„Intelligent Design“ Theory Analysis
H.Schwab
Princeton, 2005

______________________________________________________________________________________
“Intelligent Design” Theory Analysis
                    H. Schwab
Princeton, 2005

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

“Intelligent Design” Theory: A Critical Analysis

*

Five short articles, or “letters”, on critical aspects of the “Intelligent Design” theory

*

9-05-05
At the time of this writing, during the summer of 2005, the discussion between the sciences and proponents of a spiritual view of life has intensified.  On one side are the proponents of the Darwin-based and science-supported theory of Natural Evolution.  On the other side are the proponents of “Intelligent Design”.  The latter group assumes an ongoing, intelligent, “spiritual” interference with evolution.  This concept is connected with a religious view of Creation and evolution.  Just recently, Cardinal Schönborn emphasized the Catholic Church’s strong objection against a concept of “an unguided process of random variation and natural selection” and an emphasis on divine “design” in all steps of natural evolution (“each one of us is willed” by “providence”).  The director of the Vatican’s astronomical observatory, the Jesuit George Coyne, has taken a position in favor of evolution, but allowing for vaguely defined divine “participation”, by “speaking encouraging and sustaining words”, specifically in the revelations through Jesus.  Even President W. Bush of the United States commented in favor of teaching both interpretations of evolution, Natural Evolution and Intelligent Design, in parallel in the schools.  The New York Times just recently carried three well-written, front-page articles analyzing the controversy.  The discussion is always related to biological evolution only;  there is no discussion of the much longer and vaster astronomical evolution or concerning divine addition to the evolution of human thought or mind – or the evolution of societies and civilizations.

.

The above situation – and the observation of a certain lack of organization or clarity in the public discussion – prompted the writing of the following five articles or “letters”.  They address very specific aspects of the Intelligent Design theory, not only concerning a scientific analysis of certain aspects of evolution, but also in regard to theological consequences that should be considered by the Intelligent Design proponents.  Furthermore, certain warnings by Intelligent Design proponents regarding dangerous consequences of the scientific direction of thought are questioned – namely, the supposed consequential loss of faith in a higher spirit, whether called God or otherwise, the loss of ethical values, and the loss of meaning, purpose, or direction in life.  As a matter of fact, it is shown that these supposedly “endangered” perspectives can and should be retained by the “scientific” mind.

.

The five articles or “letters” presented hereby are titled as follows and can be found on the following pages:

.

· “Intelligent Design” Theory Versus Science:  Understanding Evolution
.

· “Intelligent Design” Theory:  The Concerns of Theology
.

· “Intelligent Design” Versus Science:  Faith in God?
.

· “Intelligent Design” Versus Science:  Ethical Values?
.

· “Intelligent Design” Versus Science:  Meaning, Purpose, and Direction in Life
.

“Intelligent Design” Theory Versus Science:  Understanding Evolution

*

The discussion between the sciences and a spiritual view of life has intensified.  On one side are the proponents of the Darwin-based and science-supported theory of Natural Evolution.  On the other side are the proponents of “Intelligent Design”.  The latter group assumes an intelligent, “spiritual” interference with evolution.  The discussion is always related to biological evolution only.  There is no discussion in regard to the much longer and vaster astronomical evolution or concerning divine additions to the evolution of the human mind or thought (as in revelations) and the evolution of societies or civilizations.

.
· The “Intelligent Design” theory does not deny the existence of some Natural Evolution, as proposed by science.  Intelligent Design, however, focuses on certain aspects of Natural Evolution that, in the mind of its proponents, cannot be explained by statistical gene variations at the rate and singularity which they are known to occur.

· Any observation of the history of scientific progress indicates that almost insurmountable obstacles to scientific progress have been overcome step by step or have disappeared as new understandings of nature have appeared.  New frontiers of scientific understanding appeared regularly at the foundation of scientific knowledge.  The Catholic Church and other religious groups have found themselves in continuous retreat when trying to fill gaps in the understanding of nature with religious beliefs, and have had to hasten to address new questions of science as they arose.  “Intelligent Design” theory may find itself in the same predicament. 

· Intelligent Design is concerned specifically with three aspects of Natural Evolution: some aspects of “information content”, “pace of change”, and “irreducible complexity” of some results of evolution.

· Regarding aspects of “information content”:  Proponents of Intelligent Design indicate the intellectual, almost “intelligent”, content in the design of complex biological structures as evidence of “Intelligent Design”.  They neglect that the grandiose astronomical and chemical evolution has been proven to only follow Natural Evolution in accordance with the laws and principles of nature, “intelligent” as these may be.  There is no theorem or proof that any of biological evolution is different in principle and could not occur equally through evolution in accordance with these (once intelligently created) laws and principles.  

· Regarding the “pace of change” (the rapidity of some details of evolution):  Effects of gene multiplication, hierarchical gene control, gene flipping, splicing, or partial use of genes and the drafting of resulting proteins for previously unrelated functions – all allow phases of complex evolution to occur much faster than by individual steps of linear gene variation.  These effects may have been at the base of the “Cambrian Explosion” of evolution.  Furthermore, many parameters defining living species are a matter of geometry – the size of certain features – whether it is the neck of the giraffe, the length and curvature of a bird’s beak, or the origin of some other anatomical feature.  There is a statistical variation of most such parameters among individual organisms given by statistical variations in gene structure or, more precisely, gene expression.  Only a few generations of organisms are needed to let a selection of more suitable sizes lead to wide species variations (see all human plant cultivation and animal breeding projects occurring within short time intervals). 

· Regarding the “irreducible complexity” of some results of evolution:  Very complex results of evolution have been reduced again and again to a number of more plausible steps (see the primitive eyes of some jelly fish species).  The above-mentioned effects of gene multiplication, hierarchical gene control, gene flipping, splicing, or partial use of genes and drafting of resulting proteins for previously unrelated functions have allowed the explanation of others.  Of special interest is the “Avida” project of digital evolution simulation by Caltech, California, and Michigan State University, having already shown some surprising simulated evolutions of great complexity within relatively few simulated generations (see http://dllab.caltech.edu/avida).

* * *

For further reading to understand Natural Evolution see the essay 

“Evolution: Understanding Our Physical and Mental Existence” or 

“Intelligent Design Theory, Response of Science, Concerns of Theology”

on the website “www.schwab-writings.com”

“Intelligent Design” Theory:  The Concerns of Theology

*

The discussion between the sciences and a spiritual view of life has intensified.  On one side are the proponents of the Darwin-based and science-supported theory of Natural Evolution.  On the other side are the proponents of “Intelligent Design”.  The latter assume an intelligent, “spiritual” interference with evolution.  This concept is connected with a religious view of Creation and evolution.  Just recently, Cardinal Schönborn emphasized the Catholic Church’s objection to a concept of “an unguided process of random variation and natural selection” and an emphasis on divine “design” in all steps of natural evolution (“each one of us is willed” by “providence”).  The director of the Vatican’s astronomical observatory, the Jesuit George Coyne, has taken a position in favor of evolution, while also allowing for vaguely defined divine “participation”, by “speaking encouraging and sustaining words”, specifically in the revelations through Jesus.  The New York Times has carried three well-written, front-page articles analyzing the controversy.  The discussion is always related to biological evolution only, with no discussion of the longer and vaster astronomical evolution or of divine interference with the evolution of human thought, mind, or civilizations.

.
It is even more surprising that the religious and theological consequences of the “Intelligent Design” concept are not thought through and presented for discussion.  Here are some thoughts:

· With the capability for divine interference with evolution, as assumed in “Intelligent Design”, must go the capability for divine interference with, or divine prevention of, undesirable evolutions.
· The blatant cruelty of some evolutions, or “designs”, occurring in nature would lead to a correspondingly cruel image of the “designing” force, that of God.  For example, worms in the drinking water of some African tribes evolved to live in human eyes, rendering those innocent, poor people blind.  The polio virus has led to the crippling or death of millions of innocent children.  The present-day HIV virus devastates not only the “guilty” ones (drug users, sex abusers), but leads to the suffering of many innocents.  There are a certain number of birth defects of body or mind, with consequent severe suffering of children and their parents.  The list of cruel “designs” is long. 

· If divine interference by intelligent design is assumed, how about the historic consequences of such design events?  Would that not constitute interference with history, or would it constitute the divine guidance of history – consequently, the assumption of “Intelligent History”?  Much can be said about cruelty and unfairness in history, in its larger course and in the many horrible events that occur to the innocent as reported every week in the news.

· The assumption of “intelligent design” or “intelligent history” is the foundation of the concept of an active God who is willing to interfere when being appealed to in justifiable situations.  Observation does not show a pattern of divine response to appeal or of fair compensation.  Our religious faith in this point is largely the one of the survivors or lucky ones, not of those who perished miserably. 

· A key Christian question for the Intelligent Design theory is:  Why were humans “designed” sinful?

· Acceptance of divine interference in natural design would lead to a questioning of human counteraction against such designs, e.g. a questioning of medical research and medical care – a totally unacceptable position when confronted with suffering, mostly of the innocent.   

· The question of “Intelligent Design” is connected with the question of a divine plan in evolution and, consequently, a meaning of evolution and existence.  On the other hand, one should realize that it is inevitable that catastrophic extinctions will occur again, as they have occurred before.  All the stars will ultimately fade, and the universe will find its end – in a big collapse, in some black holes, or in forever expanding and cooling radiation.  

· If the latter is the case, there is no other meaning to existence but to be there, for the time being, for “the pleasure of God”, the original “Creator” and initiator of the natural evolution of existence.  

· This still leaves direction and meaning for individual human lives beyond the basic needs for survival in the fulfillment of personal potential and pursuit of ethical values – in growth and in caring service – and in appreciation of beauty or culture – for the very limited duration of our presence in this existence.

* * *

For further reading, also concerning the origin and evolution of the human mind and civilizations, see the essay 
“Evolution: Understanding Our Physical and Mental Existence” or

“Intelligent Design Theory, Response of Science, Concerns of Theology”

on the website www.schwab-writings.com                   
“Intelligent Design” Versus Science:  Faith in God?

*
The discussion has intensified between the proponents of the Darwin-based and science-supported theory of Natural Evolution, on one side, and, on the other side, the proponents of the faith-based “Intelligent Design”.  The latter group assumes an intelligent, “spiritual”, or active divine contribution to evolution.  For many people, the controversy touches the foundation of religion, the question whether a God exists or not.  That connection, however, must not necessarily exist.  Here are some thoughts:

.
· Science investigates the origin of our universe – not only the origin of vast amounts of energy, but, more interestingly, the origin of the laws, principles, and constants of nature – and the phenomena of quantum mechanics.  A scientist may well pursue one of two typical avenues of thought.  One avenue leads to the assumption of a creating essence, whether called “God”, the Great Spirit, just “X”, or, better, not given any name.  The other avenue leads to the search for a preexisting universe from which our universe evolved, or to multiple universes.  The latter approach only moves the question of ultimate origin to an antecedent situation, leading to the assumption of either timelessness or a basically intelligent or spiritual (and energetic) essence of the structure of all those universes.  After all, what are “strings” or what are fields (gravitational or electromagnetic) in the emptiness of space propagating at given speeds?  Whatever the answer, it was this intellectual essence or content of our or of all universes that caused to appear our specific world, our lives, our minds and emotions, and, consequently, our values.  Are we part of this essence – or are we disconnected from it – yet able to observe and sense it?  Can we express our attitude toward it – marveling at the Creation, taking our place in it, contributing to it?  If so, how? 

· Intelligent Design assumes the ongoing interference of this “Creative Essence” (God) with various steps of biological evolution – then possibly arriving at interference with our minds and thought through “revelation”, the issuing of ethical directives, and more.  In a fully developed religion, there are a number of very distinct aspects of “God” that the believer must consider:  

· God the Creator – but also the one who will let the whole world come to the scientifically predicted end or dissolution in the future – without meaning

· The still active God, interfering with, or guiding, the evolution of nature and history

· The personal God who can be appealed to and who responds to such appeals – who, as Christians believe, holds us by his hand as we walk through life

· The judging God who has issued moral laws – the most humane ones through Jesus – and will judge all humans upon death – promising rewards or punishment in an afterlife

· The inscrutable God who issues moral laws but lets injustice, immorality, indescribable suffering, major or minor catastrophes, and utter waste of created beings exist in this world (the question of “theodicy”)

.
A scientist’s vision of an intellectual foundation of existence may be called merely a result of science or “faith”.  But that “intellectual foundation of existence” should not be seen as an anthropomorphic figure, whether commonly called “God”, “X”, or, better, left unnamed.  Most importantly, a scientific “believer” in God may find peace in this concept of God and strength to act and may even “pray” to God in admiration and, occasionally, in gratitude – while not agreeing to some or all of the other elements of common religiosity indicated above.  The meaning of existence can be seen in “just being there, for the pleasure of the Creator”.  Ethical laws may be seen as having evolved as a survival benefit for social animals – now largely replaced by the common laws of all sophisticated societies, established to satisfy the emotional needs of people (some genetically given, others culturally acquired) and to form more efficient societies.  This still leaves direction and meaning for individual human lives in the fulfillment of personal potential and pursuit of ethical values – in growth and in service – and in appreciation of beauty or artistic culture – for the very limited duration of our presence in this existence.

* * *

For further reading see the essays  “Religion:  What Is Religion?  What Should Religion Be?” or 

“Evolution: Understanding Our Physical and Mental Existence” 

on the website “www.schwab-writings.com”

“Intelligent Design” Versus Science:  Ethical Values?

*
The discussion has intensified between the proponents of the Darwin-based and science-supported theory of Natural Evolution, on one side, and, on the other side, the proponents of “Intelligent Design”.  The latter assume an intelligent, “spiritual”, or divine interference with evolution.  For many people, the controversy touches a foundation of our culture and lives, whether the potential loss of our faith in an active God will result in the loss of the foundation of our ethical values that are seen as being anchored by religion.  Here are some thoughts:

.

· Intelligent Design assumes the ongoing interference of God with various steps of biological evolution.  This is closely related to a view of divine additions to our human thought and minds through “revelation”, specifically in the issuing of ethical directives.  The laws of ethics thereby acquire universal, eternal validity.  The loss of such divine foundation and validity, the proponents of Intelligent Design assume, would lead to a general lack of ethical values and to crass egotistic, materialistic, and even criminal behavior.  Would it be worth living in such a world?  “Intelligent Design” overlooks the conclusion that the assumption of divine revelation of ethical laws also implies the divine potential to not let occur or to stop erroneous ethical laws from appearing in human minds – including expressions of medieval Christian cruelty, present-day Muslim cruel violence in the name of Allah, or the assumption of a “divine” right to drive established populations out of the “Promised Land”.

· The natural sciences, on the other hand, have discovered that proto-ethical behavior has originated among animals at an early stage of natural evolution as a survival benefit.  Three aspect of such “unselfish” behavior for the benefit of other individuals or the group can be distinguished:  the caring for offspring, reciprocity with selected clan members, and sacrificing of own security or benefit to the group.  Alligators may eat everything that moves but carry their young from drying ponds to more abundant waters – where they grow up to become their competitors.  Birds care for their chicks as we for our kids.  They (as we) are extremely sorry when losing them.  Among more advanced and social animals, reciprocity arises between preferred partners as in sharing of services (grooming, feeding) or assistance in trouble.  Lack of reciprocal response is resented and may lead to revenge behavior.  Humans still know revenge, and insist on the punishment of evildoers, at least on an excuse.  In situations of danger for social animals, the male “fighters” form a defensive periphery to allow the females and youngsters to escape danger.  In a historic development, learning, then consolidated in “culture”, vastly expands the circle of included (or excluded) individuals – from genetically linked family members to all members of tribes, nations, or to humanity at large.  Images of hungry children are still the best fundraisers.  Healthy marriage is still the best protection of the weak in society – the children and the mothers.  Loyalty to friends still counts as virtue and is the foundation of networking.  Courageous soldiers in national wars are “heroes” in all cultures, presented as providing for our security.

.

The above indicates that ethical laws evolved from natural survival benefits.  Ethical values form the natural and lasting foundation of functioning societies, satisfying emotional needs and providing efficiencies, irrespective of whether they were established in or by religious or atheist societies – or business organizations.  Consequently, our self-given laws correspond to this natural need.  We are well advised to keep our ethical emotions and values strong and protected in all fields of life – family, community, business, politics, international relations – whatever our religion or philosophy of life may be.  

.

On a deeper level of thought, one can say that evolution has made us to become ethical.  This natural evolution is based on the nature and laws of Creation.  Did the intelligent foundation of Creation, that brought force the laws of nature, expect us to be ethical – to find satisfaction and success in being ethical?

* * *

For further reading see the essays 

“Ethics:  “Ethical” or “Moral” Thought and Decision Making, A General Overview” or 

“Evolution: Understanding Our Physical and Mental Existence” 

on the website “www.schwab-writings.com”

“Intelligent Design” Versus Science:  Meaning, Purpose, and Direction in Life

*

The discussion between the proponents of the Darwin-based and science-supported theory of Natural Evolution, on one side and, on the other side, the proponents of “Intelligent Design” has intensified.  The latter group assumes an intelligent, “spiritual”, or divine interference with evolution.  For many people, the controversy touches a foundation of our deepest concerns in life – what is the meaning or purpose of our existence, and what direction shall we pursue in our lives?  The potential loss of our faith in a still active, responsive, judging God is seen as a loss of faith in a continued and compensating life of our souls after death and, consequently, of all meaning, purpose, and direction of our life on Earth.  Here are some thoughts:

.

· Intelligent Design assumes the ongoing interference of God with various steps of biological evolution.  God is believed to pursue a plan in biological evolution.  This view is closely connected to a view of divine additions to our human thought and minds through “revelation”, specifically in the issuance of ethical directives.  Consequently, God will reward us for our faith in Him and will consider our following or disobeying of the ethical laws in reward or punishment possibly already in this world, but more specifically so after “judgment” in a world to come.  Our personal development toward salvation is God’s plan for us and the meaning, purpose, or direction to choose for our lives.  If God is not active in this world, and if evolution is a matter of chance and opportunity, no meaning of evolution can be seen.  If our universe ultimately runs out of nuclear energy and either collapses or is extinguished in black holes or in ever diverging radiation, no view of another world or an afterlife remains – and no meaning or purpose remains for our lives on Earth.  Furthermore, Intelligent Design overlooks the fact that most of biological nature is utterly cruel, unfair, and wasteful.  If divine will is seen in establishing this order of nature and if this interpretation of divine will is readily expanded to an interpretation of meaning, purpose, or direction for human life, rather unfortunate conclusions appear.

· Science does not arrive at these or any other philosophical or religious conclusions.  As a matter of fact, the scientific concept of the world we live in does allow for a variety of personal views of meaning and direction in life.  There is, however, an interesting result of the scientific observation of biological life.  Obviously, survival, the basic needs of life, and propagation are the main concerns of all organisms.  But, beyond that, all organisms appear to be driven to grow and develop their potential as best they can.  A tree is expected to grow tall and wide.  A lion is expected to grow strong and skillful.  Humans are expected to become even more skillful and intelligent – if not wise – and act ethically in order to build societies.  All organisms are rewarded for their respective development by security, success, or increased propagation – as if one could say that the Creator enjoyed the prospering of his creatures.  In view of the ultimate end of our universe as predicted by science, a general meaning or direction of the universe may not be visible to us.  Nevertheless, for us humans, the observation of nature indicates “growth” and ethically caring “service” as the meaning, purpose, and direction of our lives in human societies as indicated by the observation of nature – to assume responsibility for the conditions on this Earth at least in our immediate surrounding – for reduction of suffering and increased opportunities fairly for all.  --  An interesting additional dimension of life exists for us humans – the sensation of aesthetic beauty and the pursuit of  art and “culture”.  This is a gift of nature, available to us to be enjoyed in our lives.  It is amazing how large a portion of our personal or communal wealth is dedicated to this dimension and to what extent we assess “quality of life” thereby.

* * *

For further reading see the essays 

“Understanding Existence:  Meaning of Life, Purpose, Direction” or 

“Science and Religion:  Theology, Astrophysics, and the SETI-Project” or 

“Evolution: Understanding Our Physical and Mental Existence” 

on the website “www.schwab-writings.com”
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