I It's Supernaturd It Isn't Science
Posted by Paul Walsh on 12/31/2004

"National mediaattention focused on suburban Cobb County, Ga.,, last week as afederal court
heard congtitutional challenges to aschool district palicy requiring that abiology textbook carry
this disclaimer: "Evolution is atheory, not afact, regarding the origin of living things. This
materia should be gpproached with an open mind, studied carefully, and critically considered.”

Plaintiffs complain that the disclaimer, which is similar to others popping up in school
digtrictsfrom Alabamato Wisconsin, violates the separation of church and state. But
scientigts themselves call evolution atheory. Why can't aschool district?

Typicaly, when scientists refer to the "theory” of evolution, they mean what's called Darwinism,
the specific concept of evolution by natural selection — survival of the fittest — or its synthesis
with modern genetics. By contrast, the big picture of evolution — the concept that one species
descended from another — is considered by many scientists to be afact. Even biochemist Michad
J. Behe, whose popular 1996 book, "Darwin's Black Box," helped reawaken public oppaosition to
Darwinism, accepts thet explanation for the origin of gpecies. Y et the question remains: Why
should scientists object to aschool digtrict describing Darwinism as atheory when they do so
themselves?

Inpart it isamatter of semantics. Cobb County is abedroom community for Atlanta, the home of
Coca-Cola Many residents use the word "Coke" generally to refer to all colas and specificaly to
mean their loca brew. They certainly know the difference between the two uses, epecidly if
given aPeps whenthey ask for Coke. Similarly, theword "theory" has apopular meaning, which
isroughly equivaent to "hypothesis’ or "educated guess' or even "hunch.”

Scientists typicaly mean something much more specific when they usetheword. In science, a
"fact” is an observation repesatedly and consistently confirmed, whilea"theory” isawell-
Subgtantiated naturdigtic explanation for arelated set of facts or observations.

Science has many such theories. Physicigs talk about the theory of relativity; geologists, the
theory of platetectonics; astronomers, the big bang theory. These theoriesare not mere hypotheses
or educated guesses, but rather the very superstructure of modern science. Among dl these
theories, why should school boards flag only the theory of evolution? Textbooks could warn thet
every scientific theory "should be gpproached with an open mind, studied carefully, and critically
consdered.”

Theoriescanfall, of course. In astronomy, the big bang theory (which positsan ever-expanding
universe) replaced the steady-state theory in the last generation, for instance. A reigning scientific
theory issimply the best current naturdistic explanation for some physica phenomenon.

For most of evolution's critics, therein lies the rub: The norms of science call upon scientists to
account for physica phenomenainterms of naturd — repesatable, observable, testable— causes.
Even if God ecificdly crested thefirst humansin hisimagein aone-time event, that could not
be anaturdistic explanation for our existence. It might be true, but it cannot be



science. It'ssupernaturd, not natural.

Mixing scientific and religious explanations for originsin a classroom is ahit like mixing apples
and orangesin abowl. It can be done, but they're il different fruits. Consider recent trendsin
medical education to incorporate some discussion of the healing power of prayer into the
curriculum. In most cases, this involves alerting medical students to evidence that prayer can give
petients psychol ogical strength to battle disease, not teaching them how to invoke God'shelp to
hed patients miraculously — or undermining theories of naturd causation in medicine. Asfar asl
know, neither God'sjudgment nor demon possession is presented as sources of illnessin licensed
medical schools. We expect our physiciansto learn the germ theory of disease, not faith healing.

Similarly, the educational effect of teaching evolution as atheory depends on how it's done. If
sudents learn to understand atheory as scientists do, then they may better appreciate the neture,
power and limits of evolutionary science as adeveloping tool for understanding life. But if they
areallowed to conclude thet the theory of evolution islittle more than Darwin's best guessonthe
origin of gpecies, then science education isgravely undermined. And if theideaisto promote a
religious explanation for origins over ascientific one, then the mix of goples and oranges violates
the separation of church and Sate.

A federal judgewill soon decidethis last issue for Cobb County. My theory isthet the
disclaimer will fal — but that's only my educated guess, not ascientific conclusion.
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