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IN THE 
BEGINNING 

The believers in Cosmic Purpose make much of our supposed intelligence but their writings make one doubt it. If I were granted omnipotence, and millions of years to experiment in, I should not think Man much to boast of as the final results of all my efforts.

Bertrand Russell, Religion and Science, 1935 

This is a little book about ‘ID’, but it is more than that. 

I had long regarded creationism and its belligerent teenage cousin Intelligent Design as small if noisy players on the fringe of public life, and thus not worthy of serious consideration. It was also inappropriate, according to a few more sombre scientific commentators, to give ID what Margaret Thatcher used to call ‘the oxygen of publicity’.

Thatcher was talking about terrorists, and ID is, in a way, terrorism focused on public education. The means are devious, the arguments deceitful and the consequences profound. In 2005 and early 2006 it became plain that the movement was planned, intense and on course; it stemmed from the same neoconservative origins as forces that have swayed politics in the United States since President George W. Bush, an ID supporter, came to office. So ID needs to be taken seriously as a possibly malign presence in our times.

In truth, ID is a restatement of an old philosophical line about complexity and worth reexamining as an idea. Thomas Aquinas, someone who cherished science and its deliberations, opined in the thirteenth century that complicated systems invariably have designers. Nature is complex and therefore, he felt, a designer was on the cards. Benedict de Spinoza, in the seventeenth century, believed in such a Creative Being but thought it improbable that He had any direct interest in little old us. In his view, God made a universe for some undisclosed reason, found that people turned up as a result and concluded: ‘So what? Mere collateral walk-ons. Noises off ! Pshaw!’ Such views got Spinoza into trouble and caused him to conclude: everyone who ‘strives to comprehend natural things as a philosopher, in place of admiring them as a stupid man, is at once regarded as impious’.

Then David Hume (1711–76) asked why we are so excited by a universe that we find ourselves able to understand. But we are products of the very stuff of that universe, he retorts, so we would expect to be able to work out what it is made of and how it operates. That is simply an exercise in self-reference. Like finding that a mathematical theorem tells you something about your world when you have yourself defined its terms in relation to your surroundings.

These three philosophers are among many who have laid the groundwork for conjectures on our universe and why it exists. So the second reason to bother about ID is that it provides a wonderful excuse to take another brief look at First Causes, in the light of the latest discoveries in physics.

The third reason for this book is the science itself. So much is out there for readers to enjoy that I find it gobsmackingly outrageous that ID can be allowed to pretend our state of knowledge is inadequate. Incomplete, certainly, but expanding at a ferocious rate. Whether ID is a case of proud ignorance or deliberate mendacity is for you to decide. But in the 2005 US court decision against the Dover school district in Pennsylvania, which wanted to tell science students that Intelligent Design existed as ‘an explanation of the origin of life that differs from Darwin’s view’, the presiding judge was clear: it was the latter.

Science is replete with delicious examples that scotch ID’s claims. Take the proposition of irreducible complexity. A mouse trap is useless unless all its parts are aligned in a unique way. There are no halfway stages. This is the standard ID argument and applies to mechanical mousetraps from hardware stores, not the Burmese mouse killer snoozing next to me, whose halfway stages are well worked out.

Put it another way. You try to build an arch from bricks. The two vertical columns can go up just so far before the bricks on the curve begin to fall down. But what if you immersed the structure in sand? The arch would be supported until the end. Remove the sand and, presto, it appears as if the arch was erected miraculously or put up by human engineering.

This happens in nature all the time. Take the arch in your ear that carries sound. Once it was the unelaborated bone in a fish’s gill. That fish came to live close to land about 370 million years ago, almost amphibiously. It began to take in air from the atmosphere instead of through water. The gill was therefore held open by a more articulated bone, forming a tube. As the eons passed, the fish found it could pick up sound via this arrangement. Soon a second function was associated with the humble gill-prop, and hearing on land was invented. The hammer, anvil and stirrups, snug in your inner ear, reside there as direct descendants of that ancient adjustment.

I come across similar stories dozens of times a week. That one was published in the journal Nature in January 2006. Another story concerns the origins of DNA. How could such an astonishingly complex molecule, containing a computer program for the design of living things, just appear de novo? Well, of course, it didn’t. Now the evidence suggests viruses may have been responsible. We already know that viruses reproduce by invading our cells and their nuclei, taking over our DNA and forcing it to make more viruses instead of the stuff from which we are made. So go back a few steps. What if, two billion or more years ago, you were a virus without multicellular creatures to invade? How would you reproduce? Why not build a template out of what’s available, a kind of free-living Lego set based on RNA? Eventually that smaller, humbler viral-RNA manufacturing device will become the DNA we know and cherish and like to pass on to our lovers.

So the third reason for this book is really that it’s another excuse to gossip about the science itself. The science is endlessly fascinating. It is also rigorously tested. Why buy a vehicle flogged by the Dodgy Brothers when there’s one tested and retested by the best firm in the business? Science may have its occasional miscreants and liars, but they are quickly exposed and expelled. Proud ignorance, on the other hand, like Gollum in The Lord of the Rings, manages to duck, weave, disappear and then reform in disguise. And like him, it’s almost indestructible.

Science matters and religion matters, but they matter in different ways. We need the best science we can get to make our world safe. In the words of the late Carl Sagan, ‘Science and religion may differ about how the Earth was made, but we can agree that protecting it merits our profound attention and loving care.’

ID may be a distraction. Its consequences, however, may be to divert both science and religion from doing the work so necessary in our difficult times. That’s been the role of the proudly ignorant throughout the ages.

Robyn Williams 
Gerroa, 16 April 2006 







PART I 



1 

PROUD 
IGNORANCE

Science cannot solve the ultimate Mystery of Nature. And that is because in the last analysis we ourselves are part of the mystery we are trying to solve.

Max Planck 

Sir, I am amazed at your faith in evolution. It far outweighs my faith in creation. My faith requires only one mechanism: God’s love. Yours requires three: that something can come of nothing (the ‘Big Bang’), that rocks can spontaneously spawn living things (life from inorganic elements) and that genetic mutations can turn a flatworm into an Einstein. You win; there is no doubt that your faith far outweighs mine.

Stephen Brahm, California, letter to The Economist, January 2006 

You look like a miracle. The odds against your existing are 115 quadrillion to one.

Starting locally: when you were conceived there were a couple of million other sperm that could have beaten yours to your mother’s egg. Then there is the chanciness of conception. Every minute 60 000 men ejaculate but only 500 women conceive. Before that, there was the fluke of your parents’ meeting. In my case they happened to attend some tedious leftist meeting in London, and a woman whose family came from deepest Poland began an affair (they never married) with a Welsh tenor-miner-rugby-player refugee from a once-green coal-blackened valley.

Then there is ancient history. If only one entity in the chain of living things going back three and a half billion years from you to the primitive blob—the hundreds of people; the thousands of hominids; the countless mammals, lizards, amphibians, bony fish, horrid-looking lamprey-like sucking parasites, spineless swimmers and millions upon millions of microbes and archaic lifelets—if only one of them had failed to reproduce before being snuffed, you wouldn’t be here.

Consider the gigantic eruption of Toba, a volcano in Sumatra, 74 000 years ago. It shut out the sun for six years and caused the deaths of all but an estimated 2000 of our human forebears. Fewer people than today occupy a city office block or a country village carried the future of humanity.

Did I say 115 quadrillion to one? Call that 230 quadrillion to one. You must be special? Perhaps not.

My friend Melvin P. Schmendrick wouldn’t think so. He can’t think so—he doesn’t exist. Except in my mind. He is like Harvey the White Rabbit in the old James Stewart movie, or the person who might occupy the empty chair at the dining table. His was the sperm that missed out, the parental encounter that was thwarted by the sliding doors closing too soon. Melvin has several trillion cousins—all those who might have been there instead of you, there behind your eyes, being.

Yes, we are indeed fortunate to be here. But our presence on Earth does not therefore imply some Grand Plan, some hidden meaning, some divine purpose. Melvin’s almost-sad absence simply gives resonance to the old Irish refrain, ‘We’re here because we’re here, because we’re here, because we’re here . . .’. But he isn’t! 

Professor Martin Rees, President of the Royal Society of London, presents the same argument about universes (we’ll come to that), reflecting on the stunningly tight physical limits within which our own universe, and our solar system, are ‘arranged’. One smidgen of a difference in the value of the force of gravity, and the life cycle of stars like our sun would be changed catastrophically. Catastrophically for us.

It is not surprising that many people look at this fluky history and infer that it has been arranged or designed: an argument by statistical incredulity—always dangerous. Before the modern scientific revolution of the past 400 years, God was held responsible for putting us here, and for the ‘here’ itself, and what God made had to be perfect. Gods, after all, are not ham-fisted as we are, stumbling through clumsy, makeshift attempts until we get it almost right. God is never a tinkerer. Nor is God one of the Dodgy Brothers.

Trouble was that our interpretation of God’s handiwork kept having to be adjusted as science revealed more about nature. God, who’d always been assigned to fill the gaps, found there were fewer and fewer gaps to fill. He got crowded out. The Earth was not flat; the sun and stars did not revolve around us; all living things were not produced at the same time.

God had to be pushed back in time from what appeared to be a more and more messy creative process until He was back there in The Beginning, the only corner left to stand in. As Pope John Paul II once remarked to my friend, physicist Paul Davies, ‘You can have what came after the Big Bang, I’ll take what came before!’

Fair enough. In the late twentieth century there developed a friendly agreement between science and religion that their ‘estates’ were essentially separate and that science could look after most of the ‘how’ questions, while religion would handle the ‘why’. The late Stephen Jay Gould wrote his penultimate book on that theme. One system of explanation did not have to vanquish the other. They could coexist in a society that respected individual world views so long as they did not seek to impose themselves on others. It was one of the delights of a civilised society that those holding spiritual beliefs of various kinds could engage with the scientifically minded to discuss it all, at length, sometimes on air. It is no coincidence that some of my closest and dearest colleagues are in the religious department of the ABC. We have lots in common: books, scholarship, argumentativeness and the love of ideas (and wine).

So where did Intelligent Design spring from, like a boil on a bum? Why is it in the courts, in the headlines, making noise? Is it merely a stroppier version of the usual debates, or something more insidious?

I want to suggest it is the latter, a politically sinister movement whose intentions are not enlightenment but rather conversion to a cause, and one that seeks to limit intellectual freedom and gain recruits. It is an outrider of a conservative movement having roots in both the US and other centres of self-righteous atavism, and its rejection of science is one of the most shocking manifestations of relativism in our postmodern age.

Is this the kind of strident accusation that is sometimes seen coming from atheists such as Richard Dawkins? Like him, am I guilty of jaundiced bellicosity about a mere passing nuisance? When I discussed Intelligent Design with religious broadcaster John Cleary on Breakfast on ABC Radio National towards the end of 2005, he remarked that scientists should carry some of the blame for the spread of ID because of the spleen vented by Dawkins and his ilk. As though such spleen were totally unjustified.

But I disagree. Go back to Richard Dawkins’s magisterial book The Blind Watchmaker, first published in 1986, and be amazed. It’s all there, carefully argued and with every creationist chestnut—from perfect eyes to fully formed wings and missing links—demolished with evidence stacked to the sky. How dare anyone bring out these tired, discredited, shop-soiled neocreationist wares and expect to be taken seriously? Richard (a friend of mine) has every reason to be cross.

And to be accused, at the same time, of evangelical atheism, as if there were some clandestine movement with cadres hiding in dimly lit rooms plotting the downfall of God, like some newly hatched lunge against the monasteries, spreading the anti-Christ. To be accused of such malfeasance is absurd. Atheists like me don’t think about God at all—unless provoked. We think about everything else that life’s rich burden thrusts at us. But God doesn’t arise. Atheism, in this sense, isn’t an absence of something. We are not lacking anything that matters to us; we do not see believers possessing something we covet. We have no feeling whatever of a mystical presence, a hidden creative hand, or of some remote Being who cares a jot for whether we live or die. We have a clearly argued belief as to where an ethical code comes from and why human beings need one to survive; we have absolutely no feeling of emptiness in our lives because God, for us, like Melvin Schmendrick, isn’t around.

What also makes us angry, apart from ID’s proud and wilful ignorance of what science actually says, is that our times are dominated by powerful men causing misery ‘in the name of God’ while insisting that theirs is the only way. I have some passing knowledge of the character of Jesus, of his doctrines of forgiveness, love and restraint. The deeds of leaders such as Tony Blair and George W. Bush, both loud proclaimers of piety, have as much resemblance to these qualities as Little Dorritt does to the Boston Strangler. Bush, as governor of Texas, executed 152 convicted criminals, some innocent, many mentally ill or daft (10 per cent is the official figure), most after years incarcerated on death row in cells smaller than the average cupboard. Would Jesus pull the switch on the electric chair or squeeze the hypodermic syringe containing deadly poison? Would he really?

Richard Dawkins has also mused about Islamic terrorists’ conviction that they will not face oblivion after their short careers as living bombs but receive virgins, proximity to the Prophet and various other rewards for their acts of cruelty. (How female bombers are rewarded has been the subject of much unsavoury speculation.) It is a spectacularly nasty Get-Out-of-Jail card and Dawkins has every right, once more, to be cross.

Intelligent Design is a morphed version of creationism, rebranded after the latter’s collision with the American Constitution and the Supreme Court in 1987. That is when creationism was seen clearly and unambiguously as a religious movement and therefore, as provided by the First Amendment, forbidden from formal inclusion in schools. The Founding Fathers, many of nonconformist stock, coming from the harsh lessons of an institutionally sanctioned church in England, opted from the start for a separation of religion from the state, and so also from education. The religious right in America has been trying to regain the classrooms ever since; ID is their latest Trojan Turkey. Get into the science curriculum and you win tacit credibility—although Intelligent Design is as scientific as the tooth fairy or Santa Claus.

Is all this a minor fuss at the back of the playground? Is it an American drama with no significant import for Australia? The answer is NO in both instances.

Science, however powerful, however much recognised as humanity’s greatest achievement, is being jostled on all fronts. About half of America’s immense population believes that the creation story as told in the Bible accounts for the origin of human beings. Sixty per cent (according to findings published by the National Science Foundation) believe in ESP; 30 per cent that UFOs are space vehicles from other civilisations; 88 per cent in alternative medicine; 40 per cent that astrology is scientific. Michael Shermer, who writes for Scientific American, estimates that a staggering 70 per cent do not comprehend the scientific process.

Science is becoming more and more inconvenient for many of our leaders with its warnings about bio-diversity, climate and the impact we have on nature in general. Science is at the same time being forced to become more commercial and to compromise its independence for the benefit of those special interests who fund it. The attacks on its probity are becoming almost bizarre.

Paul Johnson is a historian. He used to edit the left-leaning magazine New Statesman but now writes regularly for the conservative Spectator. He is a classic neocon and inveighs whenever he can against ‘intellectuals’, whom he sees as agents of Robespierre and the French Revolution bent on tyranny and the establishment of concentration camps.

On Darwin he writes: ‘The decisive culture war of the 21st century is likely to be between the Darwinian fundamentalists and those who believe in God and the significance of human life. It will be prolonged and bitter.’ This is Great Britain he is writing about, not Louisiana or West Virginia—mild, tolerant Blighty, home of Charles Darwin himself. He goes on:

Most observers today would put their money on the Darwinians. They already control the universities of the West, or at least their science departments, and persecute with ferocity any who deviate from their narrow orthodoxies. Such heretical scholars—whatever their qualifications or the strength of their arguments—are simply labelled ‘creationists’ and dismissed or barred from academic posts. Intelligent Christians are lumped with the Mad Mullahs or the Bible-Thumpers of the Midwest, and are marginalised in the media and public debate.

A final Johnsonian flourish, reminding one of the fashion for Armageddon in some sections of Republican America:‘I foresee a sorrowful process of events in which the triumph of the Darwinians may ultimately lead to the extinction of the human race. Evolution to destruction, or self-destruction, is part of the Darwinian concept, but if the theory itself should bring it about, that indeed would be a singularity. Not inconceivable though.’

Anti-intellectual by his own confession, Johnson is accusing a major section of British (and Western) culture of ambitions for the same kind of vicious thought control that Joseph Stalin attempted in the Soviet Union. In Australia this section is smeared as ‘elites’. Odd how the word once implied high status; now it is intended to denote the kind of self-elected, cosseted few who parasitised the majority in the Soviet Union: the nomen-klatura. According to their critics, elites include all those from ‘sheltered workshops’ (that is, funded by the taxpayer), such as universities, some schools and— whoops!—the ABC; they apparently drink chardonnay and chatter a lot. Their sometimes bleak prognostications on growth are seen as undermining the vigour of the nation’s economy and as being an impediment to progress. 

In America the Republican Party, under the spell of its shameless Machiavelli, Karl Rove, ensured its reelection in 2004 by, for the first time effectively, marshalling the religious right. This substantial chunk of the voting public had hitherto neglected the ballot box. Rove changed this and George W. Bush swept back into power (having fiddled his way there on the first try). A goodie bag of rightist favourites, including ID, were accordingly displayed to tempt them during the campaign.

In his troubling book The Republican War on Science, journalist Chris Mooney shows how Bruce Chapman, like Paul Johnson, has travelled the full distance from liberal to neocon, from being the author in 1966 of The Party That Lost Its Head, which warned Republicans that they risked becoming (like British Conservatives) the ‘stupid’ party, to heading in 2005 the institute promoting ID, the Discovery Institute. This is the base from which ID’s boosters have launched their attempt to force an entry into the public school system.

Of this campaign, Mooney writes:

That is where the true threat emerges. ID theorists and other creationists don’t like what the overwhelming body of science has to tell us about where human beings come from. Their recourse? Trying to interfere with the process by which children are supposed to learn about the best scientific (as opposed to religious) answers that we have to this most fundamental of questions. No matter how many conservative Christian scholars Bruce Chapman and the Discovery Institute manage to get on their side, such interference represents the epitome of anti-intellectualism.

In this little book I shall take a swift look at some of the political terrain covered by ID in recent times and revisit a few of the movement’s favourite biological howlers. I cannot begin, however, to match the depth of writers such as Dawkins, Gould and Sagan on science or Mooney and others on politics. This will be more of a primer than a text, its aim to send you in search of the full opuses.

You and I may be unique, unlikely and have much to wonder about in the mystery of our origins. But, as many have said before, there is far, far more wonder and delight in the nature that science reveals and the marvels of intellectual insights by which this has been achieved than in any Just So stories dreamed up by shamans.

As for intellectuals, or ‘elites’,W.H. Auden had it well summed up last century in ‘New Year Letter’:

To the man in the street, who I’m sorry to say, 

Is a keen observer of life, 

The word ‘intellectual’ suggests straight away

 A man who’s untrue to his wife.





End of sample
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