent. The first humans then
freely rejected God's will for them, resulting in a Fall from innocence and harmony into
the sinful condition of human race as we currently find it […]. Thus the Fall provi-
des the »back story« for Jesus Christ and his death on the cross”. 12 Before I go any fur-
ther, I want to explain a background assumption here, that is not stated, but obvio-
us in the context of the chapter, because from here West proceeds to discuss the-
istic evolution, and whether there was a literal Adam. The implication is that there
was a literal, historical Adam, created supernaturally by God about 10,000 years
ago. I think this is a great summary of a very popular view within modern Chri-

12 WEST, “Darwin in the Dock…”, in: WEST (ed.), The Magician's Twin…, p. 115.
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stianity, from the past couple of hundred years. (It is not that the Christians du-
ring the 1500 years before the “Age of Reason” did not believe in “real” persons
named Adam and Eve, and in the fall  — of course they did, but the exact details
were just accepted as a mystery, without the literal, scientific view of complete un-
derstanding that comes naturally to us today.) The idea of a literal scientific inter-
pretation of an individual Adam and Eve, created on the 23rdof October, 4004 B.C.,
comes from Bishop James Ussher, first published in 1650. Several years ago, I read
a wonderful book, called The Death of Adam, by John C. Greene, 13  which gives
an historical analysis of how slowly, over time this idea of a “scientific”, literal
Adam and Eve became less and less plausible, as more scientific evidence became
available. But this started almost as soon as Ussher tried to nail down a specific
date of creation in the 17th century.

By the time that Darwin was writing On The Origin of Species, about 200 years
later, many scientists were not so sure of a literal Adam being created in the past
ten thousand years. During the more than 150 years since Darwin, there has been
an explosion of information, including the human genome project, which Francis
Collins was the leader. West (along with many others) want to continue to believe
in this 17th century, rational, modern, “scientific” view, and argue that “real sci-
ence” can give us knowledge of how humans were specially created; they confi-
dently assert that God could not have used evolution from animals to create hu-
mans.  Because,  well,  this  doesn’t  appeal  to  their  human reason,  and  they just
know that God would never do it that way…

In Chapter 6, West seems to say that when Lewis states “we must sharply dis-
tinguish between Evolution as a biological theorem and popular Evolutionism […]
which is certainly a Myth”, he does not really mean “sharply”. 14 Apparently, what

13 John C.  GREENE,  The Death of Adam: Evolution and Its Impact on Western Thought, The
Iowa State University Press, New York 1961.

14 WEST, “Darwin in the Dock…”, in: WEST (ed.), The Magician's Twin…, p. 74. 

Here is the full C.S. Lewis quote on biological evolution vs. Evolutionism: “The central idea of the
Myth is what its believers would call »Evolution« or »Development« or »Emergence«, just as the cen-
tral idea in the myth of Adonis is Death and Rebirth. I do not mean that the doctrine of Evolution as held by prac-
ticing biologists is a Myth. It may be shown, by later biologists, to be a less satisfactory hypothesis than
was hoped for fifty years ago. But that does not amount to being a Myth. It is a genuine scientific hypothe -
sis. But we must sharply distinguish between Evolution as a biological theorem and popular Evolutionism
or Developmentialism which is certainly a Myth. Before proceeding to describe it and (which is my chief
business) to pronounce its eulogy, I had better make clear its mythical character”.
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Lewis really means here is that there is a kind of fuzzy small division —  that “Evo-
lution as a biological theorem” is also not true, because many modern scientists, like
Richard Dawkins for example, use the Myth of Evolutionism to push their atheism
on other people. Thus sadly Francis Collins is wrong (and many other scientists,
including myself, who took Lewis at his word). Actually, according to West, C.S.
Lewis, if he were alive today, would be a strong supporter of Intelligent Design,
and this is where I really had struggles.

I think there are many difficulties with this idea that C.S. Lewis could be en-
listed as a supporter of intelligent design. But before I even address this — there is
the problem of appeal to authority. West wants to test the validity of the claim by
many that Lewis accepted conventional evolutionary biology, but only had prob-
lems with those who use “Evolutionism” to support their materialistic worldview.
Imagine the headline — “Professor of Renaissance and Medieval Literature from
Oxford in the 1940's is a Proponent of Intelligent Design”. Probably many people
would not be impressed (or surprised). However, I am not so sure that C.S. Lewis
would be a strong supporter of ID.

As stated earlier, The Magician’s Twin focuses on two books by C.S. Lewis —
That Hideous Strength, and The Abolition of Man. Lewis says that the he is us-
ing the former as a “fairy tale” to describe points made in the latter — sometimes
telling a story can bring home an important point, as the parables that Jesus told.
But just as Merlin the magician in Lewis’s fiction book is not referring to a “real”
person, so some of the stories in the Bible are meant to bring home a point, and
not describe scientific facts. I bring this up here because it is actually easy to con-
fuse a story with reality — I see this often with new Ph.D. students who are learn-
ing to  speak the language of science and to grapple with scientific models. It
seems to me that some of the fellows at the Discovery Institute who are working
on Intelligent Design confuse scientific models with literal truth (more on this
later). But I think in this chapter, West seems to argue from the point of view of
scripture as being literal scientific text (that is, there was a “real” Adam created by
God around 4004 B.C.), rather than a combination of poetry and stories and lots of
different ways of telling an important (and very “real”) message. But I am confi-
dent that Lewis would find great pleasure in the different types of literature in the
Bible, and would be less likely to confuse stories with scientific descriptions. Fur-

C. S. LEWIS, Christian Reflections, William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, Grand Rapids, Michigan
1967, p. 93.
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ther, I am not sure that the reasoning of the intelligent design community is inter-
nally consistent with the “Tao”, as Lewis calls it. When I read West's description of
intelligent design as a grass-roots movement in protest to the dogma of evolu-
tion, I was reminded of the biblical story of Aaron's laughable response to the
golden calf — “I just threw the gold in a furnace, and out comes this golden calf”
[Exodus 32:24]. Yet if one just looks at what is on the Discovery Institute's web
pages, it is obvious this is not some sort of spontaneous  grass-roots movement,
but  instead a carefully  choreographed,  planned strategy in  order to push their
agenda — which is an attack on the credibility of biological evolution. They really
really do not like evolutionary biology, and seem to have big problems with ran-
domness. Jay Richards states: “According to the Darwinian story, the adaptations
of living things to their environment are not the results of purposeful  design by
God or an intelligent agent, but are the result of a blind process of natural selection
on random variations within a population”. 15 Note the contrast — either “purpose-
ful design by God” or “random variations”.

I want to end this discussion with some thoughts about randomness. A few
years ago, I read a wonderful book, God, Chance, and Purpose: Can God Have it Both
Ways?, by David Bartholomew. 16 As I have pointed out before (in my “Purpose-
Driven iPod” article 17), many people have problems with randomness — they tend
to associate good things and purpose with predictability, and bad things (and no
God) with random events. But surely God could use “randomness”. I loved reading
AntiFragile: Things that Gain from Disorder, by Nassim Nicholas Taleb. 18 He talks
about how many biological systems can gain strength from struggles/difficulties.
Could this idea be consistent with classical morality, what Lewis calls the “Tao”?
Taleb writes: “I will repeat again until I get hoarse: ancients evolved hidden and
sophisticated ways and tricks to exploit randomness”. 19 It seems to me that the

15 Jay W. RICHARDS, “Mastering the Vernacular”, in: John G. WEST (ed.), The Magician's Twin: C.S.
Lewis on Science, Scientism, and Society, Discovery Institute Press,  Seattle 2012, p.  186 [179–
198].

16 David  BARTHOLOMEW,  God, Chance, and Purpose: Can God Have it Both Ways?, Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge 2008.

17 David USSERY, “The Purpose-Driven iPod”, Christian Century 2008, September 23, pp. 11–12.
18 Nassim Nicholas TALEB,  Antifragile: Things That Gain From Disorder, Random House, New York

2012.
19 TALEB, Antifragile…, p. 105.
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idea of being able to use seemingly random situations as a source of strength,
rather than weakness, is entirely consistent with the “Tao”. I woke up this morn-
ing thinking of scriptures, where it says “Consider it pure joy my brothers when-
ever you experience trials and tribulations, because you know the testing of your
faith  will  produce endurance”.  [James 1:2,3].  Sometimes randomness can be a
good thing, but of course randomness is not so good for fragile, non-biological
objects like dishes or computers or iPhones.

About 40 years ago, when I was a Ph.D. student at the University of Cincinnati
College of Medicine, I entered a competition from the library, with an essay about
a collection of books. I had written to them and suggested my collection of C.S.
Lewis  books, or a collection of books on creationism/evolution. They recom-
mended I use the latter, and for my essay I won a prize of $100 at a used book -
store in town, which of course allowed me to add even more books to my collec-
tion, which started when I was about 12 years old, with Evolution: the Fossils
Say No, by Duane T. Gish. 20 I was (temporarily) convinced that he was right, and
from that point on began reading and collecting books about creationism and evo-
lution. Within a few years (by the time I was 14) I had serious doubts about the
credibility of many of the creationist claims, but I continued to collect books on
the subject. Now, more than 40 years later, I have in my office three full book-
shelves, each about 2 meters wide, from floor to ceiling, with more than a thou-
sand books on creationism / evolution / science-faith issues. There is (literally!)
a ton of material on this — lots and lots of books. Some (a few) are quite good.
Many are repetitive. But this is obviously an extremely popular topic, generating
a lot of ink. One book that I think is worth mentioning in all of this is Coming to
Peace with Science: Bridging the Worlds Between Faith and Biology, by Darrel
Falk. 21 Falk describes how C.S. Lewis influenced him. The audience of Falk’s book is
evangelical Christians (mainly in the U.S.) who have been struggling with how to
accept the biological sciences. The book has a forward by Francis Collins, and the
two of them formed the BioLogos foundation, which seeks to have a conversation
between faith and biology.

In a way, I do think that some of the Intelligent Design books can be useful in

20 Duane T. GISH, Evolution: the Fossils Say No, Institute for Creation Research, El Cajon 1995.
21 See Darrel FALK,  Coming to Peace with Science: Bridging the Worlds Between Faith and

Biology, InterVarsity Press, Downers Grove 2004.
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teaching. In the first chapter of my textbook (“Sequences as Biological Information:
Cells Obey the Laws of Chemistry and Physics”), I state that “Despite the protests
of the Intelligent Design community, more than 40 years after the first publication
of Watson’s  Molecular Biology of the Gene,  it is still clear that cells obey the
laws of chemistry and physics”. 22 When I give lectures on this chapter, I like to in-
clude a discussion of recent books such as Signature in the Cell, 23 where Stephen
Meyer confuses models with reality. He seems to think that the analogy of “DNA
being like a computer program” is the literal truth — that DNA actually “really” is
a computer  program. As I point out in my review (“An Inordinate Fondness for
Bacteria” 24) he fails to understand that the information in DNA is not just text, but
the order of the bases is what determines the shape, and it is the shape of the DNA
that determines its function, just as it is the sequence of amino acids that deter-
mines the shape, which in turn determines the function of proteins. A good dis-
cussion about the role of information can be found in Information and the Nature
of Reality: From Physics to  Metaphysics by  Paul  Davies  and  Niels  Henrik
Gregersen, 25 which is based on a conference held here in Copenhagen, a few years
ago.

Similarly, Mike Behe seems to confuse models with reality. He takes the anal-
ogy of large protein complexes being like a machine, and implies that they are lit -
erally machines, divinely inspired or made by an “intelligent designer”. In this con-
text, I can happily recommend Life's Rachet: How Molecular Machines Extract
Order from  Chaos, by Peter Hoffmann. 26 In the introduction, the author states

22 David W. USSERY, Trudy M. WASSENAAR, and Stefano BORINI, “Sequences as Biological Information:
Cells Obey the Laws of Chemistry and Physics”, in: David W. USSERY, Trudy M. WASSENAAR, and Stefano
BORINI (eds.),  Computing  for  Comparative  Microbial  Genomics,  Computational  Biology,  Vol.  8,
Springer, London 2009, p. 6 [3–17], https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-84800-255-5_1.

23 Stephen C.  MEYER,  Signature in the Cell:  DNA and the Evidence for  Intelligent Design,
HarperOne, New York 2009.

24 David W. USSERY, “An Inordinate Fondness for Bacteria” [review of Signature in the Cell: DNA
and the Evidence for Intelligent Design], Reports 2010, Vol. 30, No. 5, p. 39.

25 See Paul  DAVIES and Niels Henrik  GREGERSEN,  Information and the Nature of Reality: From
Physics to Metaphysics, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 2010.

26 See Peter M. HOFFMANN, Life's Rachet: How Molecular Machines Extract Order from Chaos,
Basic Books, New York 2012, p. 64. From the introduction: “This book is a vindication for random-
ness, a much maligned force. Without randomness, there would be no universe, no life, no humans,
and no thought” (HOFFMANN, Life's Rachet…, p. 7).
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“Astoundingly, the force that drives life at the smallest scale is not a mysterious, super-
natural force, but a surprising one nonetheless. The force that drives life is chaos”. 27

Don't take me wrong — I'm certainly not saying that God is not involved, just that
(1.) randomness can be “good”, and (2.) that I really do not know for sure how God
did it, and I think it is extremely dangerous (and arrogant) to claim to have scien-
tific proof for God (I have heard some say that Behe has at last found God's finger-
prints), or even to say that God must have done it this way, or that God cannot do it
another way. I can already hear people at the Discovery Institute saying “but Behe
never mentions God at all, this is »merely« a scientific discussion”. Yet when I go
to the Discovery Institute web pages, I see lots of news about talks in churches
and God, and certainly this book about C.S. Lewis published by the Discovery Insti-
tute discusses his theology as well.  This point goes beyond the discussion of this
short article — the interested reader can have a look at my review of Behe's book,
“A Biochemist's Response to »The Biochemical Challenge to Evolution«”. 28

Along the same lines, in The Myth of Junk DNA, Jonathan Wells (in addition
to one attack after another on Francis Collins) argues that ID was right when it
said that most of the human DNA was not junk, but serves a “purpose”. In a sense
he is right here; I am not a materialist, and I disagree with those who would argue
that somehow “junk DNA” proves that there is no God. However, from my per-
spective, having worked with sequenced bacterial genomes now for more than 30
years, the  coding potential  for the human genome is  quite low  — that is,  only
about 1% or so of  the DNA encodes proteins,  compared to the more optimized
bacterial genomes, where about 90% of the genome is protein coding. There are
reasons for this,  but  nonetheless, about two-thirds of the human genome is re-
peats of various sorts, and much of it is “filler” material. It seems that the concen-
tration of DNA is constant in  cells, so larger cells have more DNA. The reason the
human genome contains around 3 billion bp of haploid DNA is because of the size
of the cells-larger cells means more DNA, smaller cells less DNA. The concentra-
tion of DNA in nearly the same in  all living cells studied so far is quite high —
enough to make a kind of gel. Some think that in this sense DNA is playing a simple
structural role (in addition of course to its potential for coding proteins). If one

27 HOFFMANN, Life's Rachet…, p. 5.
28 See David W. USSERY, “A Biochemist's Response to The Biochemical Challenge to Evolution”

(review of Michael Behe’s  Darwin’s Black Box: The Biochemical Challenge to  Evolution),  Bios
1999, Vol. 70, pp. 40–45, https://tiny.pl/qwg5bnw7 [28.02.2025].
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looks at lots of different plants and animals,  the amount of DNA in humans is
about in the middle. Some organisms (with larger cells) have a thousand times as
much DNA as humans, some (with much smaller cells, like bacteria) have a thou-
sand times less DNA. Much of this extra DNA that comes and goes with size is sim -
ple repeats, like CGCGCGCG repeated millions of times. Yes one can argue for a
“function” as a spacer DNA, but the truth remains, only a tiny fraction of the hu-
man genome encodes proteins, and there is much variability within the genome,
including transposable elements, which move around  and can  cause  structural
changes in proteins, resulting on average in about one insertion into a structurally
important protein for every twenty human births 29 — and this is just one inser-
tion sequence, out of many. Each of us has about a hundred “loss of function” mu-
tations, and on average an individual is completely missing about 20 genes. 30 It is
a good thing that our genome is “anti-fragile” and can survive (and even positively
use) messy randomness. “Tinkering outperforms design”, writes Taleb. 31

I thought the last section of the book, on “Society” was interesting. I think that
Lewis is right when he says that in the future, people will try and use “science” as
the basis for their claim to political power, just as they have used religion in the
past. One thing that has struck me recently is the real mess we've gotten our-
selves into as a large society by giving power to a few “elite” (such as the bankers
that  caused  the  economic meltdown in 2008 — for a history on this, see Jeff
Madrick’s book, Age of Gree 32). People have always been greedy, but now it is pos-
sible for an individual to “bet” on a country, and actually cause serious economic

29 See Jinchuan XING, Yuhua ZHANG, Kyudong HAN, Abdel Halim SALEM, Shurjo K.  SEN, Chad D. HUFF,
Qiong ZHOU, Ewen F. KIRKNESS, Samuel LEVY, Mark A. BATZER, and Lynn B. JORDE, “Mobile Elements Create
Structural Variation: Analysis of a Complete Human Genome”, Genome Research 2009, Vol. 19, No. 19,
pp. 1516–1526, https://doi.org/10.1101/gr.091827.109.

30 See Daniel G. MACARTHUR, Suganthi BALASUBRAMANIAN, Adam FRANKISH, Ni HUANG, James MORRIS, Klau-
dia  WALTER, Luke JOSTINS, Lukas HABEGGER, Joseph K.  PICKRELL, Stephen B.  MONTGOMERY, Cornelis A.  ALBERS,
Zhengdong D. ZHANG, Donald F.  CONRAD, Gerton LUNTER, Hancheng ZHENG, Qasim AYUB, Mark A.  DEPRISTO,
Eric  BANKS,  Min  HU,  Robert  E.  HANDSAKER,  Jeffrey  A.  ROSENFELD,  Menachem  FROMER,  Mike  JIN,  Xinmeng
JASMINE MU, Ekta  KHURANA, Kai  YE, Mike  KAY, Gary Ian  SAUNDERS, Marie-Marthe  SUNER, Toby  HUNT, If H.A.
BARNES, Clara AMID, Denise R.  CARVALHO-SILVA, Alexandra H.  BIGNELL, Catherine  SNOW, Bryndis  YNGVADOTTIR,
Suzannah  BUMPSTEAD, David N.  COOPER, Yali  XUE, Irene  GALLEGO ROMERO; 1000 Genomes Project Consor-
tium; Jun WANG, Yingrui LI, Richard A. GIBBS, Steven A. MCCARROLL, Emmanouil T. DERMITZAKIS, Jonathan K.
PRITCHARD, Jeffrey C. BARRETT, Jennifer HARROW, Matthew E. HURLES, Mark B. GERSTEIN, and Chris TYLER-SMITH,
“A Systematic Survey of Loss- ‐of-function Variants in Human Protein-coding Genes”,  Science 2012, Vol. 335,
No. 6070, pp. 823–828, https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1215040.

31 TALEB, Antifragile…, p. 181.
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damage, hurting millions of people. I think that Lewis is very insightful here when
he says that what science gives us is the power for a few individuals to rule over
everyone else. Although this  can happen with some very powerful people in
places like the US, it doesn’t have to be this way. In terms of society, a federation
of small groups of people (like Switzerland, and perhaps Scandinavian countries)
is better than one centralized “top-down” country. As Taleb says,

[…] Further, biology plays a role in a municipal  environment, not in a larger system
[…] Eye contact with one's peers changes one's behavior. But for the desk-grounded of-
fice leech, a number is just a number. Someone you see in church Sunday morning would
feel uncomfortable for his mistakes — and more responsible for them. On the small, local
scale, his body and biological response would direct him to avoid causing harm to oth-
ers. 33 

Successful societies need trust, and this works best in small communities, that
can hold individuals accountable, as detailed in Schneier’s Liars & Outliers. 34 How
we live is important — certainly there  is a need for respecting the “Tao” in this
sense of morality being good for society.

Finally, I have realized in reading this book is that there is a large group of
people in the U.S. who have dedicated themselves to becoming “C.S. Lewis scholars”
— going through everything he's written, and spending their whole lives studying
his work. I  guess in a way this is no different than historians spending their ca-
reers studying Abraham Lincoln.  Although I  would not  consider myself  in  the
same category as these people who have dedicated much of their life to studying
his work, as I said at the beginning of this review, C.S. Lewis changed my life, for
the better, by giving a solid pointing towards classic thought, literature, and val-
ues.

David Ussery

32 See Jeff MADRICK, Age of Greed: The Triumph of Finance and the Decline of America, 1970
to Present, Alfred A. Knopf, New York 2011.

33 TALEB, Antifragile…, pp. 88–89.
34 See Bruce Schneier, Liars & Outliers: Enabling the Trust that Society Needs to Thrive, John Wi-

ley & Sons, Inc., Indianapolis 2012.
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