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Religious perspectives on the science of human origins – prof. Francisca 
Cho, Ph.D., Buddhist 

This video was recorded at the Smithsonian’s National Museum of Natural History on 
March 21, 2010 

Francisca Cho: 00:17 Hello. My name is Francisca Cho, and I'm a Professor of 
Buddhist Studies at Georgetown University. As we're all aware, 
probably two of the most significant challenges of evolutionary 
theory for the Christian worldview and morality is first the 
assertion that life was created from matter via purely material 
processes. And secondly, that human life evolved from prior 
animal species. Now I'm going to, in my comments, come at this 
from a comparative cultural perspective by using Buddhism or 
referring to it. And I want to question the idea that these two 
suggestions of evolutionary theory is a challenge to religion and 
morality. (01:12) Buddhism does not posit a creator God 
and is simply uninterested in the question of the creation of the 
physical universe. Now, the reasons for that from a historical 
and intellectual point of view are fascinating, but I don't have 
time to get into that at the moment. But because Buddhism is 
not interested in the question of creation, instead it's central 
problematic is the suffering created by the human tendency to 
distort our perception of the world through ignorance and 
delusion. So in that sense, Buddhism is centrally concerned with 
what one might call the mental creation of the universe rather 
than the physical one and the ways in which human 
consciousness constructs human experience, usually in painful 
and negative ways. So due to this emphasis on consciousness, 
the question of who or what created the world or the external 
world is of little consequence for the Buddhist agenda. (02:20)
 So to answer the question, what is the meaning of being 
human from the Buddhist perspective? I would say the simple 
answer is that we have consciousness. Now, this fact is directly 
connected to the second issue, that is the relationship between 
human life and other species. In the Buddhist perspective since 
consciousness is the factor that makes the difference between 
enlightenment and non-enlightenment. All sentient beings are 
considered to be in the same boat, so to speak. And I think 
economically I can quote the words of the Dalai Lama, the 
present Dalai Lama of Tibet to make this clear. He says, "In so 
far as their sentience is concerned, there is no difference 
between humans and animals. Just as we humans wish to 
escape suffering and to seek happiness, so do animals. Similarly, 
just as we humans have the capacity to experience pain and 
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pleasure, so do animals. In Buddhism, there is no recognition of 
the presence of something like a soul that is unique to humans. 
From the perspective of consciousness the difference between 
humans and animals is a matter of degree and not of kind." 
(03:41) So the sense of closeness in being with other species in 
the realm of popular Buddhist consciousness is reinforced 
probably, most obviously, in the belief of rebirth. Very 
commonly in popular Buddhism, people imagine that perhaps in 
the future life, maybe in the very next one, they might be 
reborn as an animal. And almost certainly that in past lives, they 
have been reborn as animals. So in the Buddhist imagination, 
one can easily move from human to animal existence. What I'm 
trying to point out with these two observations is not really to 
suggest that Buddhism in evolutionary theory are in harmony. 
Rather, I want to point to the perspective provided by 
Buddhism, which suggests that not believing in the idea of 
divine creation and the specialness of human life within that 
creation. And this is perhaps a non-belief that evolutionary 
theory seems to entail, although, I'm going to say only seems 
because I think there's a lot of dialogue and debate about this, 
particularly amongst Christian theologians, whether or not 
evolution can be enfolded into the Christian worldview or not. 
But given to the degree that many people seem to think this is 
the case. The Buddhist perspective suggests that this does not 
mean that religion morality or the dignity of the human person 
is necessarily undermined as so many people in our 
contemporary culture alleged. People from both the religious 
and scientific sides. (05:38) So in concluding or sort of summing 
up the points here from a Buddhist perspective, there is nothing 
inherently anti-religious or anti-ethics about evolution. But 
there is a concern about the widespread perception that there 
is a conflict here. And this is where Buddhist leaders like the 
Dalai Lama are in perfect harmony with both Christian and 
Western religious and secular thinkers in calling upon scientists 
and other advocates of science to refrain from reckless and 
specious philosophizing about the social and moral implications 
of evolutionary theory. And I think we're all familiar with the 
typical sorts of claims. The idea that a human life and existence 
is a result of random forces rendering human existence 
meaningless. The idea that human altruism in kindness is in 
truth, nothing but really a form of selfishness and so forth. 
(06:43) So I'll conclude again with the words from the Dalai 
Lama, whom I think sums it up very well. He says, "We humans 
have a dangerous tendency to turn the visions we construct of 
ourselves into self fulfilling prophecies." And he's referring to 
stories such as, life is nothing but a competitive struggle for 
survival. He goes on to say, "Given that science today occupies 
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such an important seat of authority in human society. It is 
extremely important for those in the profession to be aware of 
their power and to appreciate their responsibility." Thank you 
very much. 
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