Wolves at the door
WE HAVE said it before, but it appears we must say it again: there can be no such thing as "creation science". The business of science is not to claim any absolute knowledge. As Richard Feynman once put it: "Scientific knowledge is a body of statements of varying degrees of certainty-some most unsure, some nearly sure, none absolutely sure.
Those who begin with an absolute, religious certainty about the origins of the Earth and life cannot study these events as scientists. For that they would need to be able to say at a minimum: "I favour the creationist view but I'm prepared to accept that it might be wrong." what a creation scientist says is: "I will try to use the Scientific method to raise doubts about evolutionary theory but I will allow no doubts about my absolute view at all."
Creation scientists are nothing but wolves in sheep's clothing, adopting the guise of open minded science to disguise their narrowminded dogma. And unfortunately for the schoolchildren of Kansas, the wolves have been at the school curriculum. The state school board has agreed to remove many evolutionary topics and explanations of the role of natural selection from the curriculum (see p 4).
By all means let religious fundamentalists preach their ideas to anyone who wants to listen. The vast majority of Christians would, in any case, find little of interest in their literal interpretation of Genesis, nor find evolutionary theory at odds with Christian teaching.
But don't allow them to silence the ideas of others. The school board should hang its collective head in shame.
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Don't mention Darwin
Creationists have a new strategy in their assault on evolution
BATTLES between evolutionists and creationists for the hearts and minds of schoolchildren in the US have raged for decades. But last week's adoption by the Kansas State Board of Education of a science curriculum largely purged of references to evolution has sent a chill down the spines of many scientists and teachers.
"This is not just more of the same," says Steven Stanley, a palaeobiologist at Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore and a prominent figure in the debate. "This is a tangible victory for them like we haven't seen in decades."
In the past, creationists have argued that evolution by natural selection should be taught as just one theory for explaining the diversity of life, alongside biblical teachings. The approach they adopted in Kansas marks a departure: rather than trying to get creation science accepted into the curriculum, they have sought to exclude references to evolutionary theory.
State curriculum standards, set by elected boards of education, give teachers guidance on what they should coven A proposed draft put to the Kansas board by biology teachers and scientists referred to natural selection, descent from common ancestors,
the origins of life from nonliving biochemical processes and the cosmological evolution of the Universe. But the board voted six to four in favour of an alternative version prepared with the help of the Creation Science Association for Mid-America (CSA) in Cleveland, Missouri.
while the standards don't prevent teachers from discussing evolution, many fear they will come under pressure not to do so. "I have a lot of parents Arho make it difficult," says John Wachholz, a biology teacher at Salina High School Central, who is prepared to speak out because he has the backing of Salina's local school board.
The new standards drop the statement:
"Evolution by natural selection is a broad, unifying theoretical framework in biology." Cosmological evolution is excluded from the glossary and the definition of biological evolution contains no reference to common ancestors. The role of natural selection in forming new species is not mentioned.
Subtle additions bolster ideas favoured by creation scientists. For instance, the Mount St Helens eruption is mentioned to show that "at least some stratified rocks may have been laid down quickly" - an observation used by creationists to argue
against accepted views of geological time. Kansas is unique in the "thoroughness with which evolution and related concepts were expunged", says Molleen Matsumura of the National Center for Science Education in Berkeley, Califorrua. But Tom Willis of the CSA sees it differently: "We removed all historical theories, including creationist origins."
Although they're in a tiny minority, some researchers support the Kansas decision. "I see it as evidence that more and more people are questioning the scientific validity of evolution," says John Baum-gardner, who studies fluid dynamics at the Los Alamos National Laboratory in New Mexico. But most concur with Peter Folger, a spokesman for the American Geophysical Union in Washington DC. "This is the most egregious deletion of evolutionary theory," he says.
Janet Waugh, a member of the Kansas State Board of Education who voted against the new standards, fears that the state's children will do poorly on national standardised tests that include questions about evolution. "I think it's going to hurt our children academically. I'll be anxious to see if there's a backlash."
Whether or not the Kansas curriculum standards are eventually overturned, however, observers expect creationists to try the same strategy in other states."It's a wake-up call for earth scientisis,biologists, any scientist really, that this is an attack,"
says Folger.	Neil Boyce,Washington DC
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Squares and circles
The God Squad are at it again, trying to square the circle (Forum, 10 August, p 46). To Tony Jones's plea, "Must science and religion always be at odds?", the answer is "Yes", for the fundamental reason that religion is based on received faith while science is based on perpetual doubt.
The latter should be well to the fore when considering proposals that puff humanity's own ego. Jones revives the tired old anthropic principle-if the gravitational constant,  the properties of neutrons, and so on had been only a smidgen different from what they are, then life and our precious selves in particular could not have evolved. This is a concealed version of Bishop Paley's argument from design, at one time used to counter Darwinian evolution by selection, but now consigned to the dustbin by Richard Dawkins's The Blind Watchmaker, River Out of Eden and so on.
The Universe, too, evolved by a process of natural selection, especially at the temperatures of the early stages where energy and various forms of matter were readily interconvertible. Systems of matter and radiation that were unstable simply disappeared and converted into those that were stable. What is just had to be, without the need for a guiding hand.
As for the evolution of life, a couple of decades ago orthodoxy would not have deemed that living organisms could have  survived,  let  alone evolved, at temperatures near that of boiling water. Now we know that life can occur over a wide range of physical conditions. Indeed, many favour the idea that life itself started in systems like the suboceanic, high-temperature "smokers", or  in  volcanically heated hot pools like those in Yellowstone Park. The conditions for it to occur do not seem to be all that stringent and there is little to support the anthropic view here
Like Richard Feynman, "I can live with doubt". Those with a need for the certainty of assuming that we owe our existence to some sort of superuniversal fairy are just being plain unscientific.

Peter Rowland
London

Religion starts with an answer (God) and then attempts to interpret all questions to fit it (the rough equivalent of claiming marksmanship by firing an arrow at a blank target, then painting a bull's eye round the point of impact).
Theologians now cope with science because its achievements are just too overwhelming to ignore. Few wish to end up as a 20th-century Bishop Wilberforce. However, as the general public grows increasingly fascinated by sensational irrationality, it is vital that science holds true to its empirical methodology.
Inquiries into the purpose of life are meaningless unless it is previously assumed that there is a purpose to inquire into. Religion makes that assumption because it has to. Science can only achieve its results precisely because it does not start with such assumptions.
The  resurgence  of  the absurdities of "Creation Science" in the US, backed by the political power of the religious right, shows only too clearly the dangers of science malung any accommodation with the alien thought-patterns of religion and superstition.

D.	VK Dew
Peterborough, Northomptonshire

I am always astounded at the words of "believing scientists". They always seem to be jumping on and off the fence. They can't possibly believe in the laws of physics if they believe that a god can exist outside those laws, and neither can they believe in a god when they well know that the Universe requires neither an instigator nor a sustainer.
It was Pope John Paul II who lit the "literal" firecracker in 1992, when he suggested that not everything in the Bible should be taken literally. Russell Stannard, as quoted by Tony Jones, follows this by saying that: "what you get in Genesis  are  examples  of myth... a fictional storyline which acts as a vehicle for the real information you are trying to get across."
How very convenient. This means that when parts of the Bible are obviously wrong to the point of absurdity they can be treated as allegories. But where they don't contradict science then that must be the divine truth.
If some parts of the Bible are unbelievable -even to followers of the faith-then who is to say which parts are believable? Shouldn't the Pope use a high-lighter pen over the Bible so that we can at least argue over a level playing field? It is hard nowadays to debate the issue because the believers won't stand still on a subject long enough. Back-pedalling is a sport at which they have become so good that I believe it should be an Olympic event.

Barry Foster
Reading Berkshire
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Creating a stir
The issue on creationism (22 April, p 32) was probably the most depressing I have ever read. A century or more of universal education, the most comprehensive information and communications network the world has ever seen, and people worldwide are prepared to believe in utter tosh based on the agenda of a right-wing pressure group that has more to do with authoritarian control than it has with religion. For the record, I count myself a Christian.
Scientists hope logic and truth will overcome blind prejudice and fanatical bigotry. They will not.
An audience that has never been taught to evaluate evidence is not going to be convinced by any amount of it. Please can we fight fire with fire and attack creationism for what it is. This is not the time for politeness. Peter Gillman Coulsdon, Surrey
Your report is remarkably sparse regarding the scientific facts. You accuse creationists of cherrypicking, "discarding anything that doesn't fit". I suggest that the evolutionist is guilty of committing that very offence. When recently completing an A-level project about evolution, I was surprised at the gaping holes in the theory. As a believer in six-day literal creation, I expected to come across hard arguments in favour of evolution with which to grapple, but found that evolutionists have little evidence to discuss, and take the concept for granted. 
Katie Talbot Cannock, Staffordshire
                      
I would like to compliment New Scientist and Debora MacKenzie for the excellent coverage of creationism. But one point requires clarification. MacKenzie writes: "The revision also say - incorrectly-that 'natural selection...does not add new information to the existing genetic code'."
While the standard model of evolution does indeed involve the addition of new informatior this information arises through other mechanisms-primarily mutation. The mechanism of selection (whether natural or, as in Darwin's famous stock-breeding analogy, artificial) doe not add new information.
Rather it does precisely what its name states: it selects among existing strains. It can increase or decrease the prevalence of a given bit of genetic information within the pool, and can even over time-  swiftly, in the case of a lethal mutation-elliminate some information. By its very nature, though, it cannot create new information.
To speak of natural selection as if it were the whole of the evolutionary process is to create confusion, which can only give aid and comfort to creationists. 

Dan'I Danehy-Oakes California
                      
I find it depressing and more than a little frightening that the medieval view of creationism appears to be on the increase. Surprisingly, though, I found myself agreeing with some of Bryan Appleyard's conclusions.
Cosmologists and physicists who write popular books do have a lot to answer for. Many titles use the word "God" in a mistaken attempt to attract a wider audience and to give the impression of profundity. The problem is that the God of most of these authors is more of a philosophical exercise, a shorthand for the rules by which the Universe operates. To many members of the public, however, this is seen as an endorsement of the JudaeoChristian mythology of a personal God, with all the trappings of miracles, resurrections and the rest.
Ross Sargent Folkestone, Kent
                      
I read zoology at Oxford and ,then became a teacher of zoology and biology. Gradually I began to have scientific doubts about evolution. Eventually, after 21 years of teaching, I became a biblical creationist. I would like to make a few
comments:
1. "Science is all about devising a theory to explain the evidence and then testing it." I agree. Empirical science is all about observations, measurements and repeatable experiments in the "here and now". So anything which happened in the past cannot be tested by scientific method. Hence evolution is not science, nor is it a scientific theory.

[What utter rubbish and utter stupidity - LB]

2. "Science isn't religion." Correct. But evolutionism is religion. Evolution can never be proved. Those who believe it must accept it by faith in the same way biblical creation is accepted by faith.

[Utter rubbish again]

3. There is no true evidence for evolution. Both evolutionists and creationists start with the same scientific evidence. They interpret that evidence according to their world view.

[Utter rubbish again]

 Wendy Sharpless
Epping Essex
                      
Bryan Appleyard accuses some scientists of cultural arrogance. But the 17 pages of your report are concerned with Christian creationism. I know it's the Christians who are causing the fuss. My point is that they are committing a huge act of cultural arrogance by imposing their creation myth on a world of many creations as if theirs were the only one. This shows that they are blinkered, ignorant or disregarding of all the other cultures of the world. I suspect all three.
A person who is not so blind can see that the world and Universe have been created innumerable times. North America plus Universe by native American gods; Australia plus Universe by Aboriginal gods; South Americas plus Universe by Amerindian gods. In fact, the Middle East had already been created by several cultures which were contemporary to the first Judaeo-Christians.
Sudhakar Patel Stockport, Cheshire

Anyone who argues that 747s, combs and coffee cups are complex systems not produced by random forces, therefore complex systems cannot be produced by random forces, is in no position to criticise anyone else's reasoning. I would advise Tom Willis to go back to school and brush up on the fundamentals of logic. He might also benefit from contemplating a snowflake.
Moreover, Darwinism does not lead to eugenics, which hinged on a value judgement (that some humans are better than others) with no scientific basis. Nor does eugenics lead automatically to mass slaughter. One doesn't see horses being rounded up and shot because they're not quite up to racing calibre. The Holocaust was not the consequence of a philosophy rooted in Darwinism.
John Carney john.carney@pacific.netau

I found it interesting that Tom Willis only managed to answer six questions before referring to both Hitler and the Nazis. On the Internet discussion newsgroups (Usenet) there is a rule called Godwin's law which states: "As a Usenet thread grows, the probability of a reference to Hitler or Nazis approaches 1.00. Corollary: When such a reference is made, it is generally recognised that the poster
has lost the argument." 
David Sawford Cambridge

As a palaeontologist, I know that the evidence for a lengthy history of life on Earth is coherent and well documented. Although the theory of evolution is strongly supported by the fossil record, our interpretation of Earth's history is ultimately not dependent on whether evolutionary theory is correct. The creation versus evolution issue is a red herring.
All of science is under attack from young-Earth creationism, and it is time that experts in other fields spoke up. After all, if the Universe was only thrown together some six thousand years ago it makes nonsense of all scientific disciplines.
 Alex Ritchie alexr@austmus.gov.au

I am concerned to note that an anagram of "creationists" is "or a scientist". Can there be no middle way?
Nick Barker
vortex29@hotmail.com

The articles on creationism produced one of our biggest ever postbags. For many more letters on this topic, see our website-Ed
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