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Evolution has many faces: biological, quantum, cultural, tectonic, ideological, technological… This 
is the result of the expansion of the term evolution, once firmly rooted in biology and environ-
mental science, now spreading to other fields and often becoming a synonym for progress. Today, 

even abiotic systems are said to evolve – even though the Universe, for instance, is not really evolving 
but regressing, slowly fading since the big bang entropy increases. It cannot even benefit from natural 
selection (as can, for instance, Wilkoń’s peacocks, below), as there isn’t anything to “select” from. Unless, 
perhaps, somewhere via black holes it tunnels through to other, possibly better, universes.

Here on Earth – the most important spot in the Universe (apologies, astronomers!) – natural evolu-
tion may be nearing its end. We humans are now at the helm, shaping the living world through genetic 
engineering. More and more genetically modified organisms are being created, such as fungus-resistant 
corn. Incidentally, when I see eggs advertised as “from hens fed non-GMO feed, ” I give them a miss: I’ll 
take GMO feed over fungicide-laced feed any day.

We’re also building artificial intelligence (AI) systems that “evolve” through genetic algorithms, mir-
roring natural biological processes. In the not-so-distant future, AI might start digging through our ge-
nes, hunting for genotypes that can withstand a warming planet. One day it will spread a digitized ver-
sion of human consciousness through the Universe

Carl Sagan once famously said, “We are made of starstuff.” This scientific truth hints at a deep philo-
sophical question: Has inanimate matter, after endless trials, finally found an effective way to compre-
hend itself? Evolution on Earth has played out over four billion years, culminating in a brain equipped 
with mathematical game theory. Comprehension is just a step away.

Humanity has achieved extraordinary evolutionary success. Over the past century alone, our numbers 
have exploded by  more than six billion. Despite being a  mere fraction of the planet’s biomass, we’ve 
come to  dominate plants and animals alike, consciously or unconsciously shrinking their populations 
and reducing biodiversity. In doing so, we have slowed natural evolution, to our own detriment. Eventu-
ally, it seems, we’ll be left with artificial intelligence and artificial evolution…

Prof. Marek Lewandowski

Made of Starstuff

Józef Wilkoń,  
Peacocks , 2022,  

mixed water technique
an acclaimed 

illustrator, painter, and 
sculptor, born in 1930 

in Bogucice, near 
Wieliczka. A graduate 

of the Academy 
of Fine Arts in Kraków 

and the Jagiellonian 
University in art 

history, Wilkoń  
has illustrated over 

200 books for children 
and adults worldwide, 
including classics like 

Pan Tadeusz (1973) 
and Don Quixote 

(2016).
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