Morality


Introduction

Hello, and welcome to the twenty-fourth in my series of presentations on the conflict between science and creationism. This is the penultimate presentation – there’s only one more left after this, though rest assured that I have plenty of ideas for more in-depth presentations to do once I’m finished. If you have any requests then please send me an email.
 
Today, I’m going to be talking about the subject of morality.  One might wonder just why I’m covering this in a series on the subject of science, but I thought it merited a presentation because it’s a strong source of propaganda from the young-earther creationists, and it’s often used as a smokescreen to divert attention away from the inadequacy of their actual arguments.
 
In particular, in this presentation I will, as ever, be looking at a number of claims made in the presentations of the infamous Young Earth Creationist Kent Hovind.  This means that I won’t be covering the whole topic, and I won’t even be covering it in any sensible order – I’ll just cover the topics that Hovind himself mentions.

So let’s get started.


Evolution leads to Immorality?

One of the most common objections to evolution is that it leads to immorality. In general, creationists are trying to make two claims here. Firstly, that Evolution is incompatible with any kind of religion, and therefore implies atheism, which they consider intrinsically immoral.  And secondly that evolution is somehow an evil and corrupting idea in and of itself, for reasons that we will examine later.

Both of these claims are, of course, false. Many working Evolutionists are religious people - most famously the leading geneticist Dr Ken Miller, whose testimony at the Dover Pennsylvania trial in 2005 totally demolished the creationist case. Another good example is geneticist Francis Collins, an evangelical Christian.

The theory of Evolution does take away one strong argument for religion, namely the argument from design, which states that the only way that the life we see around us could have arisen is through the intervention of a supernatural entity. Evolution shows us that the argument by design is not correct. However, science has no view whatsoever on the actual existence of a god or gods – all it can do is to put limits on the kind of gods that could possibly exist.  For example, we know that the kind of god who is a giant bearded man sitting up in the clouds demonstrably doesn’t exist because we’ve been up in aircraft and looked up above the clouds and out into space, and he’s just not there. Nobody above the age of five seriously believes in such an entity, but that’s just an example.

It's true that most scientists are atheists, and that this proportion is vastly higher than in the population at large as I mentioned last week; however, I think that this is because of two reasons. Firstly, scientists have far fewer arguments to use in favour of the existence of God - they realise the flaws in arguments such as the design argument, and others based on incredulity or personal experience.  Secondly, real scientists – those who live by the principles of scientific method -  are far more likely to require a greater level of evidence for fantastic claims, such as that of the existence of paranormal, religious or supernatural phenomena.

Lots of religious people support Evolution - including, most notably, the Pope and therefore, by unavoidable extension, the entire Roman Catholic Church. Most of them believe in either a god who created the Universe at the Big Bang, and then left it to run its course, or one who dabbles here and there in the Universe, but who by and large lets the laws of physics, which they believe he created, run their course unaided.

Moving on, most of the remaining complaints centre around the prospect that accepting scientific materialism leads to immorality.  Well, before addressing this, there are two very important points to make:

Firstly, the whole question is irrelevant - either Evolution is the correct model for the ancestry and diversity of life on Earth, or it isn't - whether or not it has moral implications has no bearing whatsoever on its truth. Do you want to work out which theory you would like to be true, or which theory is true.

Secondly, Evolution, and for that matter, atheism, imply nothing immoral or hateful - quite the opposite. Perhaps more importantly, morality is relative.  If people believe that it is immoral not to attribute God with designing the Universe then of course Evolution leads to immorality in that particularly narrow sense.  However, most atheists think that it is immoral to torture a small child with nightmarish stories about eternal damnation; but that doesn't seem to cause any moral problems whatsoever for the majority of religious people. So in that sense one could argue that religion leads to a greater immorality. It’s just perspective.

There are other places for an argument on morality and theology – it’s such a huge topic that I couldn’t cover it in any detail whatsoever now, but I may well do a presentation on that specifically at a later date.  For now let’s just focus on one thing - evolution is unquestionably correct by virtue of the overwhelming evidence in its support. The moral questions are a distraction. I’m only covering them at all because they can prove a substantial stumbling block to any further chance of accepting the scientific consensus - if you believe that accepting science will lead to the wholesale destruction of society then you are going to oppose it no matter what evidence I throw your way. In fact, this is the rationale behind the Wedge Strategy followed by Creationists - who believe that the advance of science in public life is leading to the downfall of the entire world. Or something like that. Their clear and stated aim is to insert religion into schools by whatever way they possibly can, and they will stop at nothing to do so.

However, it’s important to realise that a huge range of life choices can justify atrocities and evil – atheists have committed bad acts of course, as have the religious, as have vegetarians, patriots, lovers, parents and many others – often in the very name of those belief systems. But you can also justify good acts through those beliefs too. What I’m trying to do in these presentations is to present a glimpse at the scientific case for evolution – please don’t be distracted by questions of morality, as I think it’s fairly obvious that many highly moral and kind people have accepted all that science has to say. Let’s just focus on the evidence, ok – let’s work out what is true, and later on we can decide if it has any implications that we don’t like and we can deal with them separately. The best strategy is to work out what is true, then we can base our decisions around that.


Is Evolution a religion?

Many creationists try to claim that evolution is just another religion, not a science. This is very commonly cited, but it's utterly ridiculous, of course – and it’s yet another smokescreen to distract from the weakness of the arguments for Creationism. If anyone tells you that evolution, or science as a whole, is just a religion, then I suggest you insist that they give a definition of religion. As soon as they do this then one of two things will happen: Either they will give you a definition so wide and diffuse that it is essentially impotent; or else, they will describe something that science provably isn't.

I’ve included here the definitions of religion and science from the American Heritage Dictionary, 2006:

Religion is defined as the belief in, and reverence for, a supernatural power or powers regarded as creator and governor of the universe. Or, alternatively, a personal or institutionalized system grounded in such belief and worship.

Science is defined as the observation, identification, description, experimental investigation, and theoretical explanation of phenomena.

Those don’t seem to overlap, in my opinion. I think the definition of religion pretty much has to include at least some supernatural claims or else it’s not clear what the purpose of the word actually is.

Hovind tries to suggest that science is like a religion because it involves taking things on faith.  I guess in a very vague sense he’s right – science involves making a few sensible assumptions about the way the Universe works, such as assuming that the Universe follows certain laws that we are able to investigate and which don’t whimsically change to thwart our efforts at comprehension. It also assumes that our senses give us an accurate impression of the Universe around us.  Of course, any type of knowledge of any kind requires those assumptions. You can’t be a scientist without assuming those, but neither can you be a geographer, or an economist, or a historian, or a literary critic, or a sportsperson, or a musician, or a journalist.  If this is Hovind’s definition of religion, then absolutely every subject in the history of human knowledge is a religion, and his definition is now utterly useless.


Do Evolutionists follow Darwin?

Many creationists try to claim that not only is Evolution some kind of religion, but also that scientists worship Darwin as their god.  It’s a strange sort of claim and is yet another ruse to deflect attention away from the fact that the actual creationist arguments are so flimsy and indefensible.

Of course many scientists greatly admire Darwin, because he was a great mind, a courageous thinker, a meticulous and determined scientist, a moral man, a great father and a towering figure in the history of human thought.  He also had a great beard.  But there’s a huge chasm between the concept of admiration and worship. Yes, we admire Darwin, and the great work that he did, but we don’t worship him – we don’t believe he was infallible, for example. Darwin got several things wrong in his original work on Evolution, and he was ignorant of much of modern science, including genetics and radiometric dating.

The bottom line is that the person who proposes a theory is irrelevant – the theory itself is what science acts on, and the theory is what makes it into the scientific body of knowledge, or sometimes doesn’t. I think the only reason why scientists spend so much time talking about Darwin is because creationists spend so much time attacking him, discarding his life’s work, and ridiculing him as a human being.  I think we react to what we see as a great injustice, and we perhaps defend him as one of the family, as it were – we wonder why it is that such a thoroughly decent bloke can be treated so harshly, and maybe, just maybe, we hope that, if we ever come up with an idea so extraordinary as Darwin’s great insight, we hope that we’ll get treated a bit better.


Does ‘Darwinism’ lead to evil?

Does Darwinism lead to evil? Well, first of all let’s just avoid this terminology “Darwinism” – this is a word that you will never find in any scientific paper, and it means very little to any scientist. Today, the theory of Evolution in its modern form, though based on Darwin’s work, is so different from what Darwin wrote about, so vastly more complex and intricate, that it makes no sense to name it after its founder.  In contrast, for example, to Newtonian physics, which is basically still founded around the exact same laws that Isaac Newton discovered over three hundred years ago.

There are at least four main ways to deal with this topic, and the main claim that goes with it that the most evil figures in history were somehow influenced by Evolution to commit their terrible deeds:

Firstly, it's fair to say that Hitler was a Catholic for most of his life, and he was still using highly religious (even creationist) notions in his speeches right up until at least 1938. The Nazi armed forces had the slogan “Gott mit Uns”, or “God with us” on their uniforms.  Of course, after the war started, Hitler realised that the church opposed his genocidal aims (or at least, it sort-of opposed it - the Catholic church was notoriously silent on the issue and still is) so Hitler went all out to destroy them at that point.  In fact, the Catholic church only ever excommunicated one member of the Nazi high command, and that was Joseph Goebbels. And it wasn’t for his part in some of the greatest atrocities against humanity in the history of our species – no, it was because he married a protestant. Apparently that’s a really unforgivable sin.

Joseph Stalin, the tyrannical soviet dictator responsible for the deaths of millions of his own people, began his adult life in an Orthodox Seminary, training to become a priest before turning to atheism.  The Russian Orthodox church went deliberately up against the Communist party in an attempt to force it from power, and after that point it was targeted by the governments and largely shut down, opened up again in the 50s and allowed to grow largely for propaganda purposes.

 I don't think that this argument is particularly strong though - after all, the four evil dictators mentioned on this slide were either definitely atheists or largely atheists when their killing reached its peak.  But that’s completely irrelevant of course – as I said before, what we’re debating here is whether or not Evolution is true. Yet again, we’re being distracted from the main argument. 

The second argument on this point, favoured by Christopher Hitchens amongst others, is to point out that these dictators all worked to overthrow the churches because they didn't want anyone worshipping anything else other than them. In a very real sense, the societies over which they presided built up structures like religions, only with a secular object of worship. No questions were allowed, no doubt; nothing but trust in the all-powerful dictators and they books they wrote. No atheists today are asking for such a state - we're asking for a set of laws by which free thought is encouraged and rewarded, and in which no unproven dogma can play any part.

Perhaps creationists could be encouraged to explain which societies they know of where free thought is encouraged, dogma is frowned upon, and the population is encouraged to make up their own opinions on matters without being forced to follow an official propaganda line... but which, despite these controls, still descends into genocide.  I’m not aware of any societies which followed those particular properties and yet which descended into genocide, and I’m pretty sure that there never have been any.  More than that – I’m actually pretty sure that there never could be any.

Until very recently the only way by which a society could become fully atheist was through a dictator brutally supressing the desires of the people over which he or she reigned. So we have a hideously biased sample when we look back in history; nowadays, that's no longer true so atheistic societies can arise without dictators being required – and we’re seeing several of them, especially in Northern Europe, where many of the countries such as Sweden, Norway and Denmark are largely atheistic and are definitely not descending into anarchy or evil.

A third argument is to point out that for each of these psychopaths, their murdering was not because of their atheism - it was because they were brutal dictators. None of them went around saying "because there is no God, I must kill people" - in stark contrast to religious murderers who often kill because of their religion; i.e. "because there is a God, and because this god said that certain acts are wrong, I must kill people who carry out those acts".

There are two common factors between these four evil-doers : (1) they're all atheists and (2) they're all psychopathic megalomaniacal dictators. Which of those factors seems more likely to be the cause of mass murder?

My final point is that anyone claiming that 'atheism leads to brutal murderers' must first of all prove that atheism actually does cause violence. As far as I can see, there's absolutely no causal relationship at all, and in fact it’s a well-known fact that the prison population of the United States has a higher proportion of religious people than does the population out of Prison.


Eugenics

Eugenics is the practice of systematically preventing certain so-called “undesirable” elements of the population from having children in order to purify the gene pool. Undesirables traditionally included criminals, the mentally handicapped, the unintelligent etc. Many of the traits against which these social theories were designed are largely non-genetic, so the effort to stop the afflicted from breeding would have had no effect. For example, many negative traits could be carried recessively by a parent, and we would never know.

Quite apart from that, the concept that society should follow natural mechanisms totally misses the point - we don't have to do things just because they are 'natural'. Humans have another way to solve our problems. One way to deal with, say, heart disease would be to kill off everyone susceptible to it; another, more scientific one, would be to encourage a programme of healthy eating and exercise backed up by scientifically proven drug treatments.

Similarly for criminality – we could execute everyone with even the slightest propensity towards criminality. Or we could help to eradicate poverty, drug abuse, child abuse, and all the other causes of criminal behaviour.

I don’t think many people today would say that Eugenics is a morally correct thing to do, and not only that, but it’s fairly obvious that most of the problems to which it was applied would never be helped by its application – for example, attempting to cure handicaps caused by birth defects through eugenics misses the point that most of them are entirely non-genetic. But of course, the greatest objections are moral ones.  So let’s move on and look more at this topic in general.


Social Darwinism

Eugenics is very closely aligned with the concept of Social Darwinism – a term coined by Darwin’s cousin Francis Galton. Social Darwinism is the umbrella term concerning the application of the loose concept of “survival of the fittest” to social problems such as overcrowding, and the issues that I mentioned on the previous slide.  Of course, as I said previously, the logic behind this is totally unsound – selectively preventing certain people from breeding solves very few problems, and creates a whole load more – not least of which, the obviously ghastly moral failure of the entire enterprise.

But the main argument against social Darwinism is purely that it falls for the so-called Naturalistic Fallacy. This is the oft-repeated nonsense that “natural is best”, or, in other words, “if something happens a certain way in nature then we should always aim to duplicate that for the best results.”  But that simply doesn’t make sense. Nature is always put forward as a wonderful thing, but in reality it can be profoundly immoral, unforgiving, full of pain and suffering to unimaginable degrees.  Evolution explains why this is so – it explains why carnivores kill and eat their prey, it explains why bacteria and viruses invade hosts and destroy them from the inside; it explains parasitic worms, poisonous snakes and spiders, starvation and death.  But it doesn’t say that this is a good way for things to be – it doesn’t say that we should strive to replicate this state of affairs. It just says that this is how things are, how they always have been – it says that this is the path that life on Earth has followed for the last few billion years.

Natural selection is a harsh process – nobody could deny this. But this is totally irrelevant. What’s important is to realise that it’s true – this process actually happens. Denying this, saying that it’s brutal, saying that you wish that it were not true, or even denying that it is true – none of this changes one iota what is actually happening in the world – it just divorces you from reality and hence makes you less likely to be able to do anything to improve things.

And the most wonderful thing is that evolution, despite the harsh realities of life, also explains its beauty – it explains love, it explains the delicate fragrance of flowers, it explains humour, fine food and the joy of families. It explains cooperation, and human society. It explains art and music, and it explains friendship.  Evolution explains the good and bad of our world. And it explains how we are all connected through our shared genetic heritage. I think that’s a wonderful thing to understand.

But again, it’s useful to reinforce this – Evolution is true, and evolutionary processes do cause many horrible things – but the important thing to realise is that understanding and accepting evolution does not mean that you want to duplicate it in any way, any more than accepting the truth about the holocaust makes you want to kill Jewish people. It just makes no logical sense. I can study evolution, I can study the cold savagery of the animal world, and I can accept that it all occurs – and then I can make my own choices about how I want to live as a human in the 21st century, and I can – and do – choose to live a law-abiding life of decency, seeking knowledge and self-improvement, and aiming to achieve the greatest good for the greatest number of people possible. And so should we all. Regardless of how life happens to be, how it happens to have evolved, we make our own choices and our own moral decisions.


A corrupt tree…

Hovind quotes some very familiar words here, commonly regarded as part of the so-called “Q-source”, which was included in both the gospels of Luke and Matthew in the New Testament of the Christian Bible.  In the version in Luke’s gospel, the words are “For a good tree bringeth not forth corrupt fruit; neither doth a corrupt tree bring forth good fruit.” (Luke 6:43). And in Matthew’s gospel, “Even so every good tree bringeth forth good fruit; but a corrupt tree bringeth forth evil fruit. A good tree cannot bring forth evil fruit, neither can a corrupt tree bring forth good fruit.” (Matthew 7:17-18).

Hovind says that Evolution brought forth the fruit of social Darwinism and Eugenics, and hence it is a corrupt tree and we should discard it. But this is an obviously nonsensical argument. For a start, the original claim, allegedly by Jesus, is clearly not true. An apple tree can produce a harvest of mostly good apples, but some can go bad. Anyone who has ever grown any kind of fruit tree will know this all too well. But even if we follow the analogy, it just doesn’t hold - pretty much anything brings forth good and bad fruit.

And that includes religion, of course.  One need only look at the crusades, the inquisition, suicide bombings, religious fanatics bombing abortion clinics – all abhorrent and evil by any reasonable standard, but all inspired by religion. But religion also causes many good things too. But if we follow Hovind’s argument, then religion is a corrupt tree regardless of the good it can do, and it should be cut down and thrown into the fire.  But I’m sure he doesn’t go that far – instead he applies outrageous double standards.

The internal combustion engine gave us the incredible gift of automobiles, trains, and all manner of powered apparatus. But it also gave us pollution, destruction of wildlife to build roads, and inevitably automobile accidents. Sunshine is vital for life on Earth, but also leads to skin cancer. Electricity makes a 21st century life possible – but it also causes death by electrocution. Water is also vital for life, but it leads to drowning. Oxygen makes life possible, but it also causes fatal house fires.  The argument that a good thing can only produce good outcomes is just ridiculous.


Claims of superior races

One of the greatest discoveries of modern biology is that we are all related – all human beings spring from common ancestors in the African continent some time in the last few hundred thousand years. It also shows us that the actual genetic differences between races are smaller than those within races – that the differences that spark wars and intolerance are really not as fundamental as the bigots and racists believe.  But yet it faces opposition from many in creationist circles for exactly this reason. The Mormon faith, for example, famously taught until recently that those of African origin were inferior to white people, and that their dark skin was a curse from God for their ancestors’ disobedience.  And it’s certainly true that a large number of scientists in the 19th century would have been racist – in fact, it was a belief system that went pretty much unchallenged at the time, and it was just assumed that dark-skinned people were inferior to those of white skin.

But Evolution teaches us that there is no such thing as superiority in nature – no one race is preferred or superior; there is no direction to evolution – no ultimate goal towards which we are all striving, and compared to which some are closer than others.  Once people understood evolution and genetics it became obvious just how equal we all are.  And the only real way that we can possibly know this is through the scientific understanding that we’ve gained since Darwin’s brave idea.


 Can we be good without God?

Can we be good if we don’t believe in God? Or, if we’re in a philosophical mood, can we be good if there is no god, regardless of whether or not we believe in him, her or it.  This is a pretty big question, as I’m sure you realise, so I’ll probably have to cover this in much more detail at a later date, but it’s worth covering here in a little detail anyway.  And, of course, it’s strictly irrelevant to the subject of Evolution, as plenty of people find it perfectly easy to accept the truth of Evolution, and all the rest of modern science, alongside a strong faith in God.

However, if you are a religious person and you believe this claim to be true, then let’s examine that point of view a bit further. If you believe that only people with faith in God can be moral, or can conduct moral acts, then ask yourself if you would commit rape and murder if you thought there was no God? Is the only reason why you don't do things like that because you're afraid of retribution? Or is it something else? 

Morality doesn't come from religion - if it did then morality would be very different. The Bible says lots of fine things about loving ones neighbour and giving to the poor, but it also says things about pitting relatives against each other, stoning homosexuals and adulterers, condoning rape, murder and smashing babies against rocks. Why do most modern Christians ignore those other examples? Because they have a sense of morality that is independent from what the Bible, or indeed any holy book, says – they just pick and choose the bits that they like. And that’s fair enough. When it goes too far is when people like Hovind insist that morality can only come from a Holy Book, and that therefore people who reject that holy book, for example, in his eyes, all Evolutionists, are therefore all immoral.

The famous author and polemicist Christopher Hitchens often asks the question of religious debate opponents to name one moral act or statement that a religious person can make and an atheist cannot. Of course there is none. But the reverse is not true – an atheist is capable of doing a good act without any hope of reward. A religious person can never do that because they believe that a just deity is watching them and will reward them for their behaviours.

The Bible itself says this about giving: 

“When you give to the needy, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, so that your giving may be in secret. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.” (Matthew 6:3-4)  In other words, we should not boast about our giving in front of other humans, but be assured that you will be rewarded for every good deed you do.  How is that moral? How is that any more “good” than if I were, say, to work for a charity for a day, knowing that I would get paid ten thousand pounds for my time?

To me, the most moral action is one that is done not because you think that you will get a reward, fame or fortune for what you do, but you do it because it is the right thing to do.  I don’t do evil, malicious things because I believe them to be wrong, and because I don’t want to harm other people, not merely because I think that I will be punished if I were to do them.  

It may be that you don’t think that there’s any point in being good to your fellow human beings unless you believe that there is some deep, cosmic purpose to life, or some ultimate underpinning to morality.  If that’s what you’re after then perhaps you will remain on Hovind’s side in this particular section of the debate. But personally, I don’t believe that there is any such framework to the Universe, and I don’t believe that we are any the worse for that.

An atheist does good because it gives him or her great pleasure to know that they are helping others, and that is enough. We don’t seek any reward except for the ultimate satisfaction of having, we hope, lived in such a way as to leave the Earth a better place for our existence.  I can’t imagine wanting any more than that.

And, just in case you forget, many people who fully accept all that 21st century science has to offer, are still practising Christians.  They live moral lives according to what the Bible says, without having to believe that everything in that same Bible is literally true.


 Evolution and Communism

This is one of Kent Hovind's weirder claims - that Darwinism leads to Communism. I really don't understand how this works in the slightest. An understanding of Evolution should be one of the best ways to prove that Communism doesn't work - when you look at the mechanism of competition, it becomes obvious that humans, like any animal, have evolved to live in a complex state of conflict and cooperation: we are overwhelmingly predisposed to helping those around us, with greatest emphasis on nearest kin, but we also have a desire individually to climb to the top of the hierarchy in which we find ourselves. That will never change as long as we remain human. And as long as humans retain a certain degree of kin-selfishness (preferring to help themselves and their nearest kin over and above strangers) and as long as we respond to incentives, then communism can never work. Incentivisation is vital to human society, because of the evolutionary history of our species, yet communism eliminates it.  So Hovind’s argument here makes no sense to me whatsoever.

If anything, Christianity is far more communist. The early Christian church was very much like a communist society where everyone contributed according to their ability and took what they needed from a communal pot. This is very clear from the biblical quotes on this slide : “All the believers were together and had everything in common. Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need” – Acts 2: 44-45. That sounds strikingly Marxist to me.

That’s covered all the points I wanted to make, but let’s be charitable for a minute: Imagine you were presented with a theory that, if correct, you believed it would lead to not only the complete collapse of society into anarchy and destruction, but also the total and irreversible death of you, your entire extended family and all your friends and loved ones; however, if you could disprove that same theory then it would mean that all of you could live in eternal bliss and happiness. I think you'd fight pretty hard to disprove that argument using any trick you could; any argument, no matter how implausible and any line of reasoning, no matter how irrelevant. And you would recycle the same arguments, no matter how many times the opposition disproved them; you would trawl millions of literary works in search of quotes to support your side, or scraps of evidence that might prove to be that one piece of evidence that brought down the opposition. There is no way you would ever give up hope of disproving that theory, because of the terrible thought of what it would entail should you accept defeat. In short, you would behave how many fanatical religious people behave when debating against science, because they think that they are in exactly this situation

Well that’s all for now. As ever, there’s loads more information on my website at frayn.net, where you can also find a transcript of this talk and all the following ones, and all the previous ones, and you can keep up-to-date with my blog as well as learning about some of my other work.
 
See you next time for the twenty-fifth and final presentation in this series, when I’ll be talking about all the other miscellaneous topics that I’ve not covered so far.
 
Thanks for listening!
 
Colin Frayn
London,
October 2011


