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PART 6: An Enlarged Conception of Organic Selection: Some 
Baldwinian-Whiteheadian Cosmological Speculations

In further merging Baldwin’s theory of Organic Selection with Whitehead’s theory 
of prehensions, a subsequent question pertaining to the meaning of Darwin’s chief 
notion of Natural Selection must be answered. Standing for the notion that some or-
ganisms survive and reproduce successfully, passing on their characteristics to future 
generations, while others are eliminated, the principle of Natural Selection is depicted 
by Darwin as being the efficient cause and/or the chief mechanism that explains evo-
lutionary processes. That said, for him, it is not the only causal factor. In the Origin of  
Species, Darwin describes Natural Selection as “the main but not exclusive means of 
modification,”190 Nature having a “multiply dependent structure” in which the causes 
of evolution are only to be found among “a tangled bank of organic relations.”191 For 
Darwin, the eliminative operations of Natural Selection are

daily and hourly scrutinizing, throughout the world, every variation, even the 
slightest; rejecting that which is bad, preserving and adding up all that is good; 
silently and insensibly working, whenever and wherever opportunity offers, at 
the improvement of each organic being in relation to its organic and inorganic 
conditions of life.192

Consistent with Darwin’s view, Baldwin interprets the notion of Natural Selection 
to mean that

some living creatures survive and propagate their kind when others … cannot. 
Those that survive and propagate appear to have been ‘selected’; but they are 
naturally selected, without any … further reason of any kind than just the fact that 
they survive naturally when others die.193

Furthermore, in Baldwin’s synopsis, the principle of Natural Selection involves the 
concurrence of four factors: the overproduction of organisms and variation, the struggle 
for existence, the survival of the fittest, and the inheritance of characters and mutational 
variations.

An important question that has been raised by evolutionary theorists ever since 
Darwin in regards to the principle of Natural Selection, is what, exactly, is doing the 
“selecting.” In response to this question, Darwin himself employed “the analogy of a 
‘Being’ who superintends the operations of natural selection … invit[ing] us to imagine 
that the Creator is really in charge of natural evolution” to help explain the selection by 
the environment of better adapted organisms. As one commentator suggests, stemming 
from Darwin’s anthropocentric metaphor, it is “all too easy to think of nature as a con-
scious selecting agent [and/or] … as an arm of divine providence.”194 It is obvious that 

     190. Darwin, Origin of  Species, p. 69.
     191. Richards, ‘Darwin on Mind, Morals, and Emotions,’ in The Cambridge Companion to Darwin, Cambridge, 
Cambridge University Press, 2003, p. 112.
     192. Darwin, Origin of  Species, p. 133.
     193. Baldwin, Darwin and the Humanities, p. 4.
     194. Bowler, Evolution: The History of  an Idea, Berkeley, University of California Press, 1989, p. 169.
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this analogy is not the answer that inquirers are looking for. For it would mean that a 
Creator consciously presides over a great holocaust of organisms and over the elimina-
tory “cruelties”195 of Nature. Rather, evolutionary theorists would do well to employ a 
non-anthropocentric conception of Nature or of the environment.

In order to answer the question of what is doing the selecting from the perspective 
of a process-relational evolutionary cosmology, one can, in part, draw from Whitehead’s 
The Concept of  Nature (1919), in which he defines Nature as a felt “complex of related enti-
ties [wherein] the ‘complex’ is fact as an entity for thought, to whose bare individuality 
is ascribed the property of embracing in its complexity the natural entities.”196 This state-
ment is suggestive that organisms are not only in Nature but that they are compositional 
of Nature, each creature belonging to the total complex of many organisms comprising 
Nature.197 To be sure, elsewhere, Whitehead describes Nature as an “organic extensive 
community”198 which is thoroughly in process and composed of living organisms, or what 
he calls “actual entities” or “actual occasions.” Actual entities are finite “creatures which 
become,”199 each of which is engaged in its own creative life-process and partly consti-
tuted by its various relations with other actual entities. As such, from a process-relational 
perspective, each individual organism (including each individual human being) is a part 
of Nature, a notion which, today, has currency in environmental philosophy. However, 
at the same time, it cannot be said that each individual organism is identical to, or is 
synonymous with the total complex of entities that is Nature. To be sure, Whitehead 
states that while “no entity can be considered in abstraction from the universe [,]… no 
entity can be divested of its own [distinct] individuality,”200 again pointing to the notion 
that the individual organism cannot be regarded as identical to, or synonymous with the 
total complex of organisms that, together, compose Nature. From this outlook, neither 
the individual organism, nor a finite multiplicity of organisms is itself Nature.201 Never-
     195. Ayala, Darwin’s Gift to Science and Religion, Washington, D.C., Joseph Henry Press, 2007, p. 158. 
Francisco Ayala uses the idea of the “cruelties” of nature, namely, the numerous predators eat their prey 
alive; parasites destroy their living hosts from within; and, as noted, females of many species of spiders 
and insects devour their mates” (p. 158), as part of a counter-claim against William Paley’s argument from 
Design.
     196. Whitehead, The Concept of  Nature, New York, Cambridge University Press, 1919 / 1995, p. 13.
     197. As Cobb writes in Back to Darwin, pp. 224-225, “from a Whiteheadian perspective, the distinction 
between organisms and environment is not sharp. Strictly speaking, the environment is composed entirely 
of other organisms, and every organism is part of the environment of others … organisms affect the nature 
that then ‘selects’ the ones that survive and reproduce.”
     198. Whitehead, Process and Reality, p. 289.
     199. Whitehead, Process and Reality, p. 35.
     200. Whitehead, ‘Mathematics and the Good,’ in Paul A. Schilpp (ed.), The Philosophy of  Alfred North 
Whitehead, New York, Tudor Publishing Company, 1941 / 1951, p. 678, my addition.
     201. While the individual organism is not Nature, Whitehead suggests that “an individual entity, whose 
own life-history is a part within the life-history of some larger, deeper, more complete pattern, is liable 
to have aspects of that larger pattern dominating its own being, and to experience modification of that 
larger pattern reflected in itself as modifications of its own being. This is the theory of organic mechanism. 
According to this theory the evolution of laws of nature is concurrent with the evolution of enduring pattern. 
For the general state of the universe, as it now is, partly determines the very essences of the entities whose 
modes of functioning these laws express. The general principle is that in a new environment there is an 
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theless, from these premises, an insight into the relationship between Organic Selection 
and Natural Selection becomes clear. Specifically, the individual organism’s selective ac-
tivities by which it learns, and chooses its behavior, its activities, its food sources, its ways 
of life, its associations with other organisms, its mate(s),202 its breeding of stock,203 may 
all be included under the umbrella of Baldwin’s term, Organic Selection. Equally, they 
may all be accounted for via an analysis of the operations of prehensive selectivity that 
are illuminated by Whitehead as pertaining to the creative life-processes of organisms in 
his theory of prehensions. At the same time, each of these modes of selectivity can also 
be said to be contributing aspects of the total principle of Natural Selection.

In Social and Ethical Interpretations in Mental Development and in Development and Evolution,204 
Baldwin provides us with schemas which list all the modes and the biotic levels of selec-
tion that researchers, up until his time, had hypothesized as playing a causal role in evo-
lutionary processes: Natural Selection, Germinal Selection, Intra-Selection, Functional 
Selection, Organic Selection; Artificial Selection, Personal Selection and/or Sexual Se-
lection, Group Selection, Social (or Community) Selection, Imitative Selection, Physi-
ological Selection, and Reproductive or Genetic Selection. In the schemas, he also pro-
vides a list of the means or the criterion of each of the modes of selection, as well as 
their results. While many of these manners of selection have since either been summar-
ily dismissed, re-interpreted, re-formulated, or are still being debated by evolutionary 
theorists, what is clear is that operations of selection of various sorts, occurring at various 
biotic levels, are held to be efficient causal forces in evolutionary processes. Further-
more, many of these modes of selection hinge upon the decisions (both non-cognitive and 
cognitive) that are made by individual organisms in their respective life-processes, con-
sonant with Whitehead’s theory of prehensions. And many of the forms of selection that 
are outlined by Baldwin may be said to overlap with others.

Drawing on Baldwin’s schemas, one may speculate that Organic Selection can be 
said to include Darwin’s notion of Artificial Selection within it. Darwin used the term, 
Artificial Selection, namely, “the process by which animal breeders improve domesti-
cated species,”205 thereby, directing the evolution of their stock of animals by crossing 
only those with desirable traits,206 as part of an argument by analogy for Selection under 

evolution of the old entities into new forms” (Science and the Modern World, p. 107).
     202. Here I am alluding to Darwin’s notion of “Sexual Selection,” for which Baldwin reserves the term 
“Personal Selection” when discussing this notion in terms of the human species
     203. Here I am alluding to Darwin’s notion of “Artificial Selection” which belongs to human beings and 
pertains to the breeding of domesticated animals.
     204. Specifically, see Baldwin’s Social and Ethical Interpretations in Mental Development, pp. 547-550, 
and his Development and Evolution, pp. 165-172.
     205. Lewens, Darwin, 164.
     206. Artificial Selection, for Darwin, was “the one area where organic change could be observed ... 
animal and plant breeding offered an experimental way of studying the effects of variation. But it is no 
accident that the significance of both variability and hard heredity were recognized first by breeders, who 
knew that they owed their success to manipulation of these factors by selection. Darwin always presented 
natural selection through an analogy with the artificial form.  The breeder picks out those individuals in 
his group which possess something of the characteristic he seeks and breeds his next generation solely from 
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Nature. He described that “the key is man’s power of accumulative selection: nature 
gives successive variations, man adds them up in certain directions useful to him.”207 
While this analogy occurred to Darwin after he had arrived at the latter theory, it was 
an important feature of his overall argument for Natural Selection in which the Malthu-
sian struggle for existence substituted for the breeder’s power of choice, selecting (both 
consciously and non-consciously) those individuals best adapted to their environments 
and eliminating the others.208 In expressing the connection between Organic Selection 
and Artificial Selection, Baldwin writes, “‘organic selection’ supposes [organisms to be 
selecting themselves], in an important sense. It is a sort of artificial selection put in the 
hands of the animal himself—that is, so far as the results go.”209 Baldwin further sug-
gests that

the effectiveness of the method of screening and of so accumulating certain 
variations in producing well-marked types is seen in artificial selection, where 
certain creatures are set apart for breeding. But any influence, such as the 
individual’s own accommodation to his environment, which is important enough 
to keep him and his like alive, while others go under in the struggle for existence, 
may be considered with reason a real cause in producing just such effects. Thus by 
the processes of accommodation, a weapon analogous to artificial selection is put 
into the hands of the organism itself, and the species profits by it.210

In a parallel manner, human beings are also animals and are themselves a part of 
Nature, helping to compose it. In reality, although we cannot merely conflate human 
beings, much less any other organism or set of organisms, with Nature (as was argued 
for above), there is no strict division where the natural and human realms begin, such 
that Artificial Selection is still a mode of selection which falls under the umbrella of 
Natural Selection. Human animals, through their conscious and unconscious activities 
of selection, are making decisions for other animals which direct the evolutionary desti-
nies of the animal species. Consequently, the notion of Organic Selection might be con-
strued as an extension of the notion of Artificial Selection to the rest of the animal king-

these.  He thus isolates the desired characteristics and by selecting further variations in the same direction 
can improve it in later generations” (Bowler, Evolution: History of  an Idea, p. 166). However, here we need to 
recall the limits of the power of the breeder in that “the variations nature gives are not themselves under the 
control of the breeder, he or she merely chooses from what is on offer. By showing that artificial selection 
has worked in the improvement of breeds, Darwin thereby shows that variation has the characteristics 
needed to enable selection—whether artificial or natural—to generate adaptation. Artificial selection, too, 
would be ineffective if variation were not plentiful, or if correlations of growth were so tightly bound as to 
prohibit the gradual improvement of any one trait. By reminding us of the efficacy of artificial selection, 
Darwin supports his case for the efficacy of natural selection” (Lewens, Darwin, p. 50).
     207. Darwin, Origin of  Species, p.  90.
     208. Here, we need to remember that “this analogy with artificial selection might suggest an image of 
nature selecting individual organisms to breed or to die according to the beneficence of their variations, just 
as a sheep breeder picks out, or selects, some individual ewe for further breeding, according to the quality 
of her wool. In contrast to this image, selection today is not understood as a force affecting individual 
organisms … (but frequencies of a trait in a population)” (Lewens, Darwin, p. 62).
     209. Baldwin, Development and Evolution, pp. 170-171.
     210. Baldwin, Development and Evolution, p. 175.
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dom, rather than merely representing a human activity, exclusively. Organic Selection, 
which places emphasis on the organism’s own selective activities in its own life-process, 
can also be said to include Functional Selection, Artificial Selection, Personal Selection, 
Sexual Selection,211 Social Selection,212 Imitative Selection, and perhaps others to some 
extent. These modes of Selection are examples which, to some extent, hinge upon the 
selective activities of organisms in their life-processes.

The above speculations form the basis for an enlarged and fully “process-relational” 
conception of Organic Selection, standing for the total process by which organisms se-
lectively prehend their environment and each other. Organic Selection stands for the 
organism’s selective filters, the choices, and the decisions it makes for itself, for example, 
in relation to its own activities and behavior, as well as those it makes, either consciously 
or unconsciously, for other organisms.213 Organic Selection, standing for the sum total 
of the selective activities of organisms, including both those by which the creature di-
rects itself, as well as those by which it acts on other organisms, is an “appendage” of the 
principle of Natural Selection. From this perspective, not only are all organisms selec-
tive agents presiding over their own lives, but as a part of the natural environment, they 
     211. Sexual Selection is “the process by which the struggle to find a mate leads to behavioural, anatomical, 
or psychological modification. Darwin believed that sexual selection was important throughout the animal 
kingdom. He thought it could account for the gaudy plumage of male birds, and the differences between 
human races and human sexes” (Lewens, Darwin, p. 269). According to Darwin, “sexual selection depends 
on the success of certain individual over others of the same sex, in relation to the propagation of the 
species; whilst natural selection depends on the success of both sexes, at all ages, in relation to the general 
conditions of life. … The sexual struggle is of two kinds; in the one it is between the individuals of the same 
sex, generally the males, in order to drive away or kill their rivals, the females remaining passive; whilst in 
the other, the struggle is likewise between the individuals of the same sex, in order to excite or charm those 
of the opposite sex, generally the females, which no longer remain passive, but select the more agreeable 
partners” (Darwin, The Descent of  Man, p. 638).
     212. Group selection is “a process of natural selection that occurs between groups. Darwin usually writes 
in terms of selection at the level of the community, rather than the group.  Modern biologists are divided 
on how to understand what group selection is, and on whether it is an important evolutionary process” 
(Lewens, Darwin, p. 265).
     213. Piaget summarizes the refinement of definitions of the notion of selection in the 1970s as follows: “the 
doctrine on this subject [evolution], which was quasi-official among biologists some years ago, consisted 
in explaining everything by reference to purely random mutation and selection ‘after the event’. Such 
an explanation now inspires less and less confidence. One reason for this is that the idea of selection 
has been subjected to serious reconsideration. It was formerly compared with a sifting process, a simple 
automatic sorting which led only to a broad dichotomy between elimination and survival. Selection has 
since emerged, however, as a considerably more refined and complex concept, as regards both its results 
and the mechanism to which they are attributed. Its effect is thought to be the probabilistic modification 
of the various coefficients and propositions at work in a prevailing state of genetic homeostasis—but it has 
a further and subsequent effect upon an organism’s capacity for modification, the number of its possible 
responses, and so on. Above all, the operation of  selection is increasingly understood to be bound up with factors of  
choice, in that an organism chooses its environment as well as being dependent upon it. It is bound also to the teleonomic and 
regulating systems of  the organism’s internal environment—processes of  organic selection as important as those which remain 
the responsibility of  the external environment. As the concept of selection undergoes this refinement of definition, 
the role of chance in the production of variants must, to the same extent, be limited.  Selection can then be 
readily be imagined, for reasons of symmetry, as tending to operate by means of exploratory ‘trials’ (known 
also as ‘scanning’)” (Adaptation and Intelligence, p. 7, my italics).
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are themselves agents of Natural Selection. That is to say, all organisms participate, by 
their own selective activities, in the process by which the total environment preserves 
or eliminates other organisms, and as Baldwin has argued, by which their evolutionary 
destiny is charted. To lesser or greater extents, through their selective activities, all or-
ganisms exert a causal impact on the life-processes of other organisms, and on the proc-
ess by which other organisms are Selected for and/or are eliminated as implied by the 
principle of Natural Selection, as well as on the evolutionary destinies of their species. 
All organisms are both subject to, and play a participating causal role in the preserva-
tions and/or eliminations of other organisms belonging to the meaning of the principle 
of Natural Selection, as well as are orthoplastic influences, helping to direct the evolu-
tionary destiny of other species. When placed into context with the principle of Natu-
ral Selection in this manner, the selective activities of organisms which are elucidated 
by Baldwin’s notion of Organic Selection and by Whitehead’s theory of prehensions, 
can indeed be considered what Whitehead calls the “neglected side of the evolution-
ary machinery.”214 As was suggested earlier in this paper, a process-relational evolution-
ary cosmology will emphasize this side (involving the selective activities of organisms in 
their life-processes) of the “evolutionary machinery.”

The enlarged conception of Organic Selection that has been developed here fur-
ther implies the notion of “pan-selectionism,” meaning that: (1) Selection at various 
biotic levels (micro- through macro-) and from various aspects is the efficient cause of 
evolutionary processes; (2) the organisms of Nature, as part of their life-processes, are 
engaged in selective activities which may or may not be cognitive in nature; (3) all or-
ganisms can be conceived as compositional parts of total complex that is Nature; (4) all 
organisms, by their own selective activities, both participate in, and are a causal factor 
in respect to the eliminations and preservations which belong to the meaning of the 
principle of Natural Selection as well as to other modes of Selection; and (5) all organ-
isms, by their own selective activities, are orthoplastic influences, helping to determine 
the direction that evolution will take in respect to the mutational variations and charac-
ters that are inherited by their own, as well as by other species. It must be noted that the 
term, “pan-selectionism,” as defined here, should not be conflated with the same term 
that is employed in molecular biology, nor with its usage in respect to Weismann’s and 
Wallace’s views of the “all-sufficiency” of Selection.215

In light of the enlarged conception of Organic Selection that has been developed 
here, from a Whiteheadian perspective, today, humanity’s emphasis on instrumental 
reason and technological thinking, which are the chief ways by which it exerts the mas-
sive causal impact of its selective powers and “directs its attack on the environment,”216 

     214. Whitehead, Science and the Modern World, p. 111.
     215. See Gould, The Structure of  Evolutionary Theory, pp. 198-203, 505. While biologists have traditionally 
contemplated the question regarding the “what?” question regarding Selection: hypothesizing that the 
“units” or subjects of Selection are one or more of a range from micro- to macro- levels, gene to cell, 
to organism, to group or clade, to local populations of a species (demes), and to species, here we are 
contemplating the “who?” question.
     216. Whitehead, The Function of  Reason, p. 8.
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has contributed to its dominance over all other life-forms on the planet. Through these 
means, and by its own selective activities, the human species, as a part of the environ-
ment that other creatures must live in, creates great Selection pressures which impact 
on other organisms, and has, almost single-handedly, determined the evolutionary des-
tinies of entire species.217 As compared with the selective activities of other animals, as 
Jablonka and Lamb (2005) point out,

without doubt, humans are the major selective agents on our planet, and have 
carried out the most dramatic reconstruction [usually destruction] of environments. 
Today, in addition to changing plants and animals by artificial selection, humans 
[whether consciously or unconsciously] can alter the genetic, epigenetic, and 
behavioral state of organisms by direct genetic, physiological, and behavioral 
manipulation.218

These statements give rise to questioning concerning the ethics of selectivity in general, 
a topic that I shall address in the last section of this paper. In further integrating the 
views of Baldwin and Whitehead, it will be shown that Whitehead’s cosmology can also 
serve to provide an ethical foundation for Baldwin’s theory.

PART 7: Baldwinian-Whiteheadian Reflections on the Ethics 
of Selectivity

The enlarged sense of the notion of Organic Selection that was developed in the 
previous section would seem to stand at “the center of the storm” of the contemporary 
“creationism-versus-intelligent-design debate” that is still raging across the globe. For 
many religious believers, Darwin’s theory of Natural Selection, as an explanation of the 
main mechanism behind evolutionary processes, is only a theory and can be, on that 
account, dismissed as not being representative of what is. From their vantage point, the 
principle of Natural Selection implies that evolutionary advances are the product of 
eliminatory “cruelties,”219 arising as a result of biotic competition, which manifest them-
selves either consciously or non-consciously, and either overtly or covertly. As a result, 
many Christians hold that the theory of Natural Selection diminishes the notion of 
God, since it implies that any would-be deity presiding over Nature could be said to be 
responsible for a holocaust of organisms. Furthermore, some religious believers claim 
that Darwin’s theory of Natural Selection, defined as the efficient cause of evolutionary 
processes, is a materialistic and mechanistic standpoint which implies a Godless, pur-
poseless universe. For some, this leads inevitably to the bleak view that the only aim in 
life is to engage in a biotic struggle for resources toward reproductive success, thereby 

     217. Whitehead writes in relation to the coordinated selective activities of human beings in transforming 
their environment, “the environment has a plasticity which alters the whole ethical aspect of evolution. The 
increased plasticity of the environment for mankind, resulting from the advances in scientific technology, 
is being construed in terms of habits of thought which find their justification in the theory of a fixed 
environment” (Science and the Modern World, p. 112).
     218. Jablonka and Lamb, Evolution in Four Dimensions, p. 241, my addition.
     219. Ayala, Darwin’s Gift to Science and Religion, p. 158.
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converting the theory into an imperative to selectively exterminate the “less fit.”
In responding to this lacuna regarding the ethical dimension of evolution, Darwin 

himself employed the notion of “Social,” “Group,” or “Community Selection.” Commu-
nity Selection is a mode of Selection that is subordinate to Natural Selection. Through 
it, Darwin provides an account of ethical behavior as a natural phenomenon. For 
him, human beings have evolved ethical and altruistic characteristics since they have 
learned, through experience, that if one helps one’s fellows cooperatively and acts for the 
common good, for the most part, one will receive aid in return, thus, in turn, increas-
ing one’s own chance of being well off, happy, secure, and of reproducing successfully. 
However, one unresolved philosophical issue is that Community Selection assumes se-
lectivity in the application of ethical principles, since, for example, human beings tend 
to privilege members of their own immediate family or group, taking care of them to the 
exclusion and the potential elimination of others. As such, Darwin’s naturalistic expla-
nation of morality can be described as an inherently instrumentalist position, namely, as 
a strategy of biological survival. Certainly, Dawkins’ (1976, 1982) perspective exempli-
fies this Darwinian standpoint. This ethical instrumentalism is also at odds with Kan-
tian conceptions of morality, as well as with some Christian conceptions, which hold 
that human beings ought to apply universal ethical principles, i.e. non-selectively, and 
without a concern for consequences and what one “gets out of ” being moral (e.g. well-
being, happiness, security, and reproductive success). In other words, the Kantian and 
some Christian perspectives on morality contrast with the Darwinian instrumentalist 
position, holding to the notion that morality is not simply reducible to one’s self-interest 
in the biological game of life.

From a Baldwinian point of view, the debate over the ethical dimension of evolution 
centers directly on the selective activities of organisms and on the causal role that they 
play in the preservation or elimination of others. While maintaining that Organic Selec-
tion is supplementary to the principle of Natural Selection, Baldwin held that Natural 
Selection itself is

not a positive agency; it is entirely negative. It is simply a statement of what 
occurs when an organism does not have the qualifications necessary to enable it 
to survive in given conditions of life; it does not in any way define positively the 
qualifications which do enable other organisms to survive … Organic Selection 
presents a new qualification of a positive kind which enables the organism to meet 
its environment and cope with it, while natural selection remains … the negative 
law that if the organism does not succeed in living, then it dies.220

     220. Baldwin, ‘A New Factor in Evolution,’ pp. 549-550. That Natural Selection is not a positive or creative 
force was also a view held by H. F. Osborn, Theodore Eimer, and many others. Osborne held that “Selection 
is not a creative principle, it is a judicial principle” (Osborne quoted by Gould in The Structure of  Evolutionary 
Theory, p. 568). Eimer, whose work influenced Baldwin, states “Selection can create nothing new, but can 
only work with characters that already exist and are useful in and of themselves.” He continues, “natural 
selection can, as I have repeatedly remarked, create nothing new. It only so far contributes to the growth of 
the organic world that it selects the forms which are most fitted for life, and preserves them for the future 
action of new stimuli and of crossing … Thus the power of selection lies chiefly in the promotion and 
diversification of organic growth. It is … only an indirect cause of the evolution of living beings” (Eimer 
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In this respect, the theory of Organic Selection is, seemingly, a source of “hope” in 
terms of rescuing some aspect of agency and freedom on the part of the organism from 
biological determinism. However, at the same time, the enlarged conception of Or-
ganic Selection that I have developed in the previous section renders this interpretation 
problematic and amplifies the debate over the ethical dimension of evolution, because it 
stresses the fact that organisms themselves are partially responsible for the eliminations 
of other organisms which are inferred by the principle of Natural Selection and by other 
biological modes of Selection. But upon further inspection of Whitehead’s statements 
surrounding this issue, it is clear that the Baldwin-Whitehead integration that has been 
developed in this paper offers a concrete way to mitigate it.

Like Baldwin’s judgments concerning the principle of Natural Selection, Whitehead 
held that “in unthinking Nature ‘natural selection’ is a synonym for ‘waste’.”221 For him, 
without the positive valuation of conceptual data, sheer negation is not creative, and 
analogously, without the positive valuation of creatures, sheer elimination could not 
produce evolutionary novelties. Rather, as was alluded to previously in this paper, in the 
theory of prehensions, Whitehead emphasizes the importance of positive prehensions 
and valuations of conceptual data, within the context of the selective operations repre-
sentative of the efficient cause of the creative process. Correspondingly, in his writings, 
Whitehead holds to a “middle-position” in the debate over the ethical dimensions of the 
theory of evolution. On the one hand, Whitehead takes issue with the religious impulses 
of his time which stubbornly resisted adaptation or adjustment to the established facts of 
science. Furthermore, he admits the reality that “in the struggle for existence the fittest 
[in order] to survive eliminate the less fit,” stating that “the fact is obvious and stares us 
in the face.”222 On the other hand, Whitehead provides a critique of the biological sci-
ences, which, adopting the conclusions of Malthus, held that
quoted by Gould in The Structure of  Evolutionary Theory, pp. 359-361). Similarly, William Bateson, who later 
coined the word, “genetics”, argued that “natural selection, as a negative force, can make nothing, but can 
only choose among variants produced by another process” (Bateson, quoted by Gould in The Structure of  
Evolutionary Theory, p. 412). He wrote, “selection is a true phenomenon; but its function is to select, not to 
create” and that “selection determines along which branch evolution shall proceed, but it does not decide 
what novelties that branch shall bring forth” (Bateson quoted by Gould in The Structure of  Evolutionary Theory, 
p. 413). Hugo de Vries agreed and pointed out that in Origin of  Species, Darwin had said, “the doctrine of 
natural selection or the survival of the fittest, which implies when variations or individual differences of a 
beneficial nature happen to arise, these will be preserved” (Darwin, quoted in Structure 417). Furthermore, 
De Vries held, in contrast to Darwin, that variations are “usually too small for natural selection to act 
upon, having hardly any influence in the struggle for life” (De Vries, quoted by Gould in The Structure of  
Evolutionary Theory, p. 416). De Vries modified the Darwinian theory in that it is mutational variations, rather 
than (solely) indeterminately distributed (or “random”) variations that can account for the creative force of 
evolution. On the contrary, G. G. Simpson proclaimed that “selection is a truly creative force and not solely 
negative in action. It is one of the crucial determinants of evolution, although under special circumstances 
it may be ineffective, and the rise of characters indifferent or even opposed to selection is explicable and 
does not contradict this usually decisive influence” (Simpson, quoted by Gould in The Structure of  Evolutionary 
Theory, p.530). Here, one useful analogy might be that Natural Selection is akin to the artist’s cutting of the 
block in the creative production of the sculpture.
     221. Whitehead, Adventures of  Ideas, p. 159.
     222. Whitehead, The Function of  Reason, p. 4.
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the destruction of individuals was the very means by which advance was made to 
higher types of species. [While] this was [Darwin’s] famous doctrine of Natural 
Selection … the exclusive reliance upon Natural Selection was not characteristic 
of Darwin’s own theory. For him, it was one agency among many others. But, in 
the form in which the doctrine reigned in thought from that day to this, Natural 
Selection was the sole factor to be seriously considered. As applied to human 
society this theory is a challenge to the whole humanitarian movement. The 
contrast between the dominant theories of Lamarck and Darwin made all the 
difference. Instead of dwelling on the brotherhood of man, we are now directed 
to procure the extermination of the unfit. Again the modern doctrines of heredity, 
gained partly from the experience of breeders of stock, partly from practical 
horticulturalists, partly from the statistical researches of Francis Galton, Karl 
Pearson, and their school, partly from the laws of heredity discovered by Mendel 
… —these doctrines have all weakened the Stoic-Christian ideal of democratic 
brotherhood … In the concurrence of … these strands of thought the liberalism of 
the early nineteenth century lost its security of intellectual justification.223

Here, Whitehead is pointing out the general frame of the perennial debate concerning 
“social Darwinism” that has arisen ever since Darwin’s Origin of  Species was first pub-
lished. Precisely, in relation to the notion that the truth of the biological world is “noth-
ing but” the principle of Natural Selection, namely, as an exact representation of what 
is, Whitehead is pointing out the danger of taking this to mean that we ought to maximize 
biotic competition among human beings and to purposefully carry out the instrumental 
selective elimination of “the less fit.”224

These claims are nothing new, but they do point the way to a novel perspective 
concerning the ethical dimension of evolution. As Steven Jay Gould (2002) states, even 
Darwin had “justly argued that nature cannot provide the source of morality,”225 and 
the debate which was further defined by figures such as Thomas Henry Huxley and 
Herbert Spencer, ended up pitting “Selectionists,” namely, those who defend Darwin’s 
theory of Natural Selection as an explanation of biological evolution, against “Anti-Se-
lectionists,” or those who do not. The question is: where does the Darwin’s concept of 
Natural Selection, as expressing the efficient cause of evolution, leave considerations of 
morality? Again, the enlarged sense of Organic Selection that I have argued for in this 
paper may be said to amplify this debate. For it holds that, in part, by their own selec-
tive activities (which may or may not be cognitive in nature), organisms, in part, consti-
tute the environment within which others struggle to survive, and hence, are partially 
responsible for the eliminations implied by the principle of Natural Selection. And with 
respect to the human species, such selectivity, to a certain extent, spills over into society. 
To be sure, Whitehead states that

it is folly to look at the universe through rose-tinted spectacles. We must admit the 

     223. Whitehead, Adventures of  Ideas, pp. 35-36.
     224. This is, quite obviously, a restatement of Hume’s is / ought fallacy and/or G. E. Moore’s “naturalistic 
fallacy,” in relation to evolution.
     225. Gould, The Structure of  Evolutionary Theory, p. 121.
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struggle [for existence]. The question is, who is to be eliminated. In so far as we 
are educators, we have to have clear ideas upon that point; for it settles the type to 
be produced and the practical ethics to be inculcated.226

Here, Whitehead is alluding to the fact that even educational evaluation is based in a 
process of selection, which has some relation to Natural Selection. Grading, for example, 
involves a selective evaluation of students (passing versus failing) which may partly deter-
mine their future social and economic lot in life, preserving some and eliminating others. 
While human society appears to be insulated from Nature, the truth is that modern soci-
eties are to a large extent guided by selective processes which are related to the Selective 
processes that are at work in biological evolution.227

Religiously-motivated “Anti-Selectionists” typically deny the theory of Natural Selec-
tion as an is, in order to prevent it from being carried out as an ought. For the most part, 
they prefer an account of Nature based in Intelligent Design, Creationism, and/or Natu-
ral Law. Moreover, for them, the crucifixion of Jesus Christ is held as the ultimate sacri-
fice against such eliminatory Selectionism, and many Christians attempt to imitate the 
Anti-Selectionist standpoint in terms of behavior and action that He emphasized.228 Philip 
Kitcher, in Living With Darwin, explains that most contemporary “Anti-Selectionists”

allow that the complex forms that emerge are descendants of significantly less 
complex ancestors, denying only that natural selection could have been responsible 
for the change. In a sense, there is still room for something like ‘creative activity’ but 
the products of that activity are new traits, organs, or structures in the descendants 
of ancestors who lacked such characteristics, rather than newly created whole 
organisms. This is the core of the official position of leading champions of intelligent 
design, and I shall call it ‘anti-Selection’.229

Kitcher concludes that
all we learn from the full gamut of [anti-Selectionist] literature … is that they 
conceive of Intelligence as whatever it is that produces the outcomes they identify 
as too complex to be attained through the operation of selection. The line of 
reasoning seems to be this: these phenomena, unattainable by selection, look 
designed or planned, and, as a result, the mechanism that produced them must 
be intelligent.230

     226. Whitehead, Science and the Modern World, p. 205.
     227. As Goodwin (1994) states, “Darwin’s vision of evolution by random variation of inherited 
characteristics in organisms and by selection of the fitter variants is so simple and so convincing 
that once you have grasped it, you feel you are in possession of a universal truth. And indeed, 
this idea, or simple variations of it, tend to be applied to everything in our culture that is complex 
and changing—to the evolution of social and economic systems, to competition and survival in 
the business world, even to the development of new ideas themselves” (How the Leopard Changed 
Its Spots, p. 18).
     228. One might ask, from a biological perspective, whether religious sensibilities emphasizing particular 
behavioral habits provide us with an example of the theory of Organic Selection.
     229. Kitcher, Living With Darwin: Evolution, Design, and the Future of  Faith, New York, Oxford University, 
Press, 2007, p. 18.
     230. Kitcher, Living With Darwin, p. 101.
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But the contemporary debate concerning the notion Selectionism is not to be construed 
merely as a contention between science versus religion. For example, Brian Goodwin 
(1994) and Robert Reid (2007) offer well-reasoned and non-religiously-motivated cri-
tiques of neo-Darwinist Selectionism, which are based in the notions of “dynamic sta-
bilization” and “biological emergence.” As Reid defines the term, “Selectionism is the 
belief that natural selection is the primary cause of evolution”231 and he levels the criti-
cism that Natural Selection is inadequate in providing an account for how “complex 
novelty” and evolutionary “innovation is generated.”232 Citing Goodwin’s bracketing of 
the principle of Natural Selection in order to expand upon generative principles in evo-
lutionary processes, Reid goes on to argue for a “replacement of selection theory with 
an emergence theory.”233 For him, “emergentism could release biology from the geno-
centric universe in which it is confined and restore it to one in which whole organisms 
and their interactions are the stars of the biological and ontological fundament.”234

The debate over Selectionism is also not so simple as to be a simple contention be-
tween merely two sides. Drawing from both Kitcher’s and Reid’s stances on Selection-
ism, one can logically conceive of the various positions, distinguishing between “Weak” 
and “Strong” versions of both “Selectionism” and “Anti-Selectionism,” notions which 
force us to conceive of the contention across a continuum. On the one hand, “Strong 
Selectionism” holds that the theory of Natural Selection is a true representation of the 
realities of the biological world, and that we ought to carry out the elimination of “the less 
fit” for the good of our species. It thereby recommends an engagement in an unbridled 
struggle for existence and competition permeating all areas of life.235 However, the posi-
tion of “Weak Selectionism” holds that the theory of Natural Selection is a true repre-
sentation of the biological world, but that the realm of humanity is, to a certain extent, 
separate from it, and we ought not carry out the elimination of “the less fit.” On the other 
hand, “Weak Anti-Selectionism” is the view that the theory of Natural Selection is not a 
true representation of biological reality, yet in this perspective, there is little in the way of 
consideration of the connection between our own selective activities, whether conscious 
or unconscious, and their capacity to enhance or diminish the lives of other organisms 
and/or to eliminate them. “Strong Anti-Selectionism” is generally the rejection of the 
principle of Natural Selection. For some, this rejection has for its basis a sheer subjective 

     231. Reid, Biological Emergences: Evolution by Natural Experiment, Cambridge, MA, The MIT Press, 2007, p. 4.
     232. Reid, Biological Emergences, pp. 6, 15.
     233. Reid, Biological Emergences, p. 401.
     234. Reid, Biological Emergences, p. 24.
     235. “Strong Selectionism” essentially involves the tendency to see the struggle for existence (or in the 
“global marketplace”) in the human realm beginning at the age of a small child. Here, I am alluding to the 
fact that modern culture emphasizes selectivity of every type from. In the global marketplace, commercial 
selection pits business against business, employee against employee in an all-out war to eliminate the 
competition. Employment hiring and firing decisions go on everyday and are manifestations of selectivity 
in which some persons are able to live well, while others, by the selection of others, are relegated to mere 
subsistence. At the extreme, racism, sexism, gender discrimination, eugenics, genocide, and abortion via 
pre-natal screening may be said to be conscious manifestations of human selectivity. “Strong selectionism” 
is ethical egoism pure and simple.
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preference for Intelligent Design and Creationism, which, in turn, are held to offset the 
notion that it is imperative to eliminate “the unfit.” For others, it involves the notion that 
Natural Selection cannot account for the generative aspect of evolution. It counters the 
Darwinian theory both as an is and as an ought.

Another position concerning these distinctions emerges from the Baldwinian-White-
headian theoretical integration that has been postulated in this paper, as well as from 
the enlarged sense of the notion of Organic Selection that has been developed in it. Let 
us call this position, “non-reductionistic critical pan-selectionism.” Again, as defined in 
this paper, pan-selectionism involves the notion that all organisms are a part of, and are 
compositional of Nature and by their selective activities, play a role in the eliminations 
that belong to the principle of Natural Selection. Non-reductionistic critical pan-selec-
tionism involves the notion that Natural Selection and modern genetics are satisfactory 
explanatory mechanisms of the biological sciences, which are based in materialism. 
However, these cannot be said to be true in the “nothing-but” sense, especially when 
reference to the “mental poles,” to the selective activities, and to the decisions and be-
haviors of organisms (i.e. the “neglected side” of the evolutionary machinery) is omitted, 
or where it is assumed that these are genetically pre-programmed and determined in 
every respect. Non-reductionistic critical pan-selectionism is open to many aspects of 
the decentering of Selectionism, for example, by theories of biological emergence. Rec-
ognizing the vast complexity (i.e. the tangled web) of causal factors which have contrib-
uted to the evolution of life, non-reductionistic critical pan-selectionism does not accept 
a static reduction of the origins of biological life to Natural Selection only. At the same 
time, recognizing the positive aspect of Selection as a preserving and generational force, 
it does not reduce the principle of Natural Selection to being a mere “coarse filter that 
rejects utter failures,”236 a characterization that, in some respects, was held by Baldwin 
himself. Furthermore, it does not seek to explain away the meaning of ethics and of reli-
gion through evolutionary notions, such as Community Selection.237 Rather, non-reduc-
tionistic critical pan-selectionism involves the recognition of the important role of the 
selective activities (which may or may not be cognitive), the habits, the behavior, and 
the purposes of organisms in the charting the evolutionary destiny of life on the planet.

Critical pan-selectionism emphasizes the need for critical reflection on the notion 
that one’s own selective activities, both cognitive and non-cognitive, play a role in the 
eliminations that are subsumed under Darwin’s principle of Natural Selection and other 
modes of Selection. Critical pan-selectionism involves the advancement of an awareness 
of the impact of each person’s own selective activities (be they cognitive or non-cogni-
tive): their own feelings, emotions, choices, judgments, decisions, divisions, discrimina-
tions and/or their own selections both on fellow human beings and on other organisms. 
At the same time, pan-selectionism involves the notions that: (1) all organisms are en-

     236. Goodwin, How the Leopard Changed Its Spots, p. 157.
     237. Here I am alluding to Dennett, Breaking the Spell: Religion as a Natural Phenomenon, New York, Penguin 
Books, 2006, and to Harris, The End of  Faith: Religion, Terror, and the Future of  Reason, New York, W. W. Norton 
& Company, 2004.
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gaged in selective activities; that (2) that experience as an organism in general requires 
such activities of selection; and that (3) creativity, freedom, purpose, and evolutionary 
advance require operations of selection in various modes and at various biotic levels. 
For organisms, there is no escape from operations of selectivity, but this fact implies the 
need for a high degree of ethical scrutiny over our selective activities.

Non-reductionist critical pan-selectionism emphasizes those forms of selectivity 
which are “positive,” such as the ability to think critically,238 and it involves the authentic 
desire to reduce the negative impacts of one’s selections, divisions, discriminations, and 
decisions on fellow organisms. As “critical,” it calls for a continuous epistemological in-
quiry into the selective activities of organisms in their life-processes, and their interrela-
tionship with the various modes of biological Selection, in general so as to inform ethical 
praxis concerning selectivity in general. This position involves the attempt to diminish 
those selections that are destructive to organisms, such as by way of violence, warfare, 
eugenics, discrimination, unbridled marketplace competition, excessive consumerism, 
as well as the limitless employment of instrumental reason on the part of human beings, 
as for example, made manifest in genetic selection, selective cloning, and biotechnolo-
gy.239 In any event, from these distinctions, both the evolutionary cosmology and the 
ethical standpoint accompanying it that are arrived at by way of the merging of Bald-
win’s and Whitehead’s respective epistemologies can be branded with the term, non-
reductionistic critical pan-selectionism. Such a position might further be said to have 
strong links to environmentally and socially-engaged Buddhism and/or may be fruit-
fully advanced as a Buddhist philosophy of evolution.

Conclusion

The preceding analysis has demonstrated that Baldwin’s theory of Organic Selec-
tion can be integrated with Whitehead’s theory of prehensions in the project to arrive 
at a comprehensive process-relational evolutionary cosmology, which will constitute a 
viable alternative to the mechanistic and materialistic outlook of mainstream biology. 
In the process of this integration it has become clear that Baldwinian and Whitehea-
dian modes of thought can each provide many important insights: biological, meta-
physical, epistemological, and ethical, for the other, thereby mutually strengthening the 
other. While preserving the structural “cathedral”240 of mainstream biological inquiry, 

     238. As Dewey suggests in Construction and Criticism, New York, Columbia University Press, 1930, p. 12, 
critical thinking involves “judgment engaged in discrimination among values. It is taking thought as to why 
the better is better and why the worse is worse” as well as discriminating between true and false statements, 
and sound and unsound arguments. And within the deliberation process that is characteristic of critical 
thinking, by which we arrive at our values, Dewey states that “there is the problem of selection, of choice, 
of discrimination” (p. 24).
     239. Of course, figures like Dawkins are bound to accuse this “non-reductionist critical pan-selectionist 
position” as being inauthentic and of being “selfishly altruistic,” namely, as the byproduct of the determinism 
of our selfish genes.
     240. Gould, The Structure of  Evolutionary Theory, p. 2.
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this integration is consistent with some current trends in evolutionary theory.241 Sources 
for the project to arrive at a comprehensive process-relational evolutionary cosmology 
may also be found in connection with theories of biological emergence and in other 
researches concerning the relationship between genetic inheritance and the environ-
ment.242 A comprehensive process-relational evolutionary cosmology will emphasize the 
important causal role of the learned behaviors, the selective activities, and the mental 
poles of organisms in charting the direction of evolutionary processes, which constitute, 
as Whitehead states, “the neglected side of the evolutionary machinery.” As constituting 
a “critical pan-selectionist” standpoint, it also will also emphasize the need to critically 
recognize the negative impacts of the selective operations of organisms on other organ-
isms, and to reflect on the ethical responsibilities that accrue from them. We might fur-
ther speculate as to what the impact of a critical pan-selectionist position, widely adopt-
ed, would be in terms of human development, both cultural and evolutionary. Finally, 
Baldwin’s arguments for the notion that the selective activities of organisms play a causal 
role in terms of determining the direction of evolutionary processes give new meaning 
to Whitehead’s final statements in Process and Reality, concerning the realization of the 
everlastingness of organic attainments, namely, the “ever-present, unfading importance 
of our immediate actions, which perish and live forevermore.”243
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