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Chapter One
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WARS AND RUMORS


“Evolution Wars” declares an August 2005 cover of Time magazine. In a parody of the Sistine Chapel, the bearded figure of God points down at a chimpanzee contemplating the subtitle of the cover story: “The push to teach ‘intelligent design’ raises a question: does God have a place in science class?”1


In March 2006, the American Association for the Advancement of Science issued an urgent “call to arms for American scientists, meant to recruit troops for the escalating war against creationism and its spinoff doctrine, intelligent design.”2


Controversy over Darwinian evolution has been simmering for decades, and now it has erupted into a full-blown culture war between Darwinism and intelligent design. Pennsylvania State University anthropologist Pat Shipman calls intelligent design “horribly frightening” and writes: “I know that I and my colleagues in science are being stalked with careful and deadly deliberation. I fear my days are numbered.” According to Marshall Berman, past president of the New Mexico Academy of Science, intelligent design “threatens all of science and society.” Brown University Darwinist Kenneth R. Miller says, “What is at stake is, literally, everything.”3


This sounds like more than a war of words—and it is. But it turns on the meanings of some key words, so let’s begin by looking at them.


Guess what?


[image: 003] The controversy is not over evolution—which can mean simply “change over time”—but Darwinism, which claims that design in living things is just an illusion.


[image: 004] Intelligent design is not biblical creationism, but a scientific theory based on evidence from nature and consistent with everyday logic.


[image: 005]Some Darwinists pretend they’re just selling students on change over time when they’re really peddling much more.






Evolution 

“Evolution” has many meanings. In its most general sense it simply means “change over time.” The present is different from the past. No sane person rejects evolution in this sense.

Refining the meaning slightly, anthropologist Eugenie C. Scott writes: “What unites astronomical, geological, and biological evolution is the concept of change through time. But . . . not all change is evolution, so we must distinguish evolution as being cumulative change through time.”4


Nobody rejects evolution in this sense, either. Our grandparents had a perfectly good word for it: they called it “history.”

In biology, evolution takes on additional meanings. Some biologists define it as “a change in gene frequencies over generations.” Like “change over time” or “cumulative change over time,” evolution in this sense is uncontroversial. My genes are different from my parents’, and my children’s genes are different from mine. So what?5



Darwin + ism =

Darwinism consists of the following claims: (1) all living things are modified descendants of a common ancestor; (2) the principal mechanism of modification has been natural selection acting on undirected variations that originate in DNA mutations; and (3) unguided processes are sufficient to explain all features of living things—so whatever may appear to be design is just an illusion.



Charles Darwin’s term for biological evolution was “descent with modification.” When used in a limited sense, however, even this is uncontroversial. Like a change in gene frequencies, descent with modification happens every time a child is born. Breeders have been using artificial selection to produce descent with modification for centuries—within existing species. Natural selection has also been observed to do the same in the wild—but again, only within existing species.

So nobody in any field quarrels with “change over time” or “cumulative change over time.” And nobody in biology doubts  “change in gene frequencies” or “descent with modification” within existing species. Even hypotheses that some closely related species (such as finches on the Galápagos Islands) are descended with modification from a common ancestor are not particularly controversial; they generate more debate among evolutionary biologists than they do among biblical creationists, since Genesis states only that God created certain “kinds.”

But Charles Darwin claimed far more than any of these things. In The Origin of Species he set out to explain the origin of not just one or a few species, but all species after the first—in short, all the diversity of life on Earth. The correct word for this is not evolution, but Darwinism.




Darwinism 

Darwin wrote in The Origin of Species: “I view all beings not as special creations, but as the lineal descendants of some few beings” that lived in the distant past. Darwin believed that living things have been modified primarily by natural selection acting on random variations—survival of the fittest. “I am convinced,” he wrote, “that Natural Selection has been the most important, but not the exclusive, means of modification.”6
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Survival of the hippest

“And I’ll survive, I will survive.”

 



—Gloria Gaynor



According to a 1998 booklet published by the U.S. National Academy of Sciences: “Organisms in nature typically produce more offspring than can survive and reproduce given the constraints of food, space, and other resources in the environment. These offspring often differ from one another in ways that are heritable—that is, they can pass on the differences genetically to their own offspring. If competing offspring have traits that are advantageous in a given environment, they will survive and pass on those traits. As differences continue to accumulate over generations,  populations of organisms diverge from their ancestors. This straightforward process . . . has led the earliest organisms on earth to diversify into all of the plants, animals, and microorganisms that exist today.”7


Although the origin of life is often included in discussions of evolution, Darwin’s theory applies only to living things. Darwin speculated that life may have started in “some warm little pond,” but beyond that he had little to say on the subject. It seems likely that the first cells were bacteria, but as Harvard biologist Marc W. Kirschner and Berkeley biologist John C. Gerhart wrote in 2005: “Everything about evolution before the bacteria-like life forms is sheer conjecture,” because “evidence is completely lacking about what preceded this early cellular ancestor.” In any case, Darwinism does not include the origin of life.8


Nineteenth-century Harvard botanist Asa Gray argued that biological evolution was guided by God. Gray advised Darwin to assume “that variation has been led along certain beneficial lines. Streams flowing over a sloping plain by gravitation (here the counterpart of natural selection) may have worn their actual channels as they flowed; yet their particular courses may have been assigned.”9



There isn’t a Church Lady in intelligent design

Intelligent design (ID) maintains that it is possible to infer from empirical evidence that some features of the natural world are best explained by an intelligent cause rather than unguided natural processes. Since ID relies on evidence rather than on Scripture or religious doctrines, it is not creationism or a form of religion.



Darwin wrote to Gray that he was “charmed” with the stream metaphor, but he concluded his next book, The Variation of Animals and Plants  Under Domestication, with an explicit rejection of Gray’s view. Using the metaphor of a house built with rocks found at the base of a cliff, Darwin explained: “The fragments of stone, though indispensable to the architect, bear to the edifice built by him the same relation which the fluctuating variations of each organic being bear to the varied and admirable structures ultimately acquired by its modified descendants.” Thus “in regard to the use to which the fragments may be put, their shape may be strictly said to be accidental.”10


In Darwin’s metaphor, of course, the architect is natural selection, though he insisted that “natural selection means only the preservation of variations which independently arise.” Darwin concluded: “There seems to be no more design in the variability of organic beings, and in the action of natural selection, than in the course which the winds blow.” Although “I cannot look at the universe as the result of blind chance,” he wrote, “yet I can see no evidence of beneficent design, or indeed of design of any kind, in the details.” He was “inclined to look at everything as resulting from designed laws, with the details, whether good or bad, left to the working out of what we may call chance.”11


Darwin did not know the origin of new variations, but modern Darwinists believe that DNA mutations supply them. In 1970, French molecular biologist Jacques Monod said that with the discovery of DNA’s structure and function, “and the understanding of the random physical basis of mutation that molecular biology has also provided, the mechanism of Darwinism is at last securely founded.” Monod concluded, “Man has to understand that he is a mere accident.”12


So living things may look as though they were designed, but if Darwinism is true then this is only an illusion. Oxford Darwinist Richard Dawkins even defines biology as “the study of complicated things that give the appearance of having been designed.” Design is only an appearance, he believes, because “the evidence of evolution reveals a universe without design.”13


Thus Darwinism consists of the following claims: (1) all living things are modified descendants of a common ancestor; (2) the principal mechanism of modification has been natural selection acting on undirected variations (originating in DNA mutations); and (3) unguided processes are sufficient to explain all features of living things—so design is an illusion.




Creation 

Like evolution, “creation” has many meanings. In its broadest sense it simply means making something new; human beings create lots of things. Even when “creation” involves a being who transcends the natural world, it can have many meanings, from creating out of nothing to fashioning things from pre-existing materials.

With regard to living things, a creator might have made all species in their present forms in a single instant. Or a creator might have established universal laws and stepped back to let nature take its course. Between these two extremes there are many possible views.
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The missing link is really a missing debate

“Define evolution as an issue of the history of the planet: as the way we try to understand change through time. The present is different from the past. Evolution happened; there is no debate within science as to whether it happened, and so on. I have used this approach at the college level.”

 



—Eugenie C. Scott



As we saw above, Charles Darwin was “inclined to look at everything as resulting from designed laws.” He also wrote in later editions of The Origin of Species that life may have “been originally breathed by the Creator into a few forms or into one.”14 If creation is defined to include the view that a creator designed the laws of the universe and intervened to make the first living cells, then even Darwin was a “creationist.”

In the present controversy, however, the term is usually reserved for biblical creation. According to a literal reading of  the first verses of Genesis, God created the universe and living things in six days a little over six thousand years ago. But even Christians disagree over the interpretation of the Genesis “days.” When Christian clergymen pioneered the modern study of geology in the early nineteenth century, many people interpreted Genesis to accommodate an old Earth. As a result, when Darwin published his theory in 1859 there was almost no opposition to it based on biblical chronology.15


What is now known as “young Earth creationism” did not rise to prominence until the middle of the twentieth century. Skirmishes between young Earth and old Earth creationists, and between both of these groups and the Darwinists, have been going on for decades, but they are not the source of the war declared by Time magazine in 2005.

The new war is not about evolution and creation, but about Darwinism and something called “intelligent design.” What is it that Pat Shipman calls “horribly frightening” and Marshall Berman says “threatens all of science and society”?




Intelligent Design 

According to the theory of intelligent design (ID), it is possible to infer from empirical evidence that some features of the natural world are best explained by an intelligent cause rather by than unguided processes. Although design arguments have a venerable history, the “ID movement,” as it is sometimes called, is quite recent. It originated with the publication of several books between 1984 and 1992 and a small meeting organized by Berkeley law professor Phillip E. Johnson near Monterey, California, in 1993.16


Seven things are worth noting before we proceed further. First, the word “intelligent” emphasizes that “design” in this case is not just a pattern, but a pattern produced by a mind that conceives and executes a plan. Any natural causes involved are guided by intelligence. Writing a  meaningful paragraph on a computer depends on various physiological, mechanical, and electronic processes, but without a mind directing them they would not produce the paragraph.

Second, ID is not a substitute for ignorance. If we don’t know the cause of something that does not mean it was designed. When we make design inferences—and all of us make them every day—we do so on the basis of evidence; the more evidence, the more reliable the design inference.

Third, since intelligent design relies on scientific evidence rather than on Scripture or religious doctrines, it is not biblical creationism. Intelligent design makes no claims about biblical chronology, and biblical creationists have clearly distinguished their views from ID. A person does not even need to believe in God to infer intelligent design in nature; otherwise, prominent atheist Antony Flew could not have been persuaded that the evidence in nature points to design.17


Fourth, ID does not tell us the identity of the designer. Although most proponents of ID believe that the designer is the God of the Bible, they acknowledge that this belief goes beyond the scientific evidence. Thus ID is not the same as nineteenth-century natural theology, which reasoned from nature to the attributes of God. Instead, ID restricts itself to a simple question: does the evidence point to design in nature? The answer to this question—whether yes or no—carries implications for religious belief, but the question can be asked and answered without presupposing those implications.

Fifth, ID does not claim that design must be optimal; something may be designed even if it is flawed. When automobile manufacturers recall defective vehicles, they are showing that those vehicles were badly designed, not that they were undesigned.

Sixth, intelligent design is compatible with some aspects of Darwinian evolution. ID does not deny the reality of variation and natural selection; it just denies that those phenomena can accomplish all that Darwinists claim they can accomplish. ID does not maintain that all species were created  in their present form; indeed, some ID advocates have no quarrel with the idea that all living things are descended from a common ancestor. ID challenges only the sufficiency of unguided natural processes and the Darwinian claim that design in living things is an illusion rather than a reality.

Finally, intelligent design can apply on two different levels. Design may be detectable in specific features of living things, but it may also be detectable in natural laws and the structure of the cosmos. Most people who consider themselves ID advocates maintain not only that design is empirically detectable in the cosmos as a whole, but also that some features of the natural world (such as the shapes of rocks at the base of a cliff) are not designed in the same sense that other features (such as the information in DNA) are designed.18
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Books That Started the Intelligent Design Movement


The Mystery of Life’s Origin, by Charles B. Thaxton, Walter L. Bradley, and Roger L. Olsen; Dallas, TX: Lewis and Stanley, 1984.

 



 




Evolution: A Theory in Crisis, by Michael Denton; Bethesda, MD: Adler & Adler, 1985.

 



 




Darwin on Trial, second edition, by Phillip E. Johnson; Downer’s Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1993.






War of the Words 

The many meanings of “evolution” are frequently exploited by Darwinists to distract their critics. Eugenie Scott recommends: “Define evolution as an issue of the history of the planet: as the way we try to understand change through time. The present is different from the past. Evolution happened, there is no debate within science as to whether it happened, and so on ... I have used this approach at the college level.”19


Of course, no college student—indeed, no grade-school dropout—doubts that “the present is different from the past.” Once Scott gets them nodding in agreement, she gradually introduces them to “The Big Idea” that all species—including monkeys and humans—are related through  descent from a common ancestor. “Darwin called this ‘descent with modification, ’ and it is still the best definition of evolution we can use.”20


This tactic is called “equivocation”—changing the meaning of a term in the middle of an argument. Another tactic is to revise the history of science to discredit troublesome terminology. Harvard sociobiologist Edward O. Wilson recently claimed that the word “Darwinism” was coined by enemies of Darwin to make him look bad. “It’s a rhetorical device to make evolution seem like a kind of faith, like ‘Maoism’,” said Wilson in Newsweek  in November 2005. “Scientists,” Wilson added, “don’t call it Darwinism.”21


Yet according to the Oxford English Dictionary, Thomas Henry Huxley (Darwin’s most famous defender in Britain) used “Darwinism” in 1864 to describe Charles Darwin’s theory. In 1876, Harvard botanist Asa Gray (who despite their disagreement over whether evolution was guided was Darwin’s most ardent defender in America) published Darwiniana: Essays and Reviews Pertaining to Darwinism, and in 1889 natural selection’s co-discoverer Alfred Russel Wallace published Darwinism: An Exposition of the Theory of Natural Selection. Two of Wilson’s former Harvard colleagues, evolutionary biologists Ernst Mayr and Stephen Jay Gould, used the word extensively in their scientific writings, and recent science journals carry articles with titles such as “Darwinism and Immunology” and “The Integration of Darwinism and Evolutionary Morphology.”22


Some people sugarcoat Darwinism to slip it down the throats of unsuspecting college students, while others falsely claim that the term is a creationist fabrication.
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Books You’re Not Supposed to Read


By Design or by Chance? The Growing Controversy on the Origins of Life in the Universe , by Denyse O’Leary; Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Books, 2004.

 



 




Doubts About Darwin: A History of Intelligent Design, by Thomas Woodward; Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2004.

 



 




A Meaningful World: How the Arts and Sciences Reveal the Genius of Nature, by Benjamin Wiker and Jonathan Witt; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2006.




Another source of confusion in the controversy is that intelligent design is often mis-defined. The most common definition of ID in the news media is that some aspects of nature are so complex they must have been designed. (Chapter Eight will explain in detail why this definition is incorrect.)


Websites You’re Not Supposed to Visit

http://www.discovery.org/csc/

http://www.arn.org/

http://www.designinference.com/

http://www.uncommondescent.com/

http://www.iscid.org/

http://www.designorchance.com/

http://www.idthefuture.com/



Wrong definitions such as this may be simply due to misunderstanding, but some Darwinists deliberately mis-define ID in order to discredit it. For example, philosopher Robert T. Pennock insists on calling ID “intelligent design creationism.” Although (as we saw above) even Charles Darwin was a creationist by some definitions, calling ID “intelligent design creationism” in the context of the present controversy misleads people to confuse ID with biblical religion. For example, in 2005 science writer Matt Ridley called intelligent design “merely a dishonest attempt to repackage a literal interpretation of the Bible as science.” University of Wisconsin (Madison) historian Ronald L. Numbers, an expert on creationism and a critic of intelligent design, says that it is inaccurate to call ID creationism—though it is the easiest way to discredit it.23


Despite all the honest confusion and dishonest misinformation, it isn’t difficult to understand the issues in the war between Darwinism and intelligent design. We’ll take them up one at a time in the chapters that follow.

According to the eminent Italian geneticist and Darwin critic Giuseppe Sermonti, “Darwinism is the politically correct of science.” And according to Darwinists, intelligent design is a “horribly frightening” threat “to all of science and society.” Since the book you now hold in your hands criticizes Darwinism and defends intelligent design, it is not only politically incorrect, but also politically dangerous.





Chapter Two

[image: 010]


WHAT THE FOSSIL RECORD REALLY SAYS



In 1998 and 1999, the U.S. National Academy of Sciences published two booklets defending Darwin’s theory of evolution. According to the 1998 booklet, fossils provide the first of “several compelling lines of evidence that demonstrate beyond any reasonable doubt” that all living things are modified descendants of a common ancestor. The 1999 booklet claims that the theory has been “thoroughly tested and confirmed” by several categories of evidence—first of all the fossil record, which “provides consistent evidence of systematic change through time—of descent with modification.”1


Many biology textbooks take the same line. In its section on “Evidence of Evolution,” the widely used high school textbook Prentice Hall Biology  gives the fossil record top billing and concludes: “By examining fossils from sequential layers of rock, one could view how a species had changed and produced different species over time.”2


Fossils certainly prove that the Earth was once populated by creatures that are no longer with us. The fossil record also provides evidence that the history of life has passed through several stages, only the most recent of which includes us. For most pre-Darwinian geologists, the fossil record also counted against a literal six thousand year age for the Earth—though not against a recent creation of human beings.


Guess what?


[image: 011]The most striking feature of the animal fossil record, the Cambrian explosion, turns Darwin’s theory upside down.


[image: 012] Darwinists claim they have found the missing links between land mammals and whales, but they admit that none of the links could be ancestors of the others.


[image: 013] It is impossible, in principle, to show that any two fossils are genealogically related.



Do fossils also provide evidence for Darwin’s theory that all living things are modified descendants of a common ancestor?




Darwin’s Tree of Life 

Imagine having a “chronoscope” that would enable you to peer back in time to the origin of the first animal—perhaps a primitive sponge. The sponge makes more sponges like itself, and (if Darwin’s theory is true) after thousands of generations this sponge population splits into two different kinds of sponges, which we call separate species. After millions more generations and the origin of a few more species, some species become so different from each other that we group them into two genera (plural of “genus”). After countless more generations, the differences increase to the point where some genera are so different from each other that we divide them into two families. As differences continue to accumulate we eventually group various families into two or more orders, and various orders into two or more classes. Despite all the generations and all the differences, however, we might still have only sponges.

Then another major type of animal emerges—perhaps a jellyfish. This animal would be so radically different from the others that we wouldn’t consider it just another class of sponge, but an entirely new category—a “phylum” (plural “phyla”). This pattern of gradual divergence from a common ancestor, with major differences arising only after a long accumulation of minor differences, is how Darwin envisioned evolution. “By the theory of natural selection,” he wrote, “all living species have been connected with the parent-species of each genus, by differences not greater than we see between the natural and domestic varieties of the same species at the present day.” According to Darwin’s theory, if we could have observed the process of animal evolution “the number of intermediate and transitional links, between all living and extinct species, must have been inconceivably great.”3


Those transitional links would have formed a branching pattern that Darwin called “the great Tree of Life.” He illustrated this with a sketch in  The Origin of Species. (Figure 1.)

If the “A” at the lower left in Darwin’s illustration were the primitive sponge from which all other animals descended, most of the branches above it would still be sponges. The major differences—the phyla—would appear only at the top, after a long history of branching due to the accumulation of minor differences.

Modern biologists recognize several dozen animal phyla based on major differences in body plans. There are over a dozen phyla of worms alone, but there are even more striking differences between worms and mollusks (clams and octopuses), echinoderms (starfish and sea urchins), arthropods (lobsters and insects), and vertebrates (fish, amphibians, reptiles, birds, and mammals). If Darwin’s theory were true, then these major differences should make their appearance at the top of his great Tree of Life.

[image: 014]


FIGURE 1. Darwin’s Tree of Life

 



The oldest stage is at the bottom; the newest is at the top. The horizontal lines are separated by thousands or millions of generations.

But the fossil record shows exactly the opposite.




The Cambrian Explosion 

When Darwin wrote The Origin of Species, the oldest known fossils were from a geological period known as the Cambrian, named after rocks in Cambria, Wales. But the Cambrian fossil record doesn’t start with one or a few species that diverged gradually over millions of years into genera, then families, then orders, then classes, then phyla. Instead, most of the major animal phyla—and many of the major classes within them—appear together abruptly in the Cambrian, fully formed.

According to modern paleontologists James Valentine, Stanley Awramik, Philip Signor, and Peter Sadler, the appearance of the major animal phyla near the beginning of the Cambrian is “the single most spectacular phenomenon evident in the fossil record.” The phenomenon is so dramatic that it has become known as the “Cambrian explosion,” or “biology’s Big Bang.”4


Darwin was to some extent aware of this, and he called it a “serious” problem which “at present must remain inexplicable; and may be truly urged as a valid argument against the views here entertained.” He discounted the problem by arguing that the innumerable transitional forms required by his theory must have existed, but they were either too small or too delicate to have been preserved in the fossil record. Many of Darwin’s followers have relied on the same argument.5


In the past few decades, however, paleontologists have discovered microfossils of tiny bacteria in rocks estimated to be billions of years  older than the Cambrian. Furthermore, detailed studies of fossils from the Cambrian explosion itself show that many of them were soft-bodied. According to Cambridge University paleontologist Simon Conway Morris: “These remarkable [Cambrian] fossils reveal not only their outlines but sometimes even internal organs such as the intestines or muscles.” University of California–Los Angeles paleobiologist William Schopf wrote in 1994: “The long-held notion that Precambrian organisms must have been too small or too delicate to have been preserved in geological materials . . . [is] now recognized as incorrect.”6


Valentine and his colleagues agree that the Cambrian explosion “is real; it is too big to be masked by flaws in the fossil record.” Indeed, as more fossils are discovered it becomes clear that the Cambrian explosion was “even more abrupt and extensive than previously envisioned.”7


So the major phylum-level differences that Darwin predicted would appear last in the fossil record actually appeared first. Instead of proceeding from the bottom up, it seems that animal evolution—in the words of Valentine and his colleagues—“has by and large proceeded from the ‘top down’.” Paleontologist Harry Whittington, who pioneered the modern study of the Cambrian explosion in the Burgess Shale of Canada, wrote in 1985: “I look skeptically upon diagrams that show the branching diversity of animal life through time, and come down at the base to a single kind of animal ... Animals may have originated more than once, in different places and at different times.”8
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What Darwin said

“The manner in which species belonging to several of the main divisions of the animal kingdom suddenly appear in the lowest known fossiliferous rocks . . . may be truly urged as a valid argument against the views here entertained.”

 




—Charles Darwin,
 The Origin of Species




Nevertheless, most paleontologists—including Valentine and his colleagues—do not regard the Cambrian explosion as a refutation of Darwinian evolution. Indeed, Valentine recently reaffirmed his  conviction that “Darwin was correct in his conclusions that all living things have descended from a common ancestor.”9


Whatever the source of the Darwinists’ conviction may be, it cannot be the Cambrian fossil evidence. They can only affirm their belief in Darwinian evolution in spite of the Cambrian fossil record, not because of it.




A Whale of a Story 

As far as fossil evidence is concerned, the Cambrian explosion may be Darwinism’s worst-case scenario. In the interest of fairness and truth, however, we should also look at what many Darwinists consider to be their best-case scenario.


What Friday the 13th and the fossil record have in common

“The phrase ‘the fossil record’ sounds impressive and authoritative. As used by some persons it becomes, as intended, intimidating, taking on the aura of esoteric truth as expounded by an elite class of specialists. But what is it, really, this fossil record? Only data in search of interpretation. All claims to the contrary that I know, and I know of several, are so much superstition.”

 



—Fossil expert
 Gareth Nelson, 1978



Land animals did not appear until long after the Cambrian period, and mammals did not appear until long after that. The fossil record shows only land mammals until after the extinction of the dinosaurs, but sometime after that whales appeared.

Fossils of dolphin-like dorudons and serpent-like basilosaurs were known even before Darwin published The Origin of Species. Both of these animals appear to have been fully aquatic. In 1983, a mammalian fossil skull was discovered in Pakistan that had some features suggestive of a whale, but the animal appears to have been a land-dweller.10  Considering the large number of changes in anatomy and physiology that would be needed to turn a land mammal into a whale,  many critics of Darwinism have argued that the absence of transitional forms between terrestrial and aquatic mammals is a serious problem for evolutionary theory.

According to the 1993 edition of the book Of Pandas and People,  which criticizes Darwinism and defends intelligent design: “The extreme rarity of fossil transitional forms between the various types of plants, and the various types of animals, is a vexing problem for Darwinian thought.” In particular, the book mentions whales: “Darwinists believe that whales evolved from a land mammal. The problem is that there are no clear transitional fossils linking land mammals to whales.”11


The very next year, however, paleontologist Hans Thewissen and his colleagues reported the discovery in Pakistan of a fossil with characteristics intermediate between a land mammal and a whale. The animal had legs that would have enabled it to walk on land, like a modern sea lion, but it also had a long tail that would have enabled it to swim like a sea otter. Thewissen and his colleagues called their find Ambulocetus natans, or “swimming walking whale.” A few months later, paleontologist Philip D. Gingerich and his colleagues discovered a slightly younger fossil in Pakistan that had some features intermediate between Ambulocetus and modern whales.12


Stephen Jay Gould called this “the sweetest series of transitional fossils an evolutionist could ever hope to find.” Gould wrote: “This sequential discovery of picture-perfect intermediacy in the evolution of whales stands as a triumph in the history of paleontology. I cannot imagine a better tale for popular presentation of science or a more satisfying, and intellectually based, political victory over lingering creationist opposition.”13


But no paleontologist worth his rocks—including Stephen Jay Gould—would claim that the series of whale fossils represents an actual lineage, because none of the animals could conceivably have given birth to any of the others. According to Berkeley paleontologist Kevin Padian, all of the fossil whales have “distinguishing characteristics, which they would have  to lose in order to be considered direct ancestors of other known forms.”14  At best, each of the fossils represents a terminal side branch on the whales’ tree of life. For example, in Figure 1, “the sweetest series of transitional fossils an evolutionist could ever hope to find” might occupy the branch-tips labeled s2, i4, k8, and l8. Darwinists acknowledge that not one of them would be in the “m” lineage leading to the modern whale, m10.15


So the evidence from fossil whales is far better than the evidence from Cambrian fossils, but it still falls short of providing evidence for descent with modification. If one assumes that Darwin’s theory is true, fossils showing features that appear to be intermediate between land mammals and whales can be placed in a series, but it is not a series of ancestors and descendants.

It turns out that the problem with fossils is not that transitional links are missing, but that fossil evidence in principle cannot provide evidence for descent with modification.




Bedtime Stories 
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How to put students to sleep: fossils

“No fossil is buried with its birth certificate. That, and the scarcity of fossils, means that it is effectively impossible to link fossils into chains of cause and effect in any valid way.... To take a line of fossils and claim that they represent a lineage is not a scientific hypothesis that can be tested, but an assertion that carries the same validity as a bedtime story—amusing, perhaps even instructive, but not scientific.”

 



—Evolutionary biologist Henry Gee, 1999



In 1990, Ohio State University biologist Tim Berra published a book intended to refute critics of Darwinian evolution. To illustrate how the  fossil record provides evidence for Darwin’s theory of descent with modification, Berra used pictures of various models of Corvette automobiles. “If you compare a 1953 and a 1954 Corvette, side by side,” he wrote, “then a 1954 and a 1955 model, and so on, the descent with modification is overwhelmingly obvious.” But “descent” in Darwin’s theory means biological continuity through the same reproductive processes we observe in living things today: fertilization, development and birth. Automobiles are made, not born. Corvettes actually prove the opposite of what Berra intended—namely, that a succession of similarities does not, in and of itself—provide evidence for biological descent with modification. Darwin critic Phillip E. Johnson calls this “Berra’s Blunder.”16


Even in the case of living things, which do show descent with modification within existing species, fossils cannot be used to establish ancestor-descendant relationships. Imagine finding two human skeletons in your back yard, one about thirty years older than the other. Was the older individual the parent of the younger? Without written genealogical records and identifying marks it is impossible to answer the question. And in this case we’re dealing with two skeletons from the same species that are only a generation apart.

So even if we had a fossil representing every generation and every imaginable intermediate between land mammals and whales—if there were no missing links whatsoever, it would still be impossible in principle  to establish ancestor-descendant relationships. At most, we could say that between land mammals and whales there are many intermediate steps; we could not conclude from the fossil record alone that any one step was descended from the one before it.

In 1978, fossil expert Gareth Nelson, of the American Museum of Natural History in New York, wrote: “The idea that one can go to the fossil record and expect to empirically recover an ancestor-descendant sequence, be it of species, genera, families, or whatever, has been, and continues to be, a pernicious illusion.”17



Nature science writer Henry Gee doesn’t doubt Darwinian evolution, but he candidly admits that we can’t infer descent with modification from fossils. “No fossil is buried with its birth certificate,” he wrote in 1999. “That, and the scarcity of fossils, means that it is effectively impossible to link fossils into chains of cause and effect in any valid way.” According to Gee, we call new fossil discoveries missing links “as if the chain of ancestry and descent were a real object for our contemplation, and not what it really is: a completely human invention created after the fact, shaped to accord with human prejudices.” He concluded: “To take a line of fossils and claim that they represent a lineage is not a scientific hypothesis that can be tested, but an assertion that carries the same validity as a bedtime story—amusing, perhaps even instructive, but not scientific.”18


For many years, the California Academy of Sciences in San Francisco proudly featured a museum exhibit about Darwinism. Some of the fossils on display were so small that that magnifying glasses were positioned over them so curious schoolchildren could see them clearly. As visitors exited the museum they were treated to a “Hard Facts Wall,” which showed an evolutionary tree of major animal groups. At each branch point in the tree—supposedly signifying the common ancestor of the branches above it—was a magnifying glass like those used elsewhere in the exhibit. Anyone who looked closely, however, could see that the magnifying glasses in this display had nothing under them. Visitors were expected to imagine common ancestors.19



[image: 017]

A Book You’re Not Supposed to Read


Icons of Evolution: Why Much of What We Teach About Evolution Is Wrong, by Jonathan Wells; Washington, DC: Regnery Publishing, 2002.



Of course, one can assume that Darwin’s theory is true, and then try to fit the fossil evidence into the picture suggested by that theory. There’s nothing unreasonable about this—but let’s state the reasoning up front: Theory rules, even without evidence. Fossils cannot provide evidence for descent with modification even when they’re from the same  species, much less when they’re from entirely different species. Any claim to the contrary is just “a pernicious illusion” or “a bedtime story.”




Want to Start a Barroom Fight? 

Nevertheless, according to paleontologists Kevin Padian and Kenneth D. Angielczyk, it is “illogical to use the fossil record as a basis to assert ignorance of evolutionary patterns and processes.” In a 1999 article arguing that the rarity of transitional fossils does not count as evidence against Darwinism, Padian and Angielczyk wrote: “Want to start a barroom fight? Ask another patron if he can produce proof of his unbroken patrilineal ancestry for the last four hundred years. Failing your challenge, the legitimacy of his birth is to be brought into question. At this insinuation, tables are overturned, convivial beverages spilled, and bottles fly. Not fair, claims the gentle reader. This goes beyond illogic to impoliteness, because you are not only placing on the other patron an unreasonable burden of proof, you are questioning his integrity if he fails. But isn’t that what creationists do when they claim that our picture of evolution in the fossil record must be fraudulent because we have so many gaps between forms?”20


Yet Padian and Angielczyk have it exactly backwards.

Imagine this: A Berkeley professor walks into a bar and goes up to a guy who’s peacefully sipping a beer. The professor looks down at the guy and declares with an air of authority: “You are the lineal descendant of a worm.” The guy stands up, tempted to deck this bozo right then and there, but he’s in a good mood and decides to play along. “Look,” the guy says, “I’ve read about this Darwin stuff in the papers, but what makes you think you can tell me who I’m descended from? I don’t even know anything about my great-great-grandparents, except that they were Irish. And here you are, claiming to know that one of their ancestors was a worm? Are you just trying to start a fight?”

“Look,” says the professor, quoting comedian Lewis Black as his authority, “I’m right, and I don’t have to argue this point any more. Fossils. Fossils. FOSSILS! I win.”21






Chapter Three

[image: 018]

WHY YOU DIDN’T “EVOLVE” IN YOUR MOTHER’S WOMB


Darwin knew that the fossil record was not good enough to establish his theory of descent with modification. He believed that his best evidence came not from fossils, but from embryos. “It seems to me,” Darwin wrote in The Origin of Species, “the leading facts in embryology, which are second to none in importance, are explained on the principle of variations in the many descendants from some one ancient progenitor.” And those leading facts, according to him, were that “the embryos of the most distinct species belonging to the same class are closely similar, but become, when fully developed, widely dissimilar.” Darwin even believed that early embryos “show us, more or less completely, the condition of the progenitor of the whole group in its adult state.” He considered this “by far the strongest single class of facts in favor of” his theory.1



Guess what?


[image: 019]Darwin thought the strongest evidence for his theory was that vertebrate embryos are most similar in their earliest stages; the problem is, they’re not.


[image: 020]Faked embryo drawings are still used in some modern biology textbooks as “evidence” for Darwin’s theory.


[image: 021]Scientists have never been able to produce Darwinian evolution by mutating an embryo.






Darwin’s Strongest Evidence 

Several decades before Darwin published The Origin of Species, German embryologist Karl Ernst von Baer had shown that the embryos of some vertebrates (animals with backbones) pass through a stage at which they look very much alike. The idea that vertebrates start out looking very similar as early embryos and then become progressively more different as  they develop into adults became known as “von Baer’s law,” though von Baer himself knew of many exceptions to it.2


[image: 022]

FIGURE 2.

Haeckel’s Embryo Drawings

 



The embryos are (left to right) fish, salamander, tortoise, chick, hog, calf, rabbit, and human. The top row has been faked, and the four right-hand columns are all from the same order of mammals. This version of Haeckel’s drawings is from Georges Romanes’s 1892 book Darwinism Illustrated.


Von Baer did not regard embryology as evidence for evolution. When Darwin proposed his theory, von Baer explicitly rejected the claim that the various classes of vertebrates (i.e., fishes, amphibians, reptiles, birds, and mammals) were descended from a common ancestor. According to historian of science Timothy Lenoir, von Baer criticized Darwinists for having “already accepted the Darwinian evolutionary hypothesis as true before they set to the task of observing embryos.”3


Yet, in what historian of science Frederick Churchill calls “one of the ironies of nineteenth-century biology,” von Baer’s view “was confounded with and then transformed into” the evolutionary doctrine that the embryos of higher organisms pass through the adult forms of lower organisms in the course of their development. It was this evolutionary distortion of von Baer’s work that Darwin considered the strongest evidence for his theory.4


In the 1860s, German Darwinist Ernst Haeckel (pronounced “heckle”) made some drawings to illustrate this distorted view, and Darwin relied on the drawings in later editions of The Origin of Species and in The Descent of Man (1871). Haeckel’s embryo drawings, in one form or another, have since been reprinted in millions of biology textbooks, which use them as evidence for Darwinism. (Figure 2)

But Haeckel faked his drawings. The embryos in the top row are not nearly as similar as he made them out to be; for more accurate drawings, see the next-to-bottom row in Figure 3. Furthermore, Haeckel was very selective in his choice of embryos. The four right-hand columns are all from the same order of mammals. Haeckel omitted embryos from the other two orders of mammals that include platypuses and kangaroos. He also omitted the two classes of vertebrates that include lampreys and sharks, and the order of amphibians that includes frogs—all of which look quite different from the groups portrayed here.5
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