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I. What are creationists

A. Evolution is not a scientific controversy

B. Other fields that rely on the correct age of the earth

II. Creationists misrepresenting science

A. Darwin/Dawkins on the evolution of the eye

B. Talkorigins.org on moon dust

III. The “Hired Guns” of Creationism (Craig and Hovind)

A. Kent Hovind’s bogus challenge

i. Evolution is not cosmology or abiogenesis

ii. Impartial judges?

B. 300 lies page

IV. Why we should care

The last time I appeared on the Atheist Experience, I talked about fun Atheist resources on the internet.  This time I have prepared a slightly more serious talk, on the subject of Creation Science.  As before, I have provided a list of internet links that are of interest to the subject, and these may be found at http://rglasser.home.texas.net/atheism .

Creation Scientists are a small group of highly vocal Fundamentalists who claim to use science to demonstrate the literal truth of the Bible.  They believe that the Earth and the universe are 6000 years old, that evolution is a myth, and that either the subject of evolution should be removed from science classes, or creation ought to be taught side by side.

I am not primarily here to speak in defense of evolution.  In fact, although creationists try to present evolution as if it were a truly controversial scientific subject, whose validity is the subject of continuous violent disagreement, the truth is almost exactly the opposite.  Except for this small faction of Fundamentalists, scientists are completely united in recognizing that the universe is in fact between ten and twenty billion years old, and that the lineage of any two species on earth can be traced to a common ancestor.

Not only is this a non-issue, but the question has a much farther reach than biology.  The fact that the universe is billions of years old is a reality that is crucial to a huge variety of disciplines, including genetics, physics, astronomy, geology, archeology, and history.

For instance, if the earth is indeed 6000 years old then the history of the dinosaurs is slightly changed.  Instead of living 65 million years ago, and dying out long before we entered the picture, which is commonly known to just about everyone, dinosaurs now cohabited with humans in a Flintstones world.  In fact, Creationists will go so far as to tell you that the dinosaurs were still alive during the middle ages, which is why we have myths about dragons.  Yes folks, dragons were real, as anyone at the Institute for Creation Research will tell you.

When I looked up the Stone Age in the Encyclopedia Britannica – which I think most people would agree is a pretty reliable source of information – I learned that man first learned to use tools about 600,000 years ago.  Whoops!  That’s a time span about a hundred times too long for the world to exist.  I also learned that historians place the first farming cultures around 7,000 or 8,000 B.C.  Darn!  That’s still about 4,000 years too early.  You don’t have to reject God to agree with the fact that the earth isn’t 6,000 years old.  Only the most strictly literal interpretation of the Bible insists that the first seven days had to be actual days, and that the first two humans were just poofed into existence in the same week as the rest of the animals.  Unfortunately, by agreeing with that, you wind up claiming that the majority of human knowledge about science, technology and history has to be thrown out.  And for arguments like this “dinosaurs were dragons” theory, and “human history only dates as far back as we have written records” -- THAT’S why Creationists are laughed at in scientific circles, not because they believe in the Bible.  To the Creationist, this is evidence for a vast scientific conspiracy against them, and their excuse for never publishing their theories in mainstream, peer-reviewed scientific journals.

Break for calls at this point.
What really concerns me about Creationists is reading about some of the tactics that they use to support their position.  In a scientific debate, no one can expect to be right all the time.  Invariably, new facts will come to light, or you will realize that you have done incomplete research, and your point of view will have to shift around a bit.  This is the nature of science.  But when you hear a Creationist debate, you will constantly hear quotations out of context, scientific claims that are old or obsolete, and information that is just plain wrong.  These could be attributed to mistakes, if they were not used so persistently after being corrected time and again.  They seem to be deliberate deceptions instead.

A prime example of this is Darwin’s well-known quotation about the eye.  Every creationist loves the opportunity to quote Darwin and prove that he didn’t really believe his own theory.  In The Origin of the Species, Darwin made this statement: “To suppose that the eye with all its inimitable contrivances for adjusting the focus to different distances, for admitting different amounts of light, and for the correction of spherical and chromatic aberration, could have been formed by natural selection, seems, I freely confess, absurd in the highest degree.”  This quote is often flaunted as “evidence” that some things are just too hard for evolution to explain.  There are two problems with the Creationist viewpoint here, however.  First, this quote is always misused and Darwin’s intentions wrongly interpreted.  If you go on to the very next sentence, it becomes clear that Darwin is saying, For the eye to have evolved seems to be absurd, but it isn’t and here is how one could explain it.  He ends the statement with: “…the difficulty of believing that a perfect and complex eye could be formed by natural selection, should not be considered as subversive of the theory.”

Note: because of time restrictions I will not read the entire quote on the air, but here it is in the paper.

"To suppose that the eye with all its inimitable contrivances for adjusting the focus to different distances, for admitting different amounts of light, and for the correction of Spherical and chromatic aberration, could have been formed by natural selection, seems, I freely confess, absurd in the highest degree. When it was first said that the sun stood still and the world turned round, the common sense of mankind declared the doctrine false; but the old saying of Vox populi, vox Dei ["the voice of the people = the voice of God "], as every philosopher knows, cannot be trusted in science. Reason tells me, that if numerous gradations from a simple and imperfect eye to one complex and perfect can be shown to exist, each grade being useful to its possessor, as is certain the case; if further, the eye ever varies and the variations be inherited, as is likewise certainly the case; and if such variations should be useful to any animal under changing conditions of life, then the difficulty of believing that a perfect and complex eye could be formed by natural selection, should not be considered as subversive of the theory."
The second problem is that Darwin lived 150 years ago, and even if he did think there was a problem understanding the origin of the eye, that doesn’t mean there would still be one.  Science never stands still.  Richard Dawkins, in his excellent books The Blind Watchmaker and Climbing Mount Improbable, gives interesting, detailed discussions about the steps and developments that the eye could have gone through, illustrated with examples from real modern animals with different sorts of eyes.

The same thing applies to arguments about the fossil record in Darwin’s time: Even if Darwin believed that the fossil record was insufficient to demonstrate evolution at the time he wrote it, that doesn’t mean it’s still insufficient.  For example, only a few years after Darwin published, geologists managed to put together a complete documented fossil lineage for the horse.  Today, there are a wealth of transitional fossil forms available.  Archeology is not longer a young science.  Yet Creationists are constantly treating scientific statements as factual and permanent when they were discredited years ago.

Note: When I first went on the show on 5/14, we decided the presentation was too long to be read in one show, so I stopped at this point and picked the discussion up the following week.
Today I’m going to finish the discussion that I started on Creation Science last week.  Let me recap our last discussion briefly.  First I talked about the fact that Creationism, the belief that the earth was created 6,000 years ago in one literal week, isn’t really a science.  Contrary to some popular belief, evolution is a well-established scientific principle that is not experience any opposition among mainstream scientists.  It is only portrayed as a controversy by a very small group of fundamentalists.

I started to talk about some of the underhanded tactics that Creationists use, such as using misquotations from Darwin about the eye, relying on outdated or obsolete science, or just making up false claims like “no transitional fossils have ever been found.”  Then we had some callers who did a great job of proving my point.  They started arguing with us that the fossils that are in museums are fakes.  Arlo mentioned the fossils he saw at the Smithsonian Institute last year, and the caller was arguing that they must have been designed by artists.  This is so typical of the kind of ad hoc explanations that Creationists use to prove their point.  Forget truth, as long as we can convince people to take the Bible literally!  Any inconvenient facts which come up can always be explained away somehow.

Here’s one of my favorite examples of Creationists misusing scientific knowledge.  It’s an argument about moon dust.  According to Henry Morris writing in 1974, a scientist named Hans Pettersson once made an estimate of the amount of meteoric dust that falls on the moon each year.  Based on these calculations, Morris claims that the dust should have been over 100 feet deep if it had been around for billions of years.  He then goes on to claim that NASA scientists considered this a big problem, and they worried that moon landers might sink into the dust.  Of course, when they actually got there it was discovered that the moon dust was less than an inch thick – supposedly proving that the moon was less than 6000 years old.

I have heard creationists STILL using that argument, even in the last few months.  But here’s what they don’t tell you.  That calculation was made in the 1950’s, using some faulty assumptions to make the estimate.  Pettersson called his original calculation an upper limit, and later his mistake was recognized and recalculated.  The new calculation demonstrated that there would indeed be less than an inch of dust expected.  In a 1993 paper by Snelling and Rush, the creationists themselves disavowed this argument, stating that it doesn’t work.  And yet, in spite of this, the same argument keeps popping up over and over again in every creationist debate!  This demonstrates that there is very little accountability and almost no respect for truth in Creation Science.

You might think that coming up with all these fake arguments and bad science would be a full time job.  And you’d be right.  There are a number of professional, full-time Creationists – “hired guns”, if you will, who make it their job to go around the country debating scientists and making it look as if evolution is just a silly, outdated dogma.  A couple of well-known names in this area are William Lane Craig and Kent Hovind.  These are not scientists, of course: they are highly charismatic public speakers with a gift for presenting rhetoric in a way that is appealing to less educated audiences.  When they debate, they invariably find local opponents who are small time science professors and such.  Now, most professors are presumed to be good at explaining a complex subject, but they are also accustomed to intellectual honesty and tend to be ill prepared for the flood of lies that a creation scientist will emit.

If you ever watched these debates, you’d notice that they all have a rather peculiar format.  Both sides get an equal amount of time, so it probably looks fair.  But what you’d notice is that the debate always goes something like this.  The scientist gets to speak for a long time, say, 45 minutes to an hour.  Then the creationist speaks for the same amount of time.  Then the scientist speaks for a short time, like 15 minutes.  Then the creationist speaks for a short time.  Then there are shorter rebuttal periods, a question and answer period, and then both sides make their closing statements.  The creationist always speaks last.

Look again.  Did you miss what happened?  The scientist, speaking first, talks in a complete vacuum, not knowing what the creationist is going to say.  The creationist can take his time responding to the major points of the scientist’s presentation, then launches into an all-out attack on evolution.  During this time, the creationist’s objective is to fire off as many doubts and lies about evolution as he possibly can.  So he’ll bring up Darwin’s wrong quote about the eye, he’ll bring up moon dust, he’ll pull out this phony argument about the Second Law of Thermodynamics that creationists love so much… anything and everything he’s got in his bag of tricks.  The scientist is given about 1/3 that amount of time to try to respond to all that.  Of course no one can answer every single point brought up in 45 minutes while speaking for 15 minutes.  So naturally, certain arguments are left untouched, the creationist uses his closing statement to claim that his objections are unanswerable, and the audience is left with the impression that SOME of the unanswered objections must be valid.

Add to this the fact that creationists host the debates, publicize them widely among local churches, and make sure that the audience is mostly filled with members who are already inclined to be hostile toward the evolution side, and maybe you can understand why some scientists, such as Stephen J. Gould and Richard Dawkins, absolutely refuse to have public debates with creationists.  Creationists rarely get involved in written debates, because then the scientist could actually tell his readers to go look up a reference proving that the claims are all lies.

Break for calls.
I mentioned Kent Hovind earlier as an example of a “hired gun” for creationism.  Here’s something interesting.  Kent Hovind has issued a formal challenge for anyone to “prove” evolution before an impartial group of scientists.  You can read about it on his website, drdino.com.  On the face of it, this appears to be a legitimate offer to pay $250,000 to anyone who can provide a convincing proof that evolution through natural selection occurs.  It is similar in spirit to the Amazing Randi’s challenge to prove the supernatural.  Hovind, of course, can go around the country stating that nobody has ever collected the money, therefore obviously evolution is flawed.

But the challenge is entirely bogus, for a couple of reasons.  First, the concept it portrays as evolution is imaginary.  Hovind asks you to prove, among other things, that the universe and the planets evolved through natural selection, and that life evolves from non-life.  Sorry, Kent, but planets don’t evolve.  The theory of evolution only describes things that can reproduce!  Neither does evolution have anything to do with abiogenesis.  The theory of evolution begins with simple, self-replicating organisms and explains a way that they can become more complex and diverse.  Say that God created the first single celled organism if you want, and you’ve reconciled the theory of evolution with Genesis.  When creationists claim that evolution is anything but the diversification of life, they are either lying through their teeth, or displaying a complete ignorance of the scientific principles that they claim to oppose.  So of course no one can possibly win this challenge, because it asks them to prove something which isn’t true.

The second reason Hovind’s challenge is flawed is because we have no idea who his supposedly “impartial” witnesses are.  Hovind has never offered any names; in fact he has repeatedly dodged the question when it was put to him directly.  What can we assume except that submissions are to be judged by a panel of professing Fundamentalists, who will immediately reject anything that crosses their table?

There is an interesting essay on my link page which chronicles one person’s attempt to lay ground rules and claim the reward.  On another site, there is also a detailed reading of one of Hovind’s texts that goes through and points out obvious factual errors.  It is called “300 lies by Kent Hovind.”  It is both fascinating and disturbing to see how many flat out lies a creationist can tell in such a short space.

Faced with the underhanded tactics of Creation Science, many people throw up their hands and ignore the issue entirely.  Like the Kansas Board of Education did last year, they sometimes find it easier to just give in and stop teaching the subject of evolution.  I believe that is a grave mistake.

What parents and teachers need to understand is that evolution is the central point of Biology.  Without it, nothing else makes sense.  It would be like trying to teach physics without Newton’s laws of motion.  I know this first-hand: I took high school biology from a teacher who skipped evolution.  I hated every minute of it.  To me, biology was a random collection of facts to be memorized.  It wasn’t until I got to college and took a course specifically on evolution that the subject became at all interesting to me; that it started to look like an actual science.  And in later life, as I’ve read books and discussions on the subject, I’ve developed a new fascination for the subject.  Evolution makes the history of life come alive.  I urge people not to let Creationists get away with what they’re trying to accomplish.

