
The debate over the way in which evolution is taught in schools is often seen as a microcosm for the ‘battle’ between religion and science. Arguments about the origin of man are viewed as being represented by the Darwinian school of thought on one side, boasting modernity and enlightenment, and some form of creationism on the other side, holding on to tradition and belief. Framing the debate in this way can however over simplify it and lead to a position where both sides are reduced to name calling. The focus must remain on how science is to be taught and what the best way is to produce students that are inquisitive and intellectually strong. In my experience the only way science can be taught to accomplish this aim is to use research and observation to come to a result that is verifiable and evidence based. Faith should not play a part in the scientific process. When we look at intelligent design it cannot be seen to pass the scientific test.
Ever since the publication of Darwin’s masterpiece, The Origin of the Species, many people of a religious disposition have sought to discredit evolutionary theory based not on scientific fact or research but based on their interpretation of creationism as written in the bible. The debate about the scientific validity of evolution and alternative theories is not a new matter that has emerged with the coming of the so called ‘intelligent design’ theory. The bible belt of America saw one of the first major clashes over the teaching of evolution in schools. Dayton, Tennessee in 1925 saw the famous Scopes trial, which was built up as a clash between the forces of modernity and the forces of religion. Were children to be allowed to be taught science that contradicted the Bible and engaged them in new ideas, or were they to continue under a law that made the Bible ‘the yardstick to measure every man’s intellect, to measure every man’s intelligence, to measure every man’s learning,’ as member of the defence counsel Clarence Darrow put it. Although the defendant, John Scopes, lost the trail, it was widely viewed as a victory for the Darwinian side as there arguments seemed to be the more powerful. 
Despite such apparent victories for scientific endeavour as the Scopes trial, the 21st century continues to see those who wish to see the bible as the foremost text for academic inquiry. Emmanuel College in Gateshead has been allowed to teach intelligent design in science lessons as a ‘faith position’ equal to that of the ‘faith position’ of evolution. To put these two theories on the same academic level seems somewhat absurd to most people in the scientific community. One position, namely evolution, is supported by vast amounts of evidence and research, while intelligent design is supported by none. Michael Behe, one of the most prominent exponents of intelligent design, testified in 2005 before a court in Dover, Pennsylvania, that no scientific evidence in support of the intelligent design hypothesis had been published in peer-reviewed scientific journals.
The pseudoscientific position of intelligent design, a term employed by the US National Science Teachers Association, could not be in starker contrast with Darwin’s theory. Evolution, as currently taught, is based on evidence from a number of different scientific disciplines. It encompasses biology, chemistry, zoology and above all genetics, to bring together evidence and present it in a completely rational and coherent manner. Intelligent design simply does not have the overwhelming weight of scientific evidence behind it that evolution does. On the debate between evolution and intelligent design The Royal Society has said that ‘intelligent design has far more in common with a religious belief in creationism than it has with science, which is based on evidence acquired through experiment and observation.’ Claims of supernatural intervention in the origin of life should not be taught as science as they cannot be tested by experiment and do not generate any predictions. When intelligent design, and other such supernatural based theories, are held up to the same scientific scrutiny as evolution we can see that the two should not be taught side by side.
Evolution should however, like other subjects in science, be allowed to be questioned and be made to demonstrate its validity. Even though there is overwhelming evidence to show that evolution can explain how the world around us came to be, students should be encouraged to question what the theory has to say and try and build on it. Proponents of intelligent design should not however use gaps in scientific knowledge in order to muddy the waters between positions of evidence and faith. Evolution is a difficult subject for young minds to understand and they should not be confused by misleading or inconclusive arguments against it. Sceptics of evolution point out that the process has not been observed and can therefore not be taught as a position based on fact. This is a shallow argument as evolution states that processes involving the changing of species happen over long periods of time. There is no one jump from a slug to a horse, but a long and gradual process of mutation and transformation, the climbing of ‘Mount Improbable’ as Richard Dawkins describes it, which results in new species, or sub-species, emerging. Mixing different areas of science together to cause confusion about evolution does not serve its detractors well. The second law of thermodynamics is said, by those who believe in design, to show that evolution by natural selection would be impossible. Such expressions have however not been backed by evidence based research. The University of Leeds, where Professor Andrew McIntosh, originator of McIntosh’s Law of Thermodynamics, is based, have issued warnings against introducing faith based arguments into science and have looked to distance themselves from such positions. The University could have been speaking for the whole academic community when it said that it ‘wishes to distance itself publicly from theories of creationism and so-called intelligent design which cannot be verified by evidence.’
The ability of scientists never to settle for an answer that cannot be verified has seen advances in the original ideas expressed by Darwin. Due to progress in technology and the bringing together of ideas from various branches of science, we now have a remarkable amount of evidence to support his claims. Darwin’s book, The Descent of Man, told us that man had evolved from an ape-like primate. Not until we unravelled the human genome were we able to see just how similar we are to other creatures. We now know that we share 98 per cent of our genetic make up with chimpanzees, which surely cannot be a coincidence of design. Looking at our DNA has told us things about ourselves that religion cannot seek to explain. Up to 97 per cent of our three billion DNA base pairs are non-functional. Why would an intelligent designer make such superfluous substances? Might this phenomenon be better explained as a relic of evolution? 
Religion does have an important role to play in society but clearly does not have much to say on the matter of evolution. Not all scientists are of the anti-religious disposition of Professor Dawkins. Some of our most eminent scientists, such as Einstein and Lord Winston, express a feeling for some other sense of their being. Einstein stated in 1939 that ‘the knowledge of truth as such is wonderful, but it is so little capable of acting as a guide that it cannot prove even the justification and the value of the aspiration toward that very knowledge of truth. Here we face, therefore, the limits of the purely rational conception of our existence.’ Religion can have much to say in the way we try and live our lives and offer some guidance on how to be a moral person. Science really does not have much of a voice when it comes to explaining how people ought to live in order to be a better person. The truth that science offers us maybe a truly wonderful and beautiful thing, but a purely rational concept of our existence does not go any way to explaining the feelings of faith that billions of people around the world feel in moments of crisis and doubt. These feelings of faith however should not be allowed to undermine a scientific process based on research, evidence and the ability to inquire to an uncertain end.
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