Authority, Faith, and the Limits of Dialogue

Richard Norman
Those of you who are from the UK – and perhaps the rest of you also – will be aware that 2009 is very much ‘Darwin Year’.  We have been celebrating the 200th anniversary of his birth, along with the 150th anniversary of the publication of The Origin of Species, in which he set out his ground-breaking theory of how living species evolve.  But this was not the only important work to be published in 1859.  It was a good year.  It saw the publication of John Stuart Mill’s famous essay On Liberty.  It was the year in which Karl Marx published his definitive statement of his materialist interpretation of history, in the Preface to his Critique of Political Economy.  And it was the year in which George Eliot, the greatest of English novelists, published her first novel, Adam Bede.  So at the start of 2009 I decided to look for an opportunity of giving a talk which would somehow bring together these four landmark publishing events.  I’ve failed.  However, when I received the kind invitation to talk to you today, I saw an opportunity of making a link between two, at least, of those works – On Liberty and The Origin of Species.  I’m going to talk about what Mill says in his essay about the importance of dialogue, and I’m going to use evolutionary theory, and Darwin’s presentation of it in The Origin of Species, as a case study.

In the second chapter of On Liberty Mill sets out three reasons for the importance of debate and dialogue between competing opinions.  (Note that I’m not distinguishing between ‘debate’ and ‘dialogue’, or between different kinds of dialogue – I’m hoping that what I say will prompt some thoughts about the appropriateness of different forms of dialogue for different purposes.)  Mill’s three reasons are:

1.  We need to listen to points of view opposed to our own because they may turn out to be correct.  We can’t assume that we’re infallible.

2.  Even if our own views are correct, we need to listen to our opponents’ criticisms in order to understand fully what it is that we believe and why we believe it.

3.  It will often turn out to be the case that our own views and those of our opponents each contain part of the truth.

The problem I want to pose is this.  Mill appears to assume that there are two sides to every question – that for every widely held view there is a plausible opposing view.  But is that really so?  Aren’t some disputes already settled?  This is where I want to bring in the example of evolutionary theory.  There are of course some people who reject it.  There are creationists who want creationism to be given equal time with evolutionary theory in school science lessons.  I’m using the term ‘creationism’ here in the narrow sense in which it is used by those who call themselves ‘creationists’.  I don’t mean the broad view that behind the natural processes of the universe there lies the agency of some kind of creative intelligence, perhaps working through the evolutionary process.  I mean what is sometimes called ‘young earth creationism’ – the view that the universe is only about six thousand years old, and that the description in the opening verses of Genesis of the divine creation of the earth and the heavenly bodies and species of living things in six days is literally true.  No serious biologist thinks that this view is remotely plausible, or that it deserves to be called science.  Wouldn’t it be a travesty of school science to give it equal time with evolutionary theory?  Isn’t it, quite simply, false?

I’m deliberately taking a controversial example here.  It’s not just creationists who think that creationism should be presented to school pupils.  ‘Teachers TV’ conducted a poll of teachers last year and reported on its web site the following results:

Nearly a third (31.1%) of teachers agree that creationism or intelligent design should be given the same status as evolution in the classroom, according to a poll of over 1200 Teachers TV ‘Associates’. The poll, published to coincide with a week of programming dedicated to the evolution debate, also revealed that nearly a third (30.1%) of schools already consider creationism or intelligent design to some extent during science lessons.

Richard Dawkins commented:

If teaching creationism ‘alongside’ evolution means what it seems to mean, it is no more defensible than teaching the stork theory alongside the sex theory of where babies come from… If 29% of science teachers really think creationism should be taught as a valid alternative to evolution, we have a national disgrace on our hands, calling for urgent remedial action in the education of science teachers. We are failing in our duty to children, if we staff our schools with teachers who are this ignorant – or this stupid.

My ‘provocation’ to you, then, is to pose the following questions:

· Aren’t there limits to dialogue?

· Aren’t some disputes already settled?

· If they are, then isn’t it misleading to prolong the dialogue?  Doesn’t it imply that the dispute is an open question, when in fact it isn’t?  Doesn’t it give to an irrational position a credibility which it doesn’t deserve?

Mill was aware of the problem.  He recognised that some disputes are already settled.  He said:

As mankind improve, the number of doctrines which are no longer disputed or doubted will be constantly on the increase… But though this gradual narrowing of the bounds of diversity of opinion is necessary…, we are not therefore obliged to conclude that all its consequences must be beneficial.  The loss of so important an aid to the intelligent and living apprehension of a truth, as is afforded by the necessity of… defending it against opponents… is no trifling drawback from the benefit of its universal recognition…
He went on to propose:

Where this advantage can no longer be had, I confess I should like to see the teachers of mankind endeavouring to provide a substitute for it; some contrivance for making the difficulties of the question as present to the learner’s consciousness, as if they were pressed upon him by a dissentient champion, eager for his conversion… The Socratic dialectics, so magnificently exemplified in the dialogues of Plato, were a contrivance of this description.
Mill, then, sees a role for dialogue – as a contrivance, with someone taking a ‘devil’s advocate’ role – even when disputes are settled.  But this simply raises the further question: how do we decide which ideas should be brought into dialogue?  Who is to decide what positions are worth taking seriously?  If creationism is to be given that status, then where do we stop?  Should school science give the ‘flat earth’ theory a run for its money?  Or the geocentric theory of planetary motion?  Should biology lessons give a platform to Scientology and the suggestion that life on earth was brought by aliens from another galaxy?  Should religious education make a case for the gods and goddesses of ancient Greece and Rome?

Mill is not well placed to answer these questions.  His proposals for dialogue are set in an institutional vacuum.  His chapter is titled ‘Of the Liberty of Thought and Discussion’, and because, in that chapter at any rate, he is working with a negative concept of freedom, his concern is to argue against restrictions on free discussion.  He wants what people sometimes refer to as a ‘free market in ideas’.  This doesn’t really help with the positive decisions which would be needed in an institutional context to give certain views a hearing.  Mill refers to ‘the teachers of mankind’.  Presumably this includes teachers in schools and other educational institutions, but perhaps also those responsible for the public promotion of science, editors of newspapers and magazines, today also makers of television programmes and so on.  Even if the proposal is for dialogues as contrivances to bring home to us the strength of established theories, some positive decision is still needed about which ‘doctrines are no longer disputed or doubted’, and what dialogues, even if contrived, might be illuminating.

I see no alternative to accepting the views of the experts on what the accepted theories are, and what are open questions and live debates.  In the case of evolutionary theory, Darwin, and creationism, that means the judgement of the scientific establishment.  They are the only people qualified to decide what the content of science teaching should be.  But the problem is that this may look like a reversion to just the kind of dogmatism which Mill rightly wants us to avoid.  Should we accept unquestioningly the views of the experts, just because they form the intellectual establishment?

The charge of dogmatism has been pressed by some of those who argue for equal time for creationism.  The issue came to public notice in 2002 when Emmanuel College in Gateshead, a school receiving financial support from Sir Peter Vardy, a car salesman and evangelical Christian, was discovered to be teaching creationism in science lessons.  Attention was then drawn to a paper written in 1995 by the school’s head-teacher Nigel McQuoid and his predecessor John Burn.  In Christianity and the School Curriculum they urged Christian teachers to use their opportunities to promote Christianity in schools, but added that this should not mean indoctrinating pupils:

Dogmatism, intolerance and manipulation can have no place in effective Christian Education… True education… leads young people to find a way forward in life for themselves equipped with the ability to properly question theories and assumptions… Education is not about indoctrination nor is it about driving young minds into attitudes which have not been thought through…

When they then turned to the teaching of science, they had this to say:

Clearly schools are required to teach evolutionary theory. We agree that they should teach evolution as a theory and faith position… Clearly also schools should teach the creation theory as literally depicted in Genesis. This too is a faith position of which young people should be aware.
I’ll come back shortly to that phrase ‘faith position’.  For the moment I want to point out that their proposal can look very open-minded and even-handed – don’t indoctrinate, don’t impose one single view, present pupils with evolutionary theory and present them with the case for creationism and let them make up their own minds.  So if we oppose this, if we oppose the teaching of creationism in science lessons, are we being authoritarian and dogmatic?

I want to make three suggestions for avoiding dogmatism, and in the process I hope to identify a role for a certain kind of dialogue.

First, it’s important that though science education is bound to deal in the received theories as recognised by the scientific establishment, it shouldn’t present them simply as an appeal to authority.  It’s not good enough just to say ‘This is what scientists tell us, so it must be right.’  The same goes for popular expositions of scientific ideas outside formal educational institutions.  People need to know not only that evolutionary theory is universally accepted by all reputable biologists, but why it is accepted.  The theory of evolution by natural selection is in fact an ideal case for such an educative approach, since the argument for the theory is set out with beautiful clarity by Darwin himself in The Origin, and I’m going to summarise it briefly now.  I stress that I have no scientific expertise whatever – but that’s just the point.  The logic of Darwin’s argument is accessible to anyone.

Darwin’s theory builds on advances in geology earlier in the century.  The work of Charles Lyell and others had shown that all the geological features of our earth can be explained by ordinary natural processes still occurring – erosion by wind and rain, the effects of rivers, glaciers, earthquakes and volcanoes – provided we postulate immensely long periods of time during which these causes have been operating.  So the idea that the earth had existed only for a few thousand years was already untenable.  With the new geology comes the possibility of dating the fossil evidence in different geological strata, and identifying the periods to which different species of plants and animals belong, with increasingly complex life-forms appearing later in the geological timescale.  But this is not enough to establish that new species evolved out of earlier species.  The fossil evidence by itself is compatible with the separate creation of each new species.  Evolutionary theories had been put forward by others before Darwin, but they remained less than fully convincing because no one had come up with a plausible account of the mechanism by which one species could evolve into another.

Darwin’s great breakthrough was to see the parallel between domestic breeding and natural selection.  We know that variations occur naturally in any living species, and by selecting these natural variations and building on them over time, breeders and farmers have been able to produce dramatically differing new varieties of dogs or roses or fruit trees or whatever.  (Darwin was particularly interested in pigeons, and maintained an extensive correspondence with pigeon-fanciers.)  Darwin’s insight was to see that a comparable process of selection must be occurring in nature.  More individuals in any species are born than can survive.  Therefore, if any chance variation confers an advantage, however slight, in the struggle for survival within a particular environment, the variant individual is more likely to breed successfully and pass on the advantageous feature.  If the accumulation of natural variations by domestic selection can produce new varieties in short periods of time, it is likely that the comparable process of natural selection will, over the vastly greater periods of time for which life on earth has existed, produce not only new varieties but new species.  This is how Darwin himself sums up the argument:

If then, animals and plants do vary, let it be ever so slightly or slowly, why should not variations or individual differences, which are in any way beneficial, be preserved and accumulated through natural selection, or the survival of the fittest?  If man can by patience select variations useful to him, why, under changing and complex conditions of life, should not variations useful to nature’s living products often arise, and be preserved and selected?... What limits can be put to this power, acting during long ages… - favouring the good and rejecting the bad.  I can see no limit to this power, in slowly and beautifully adapting each form to the most complex relations of life.  The theory of natural selection… seems to be in the highest degree probable.
Darwin didn’t know what the physical basis of inheritance was, by which variations could be transmitted from one generation to the next.  With the discovery of the structure of DNA and the understanding of genetic coding, we now know the chemical basis of genetic mutations and how they are passed on.  The science of genetics had added enormously to the strength of the theory.  It has generated a massive research programme – the deciphering of the genetic codes of different species, the human genome project, the artificial inducing of genetic modifications to produce new varieties of crops and animals for food, the investigation of the genetic causes of illnesses.  With the continuing success of all this scientific work, the neo-Darwinian synthesis of the theory of evolution by natural selection with modern genetics is so firmly established that modern biology would be inconceivable without it.

So what makes the Darwinian theory of evolution a good theory?

· First, there is a massive amount of empirical evidence for it.  But that’s not the whole story – as we’ve seen, the fossil evidence, for instance, could be accounted for in other ways.

· The different kinds of evidence fit together.  The geology, the fossil remains, the evidence of domestic selection, the empirical facts of the struggle for survival, and now all the work in genetics, are all mutually reinforcing.  The different pieces of the jigsaw together add up to a coherent and compelling theoretical framework.

· The theory doesn’t just assert that new species evolve, it explains how they evolve – it successfully identifies the explanatory mechanism.

· The theory generates a massive programme of further research which is on-going and successful.

Spelling this out, in an educational or popular context, is preferable to the dogmatism of asserting that evolutionary theory is the correct theory simply because scientists say so.

But of course, even in explaining why the theory is a good theory, we still have to accept a great deal on the authority of the scientists.  Most of us don’t know anything in detail about how the fossil evidence matches the geological timescale, or have any detailed understanding of modern genetics.  We have to take it on trust.  There’s a general problem here.  A massive proportion of most of the knowledge we think we have about the world relies on trust in the authority of others.  It’s not just scientific and technological knowledge.  It’s equally true of historical knowledge (most of us have never looked at any primary sources, and historians themselves can’t work without taking evidence on trust from their colleagues), of geographical knowledge (most of us have never seen at first hand most of the places in the world), and so on.  As a philosopher I’ve never looked at original manuscripts of any of the great philosophers of the past so I depend unavoidably on those who have done so and have published the texts.  Any adequate epistemology, then, has to include an account of rational trust – whom we have good reason to believe, and why.

This brings to my second point about the avoidance of dogmatism in accepting and teaching evolutionary theory and not giving equal time to creationism.  Though we can’t avoid relying on the authority of scientists, we need to understand why it is rational to do so.  That requires an understanding of scientific method.  And the teaching of evolutionary theory provides an ideal opportunity to illustrate what the scientific method is and why it is epistemologically successful.  Generalising from what I have said previously:

· A good theory is one which is supported by the empirical evidence.

But this by itself is not enough.  Bear in mind what Jonathan Glover said, in his talk to this conference, about the holistic character of belief systems.  Any belief can be made consistent with the evidence provided we are prepared to make enough adjustments to our other beliefs.  He illustrated this point with the example of the 19th-century naturalist and fundamentalist Christian Philip Henry Gosse, who, confronted with the evidence for evolution, suggested that God had created the world as recounted at the beginning of Genesis, but complete also with all the fossils in different geological strata exactly as they would be if the world had already existed for billions of years and species had gradually evolved.  Modern creationists don’t adopt that extreme expedient, but they have other ways of trying to reconcile creationism with the evidence.  A favourite way is to explain the layering of the fossil evidence by claiming that this is the effect of the universal flood (‘Noah’s Flood’); the most rudimentary organisms died quickest and were fossilized at the lowest levels, and the more complex organisms were, the more successfully they clambered up the slopes before eventually succumbing to the rising waters and becoming fossilized.  This is clearly a crude ad hoc move.  It fits with no plausible geological theory.  Conversely, as we have seen, it is a strength of evolutionary theory that it synthesizes scientific biology with scientific geology in all its detail.  

So, to our account of scientific method, as well as conformity with the empirical evidence we need to add:

· A good theory brings together different kinds of evidence in an explanatory synthesis.

· A good theory identifies the causal mechanisms which explain in detail how events occur.

· A good theory generates a fruitful on-going research programme.

My third point about the avoidance of dogmatism is rather different.  Recall the assertion made in the quotation from McQuoid and Burns, and regularly repeated by many creationists, that creationism and evolutionary theory are both equally ‘faith positions’.  This is itself an invitation to dogmatism.  The implication is that neither position can be rationally justified, and that pupils can only be presented with them and left to choose between them on the basis of preconceived commitments.  No further argument is possible – all that is left is a leap of faith.

Why do they think this?  Here is another quotation from their paper:

Young people must also be helped to understand that science cannot deal directly with the past. Scientists cannot go back in time to directly examine the animals and rocks of long ago. They cannot observe the past or test it and young people should be made aware that whilst the majority of the scientific community hold to evolutionary theory some atheistic scientists cast significant doubt upon it. Both Creation and Evolution provide ways of explaining the past that are beyond direct scientific examination and verification. Ultimately, both Creation and Evolution, are faith positions.

This is a crude travesty of science.  The suggestion is that all scientists can do is record the empirical data, and that when they put forward theories to explain the evidence, any explanation is as good as any other.  This is nonsense.  It represents a complete failure to take seriously the explanatory power of good theories – their capacity to synthesize difference sets of evidence, their capacity to identify explanatory mechansisms, their capacity to generate fruitful rearch programmes.  So an education in scientific method can at the same time show why we are not condemned to be imprisoned in preconceived and dogmatic ‘faith positions’.

Finally, what of the role of dialogue in all of this?  It can play an important role and, in an educational context especially, it can be valuable.  Pupils may come from a creationist family background, and if they raise creationist doubts about evolution they deserve better than to be told ‘We can’t talk about that here, this is a science lesson.’  Their doubts can be explored, and with sensitive questioning they can be led to understand how the doubts can be met.  They can be presented with the evidence and the arguments and, if the right questions are put to them, they can be led to see for themselves what inferences to draw from the evidence, and why evolutionary theory is a sound theory.  Conversely, pupils who are predisposed to accept evolutionary theory unthinkingly can be challenged and questioned to help them understand its rational basis.  Dialogue of this kind can help to promote an understanding of scientific method, and move beyond an adherence to rigid ‘faith positions’.

This is dialogue as what Mill called a ‘contrivance’ – a way of achieving an ‘intelligent and living apprehension of a truth’ by ‘defending it against opponents’.  As Mill notes, it has affinities with the Socratic method as portrayed in some of Plato’s dialogues – in the Meno, for instance, where an untutored boy is led by appropriate questioning from Socrates to see for himself the logical argument for a mathematical truth.  It is not Socratic dialogue in the Nelson-Heckmann tradition – it is not an open-ended search for truth and consensus.  That kind of Socratic dialogue would not in any case be relevant to the conflict between evolution and creationism – its practitioners recognise explicitly that it is not appropriate for the tackling of empirical questions.  But an important theme of this conference has been the value of a variety of different kinds of dialogue in different contexts.  We should distinguish dialogue as a contrivance from dialogue as a way of trying to resolve open questions..  I have been suggesting in this talk that not all questions are open questions, but a different kind of dialogue can at any rate promote an understanding of why they are not open questions, and why the answers don’t simply have to be laid down dogmatically.
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