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The Faith Based Dawkins
Peter S. Williams

'What do you believe is true even though you
cannot prove it?' — Comparing Dawkins' Blind
Faith with Flew's
Evidence

At the start of 2005, online magazine ‘Edge The
World Question Centre’ posed the following
guestion to a number of scientific intellectuals:

‘What do you believe is true even though you
cannot prove it?’

This is an excellent question, to which many
responses can and have been given. However, of
the 120 responses garnered and published by
The Edge, the answer given by Oxford
University's ‘Professor for the Public
Understanding of Science’, Dr Richard Dawkins,
has received the most attention (at least within
the British media). Dawkins’ Credo has been
reported by news.telegraph and Guardian
Unlimited, and Dawkins was interviewed on BBC
Radio 4's Sunday-morning current affairs
magazine Broadcasting House (09/01/05), where
he said:

<p" /> </p" >

Darwinism is the explanation of life on this planet,
but | believe that all life, all intelligence, all
creativity and all ‘design’ anywhere in the universe,
is the direct or indirect product of Darwinian
natural selection. It follows that design comes late
in the universe, after a period of Darwinian
evolution. Design cannot precede evolution and
therefore cannot underlie the universe.[1]

As Roger Highfield observes in the Telegraph,
Dawkins’ belief that evolution explains all life,
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creativity, intelligence and design anywhere in the
universe: ‘means that there is no need for a god to
design the universe.’[2]

Dawkins thinks he can prove that evolution
accounts for all life, intelligence, creativity and
(crucially) all design on earth, but he says he
cannot prove that it accounts for all life,
intelligence, creativity and design in the universe.
Therefore, whatever we make of evolution as an
explanation of life on earth[3], we need to
recognize that only from the unproven
generalisation that Darwinian evolution accounts
for all life, intelligence, creativity and (crucially)
design in the universe does it follow that: ‘Design
cannot precede evolution and therefore cannot
underlie the universe.[4] Indeed, that particular
conclusion only follows from the premise that
evolution must (rather than does) account for all
life, intelligence, creativity and (crucially) design in
the universe. Such an a priori assertion is clearly
metaphysical in nature rather than scientific. It
seems clear, then, that Dawkins believes both
that evolution must explain any and all ‘design’ in
the universe and that there is no divine designer
because he believes that metaphysical naturalism
is true. As Phillip E. Johnson notes: ‘A theory of
biological origins that is in a general way like
Darwinism follows fairly straightforwardly from the
proposition that God is an illusion and nature is
therefore all that exists...’[5] Hence: ‘Darwinism is
the answer to a specific question that grows out of
philosophical naturalism... The question is: How
must creation have occurred if we assume that
God had nothing to do with it?’[6] Answering this
guestion is not at all the same as answering this
question: ‘How did creation occur?’ A naturalist like
Dawkins has to give the same answer to both
questions, whereas an agnostic or a theist may or
may not give the two questions quite different
answers, as the evidence dictates.[7]

Moreover, since it is the Darwinian generalisation
Dawkins relies upon to prove that design ‘cannot
underlie the universe’[8], his admission that the
Darwinian generalisation is something he believes
even though he cannot prove it, shows that
Dawkins’ belief that design does not underlie the
universe is something he believes even though he
cannot prove it. This is as much as to say that
metaphysical naturalism is something Dawkins
believes even though he cannot prove it.
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How extraordinary to find Dawkins, who regularly
uses evolution as a stick to beat belief in a
designer (such as God), admitting that his stick is
a conjecture, and his belief in it a matter of the
kind of faith without evidence that he attributes to,
and scorns in, religious believers. For example,
during a lecture at the Edinburgh International
Science Festival Dawkins said: ‘If you ask people
why they are convinced of the truth of their
religion, they don't appeal to evidence. There isn'’t
any... | will respect your views if you can justify
them. But if you justify your views only by saying
you have faith in them, | shall not respect them.’[9]
(This is, of course, not what religious believers
usually mean by ‘faith’. As Alban McCoy writes:
‘there is no reason without faith, and no faith
without reason: they are inextricably connected.
They appear disjointed and opposed only when
reason is understood in the narrow sense of
positivism and faith is understood in the narrow
sense of fideism.’[10])

In an open letter written to his daughter Juliet on
her tenth birthday (and published in A Devil's
Chaplain), Dawkins advises her to only accept
beliefs supported by evidence. ‘Have you ever
wondered how we know the things that we
know?’[11], asks Dawkins. The answer, he says
(and he does seem to mean the answer), is
‘evidence.’[12] Dawkins advises Juliet:

<p" /> </p" >

Next time somebody tells you something that
sounds important, think to yourself: ‘Is this the kind
of thing that people probably know because of
evidence? Or is it the kind of thing that people
only believe because of tradition, authority or
revelation?’ And next time somebody tells you that
something is true, why not say to them: ‘What kind
of evidence is there for that?’ And if they can’t give
you a good answer, | hope you'll think very
carefully before you believe a word they say.[13]

However, when Dawkins says that evolution
shows that design cannot precede evolution (and
so cannot underlie the universe) - which certainly
sounds an important claim - and we ask him ‘What
kind of evidence is there for that?,” we discover
that there isn't any! Instead, Dawkins’ argument
against design depends upon a hypothesis
supported, not by evidence, but by the
assumption that naturalism is true. And while
Dawkins may seem to argue for naturalism and
against God by arguing for evolution and then
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arguing that evolution ‘reveals a world without
design’[14], he actually begins with the
assumption that naturalism is true, deduces the
generalisation that evolution must account for any
and all purported design, and then presents this
generalisation as if it justifies naturalism! The
whole argumentative procedure begs the question.

The most that might be said for Dawkins’
conjecture about the truth of generalised evolution
is that it is a simpler explanation than any
explanation involving design, and that, by
Occam’s Razor, it should therefore be tentatively
favoured as long as it appears adequate.
However, even if this is the correct way to assign
the burden of proof[15], even if we exclude
arguments besides the design argument that
might support a belief in design[16], and even if
we exclude a host of considerations that might
lead us to question the sufficiency of evolution as
a scientific theory[17], we cannot ignore the fact
that evolution can have no pretence to address or
explain its own preconditions. The preconditions
of  evolution, which include biological
macromolecules[18] and the finely tuned basic
physical laws of the cosmos[19], cannot be
explained by evolution. As philosopher Antony
Flew observes:

<p" I></p" I>

It seems to me that Richard Dawkins constantly
overlooks the fact that Darwin himself, in the
fourteenth chapter of The Origin of Species,
pointed out that his whole argument began with a
being which already possessed reproductive
powers. This is the creature the evolution of which
a truly comprehensive theory of evolution must
give some account. Darwin himself was well
aware that he had not produced such an account.
It now seems to me that the finding of more than
fifty years of DNA research have provided
materials for a new and enormously powerful
argument to design.[20]

Indeed, this new design argument is so powerful
that Flew, ‘an icon and champion for unbelievers
for decades’[21], a man who has been called ‘the
world’s most influential philosophical atheist’[22],
has changed his mind because of it, letting it be
widely known in December 2004 that he is now a
theist[23] because: ‘the case for an Aristotelian
God who has the characteristics of power and
also intelligence, is now much stronger than it
ever was before.’[24]
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In Flew's assessment, the scientific data indicates
that one can't argue, as he used to argue, that
there isn't ‘any good evidence [to] postulate
anything behind or beyond this natural
universe’[25] and that therefore ‘the most
fundamental laws of nature, must. . . be taken as
the last words in any series of answers to
guestions as to why things are as they are.’[26]
Instead, Flew now argues that there is good
reason to postulate something beyond the natural
universe precisely because the fundamental laws
of nature cannot be taken as the last word in all
series of answers to questions about why things
are as they are. Specifically, this can not be done
with regard to the origin of life. On the one hand,
says Flew, naturalistic efforts have failed to
provide ‘a plausible conjecture as to how any of
these complex molecules might have evolved
from simple entities’,[27] and ‘It has become
inordinately difficult even to begin to think about
constructing a naturalistic theory of the evolution
of that first reproducing organism.’[28] On the
other hand: ‘The enormous complexity by which
the results were achieved look to me like the work
of intelligence.’[29]

Richard Dawkins has made it clear that he argues
against God on the basis of a generalised
evolutionary assumption which he believes
although he can't prove it, while Antony Flew has
made it clear that he now argues for God on the
basis of scientific evidence that evolution is in
principle unable to explain. Dawkins gives the
impression that God belongs in a box marked
‘Things people believe even though they cannot
prove it', but the past month has seen Dawkins
place atheism in the very same box, just as Flew
took God out.
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