Socrates vs. Hector Dawkins Part II:  Are ID proponents liars?

by James Hoskins
 
Hector:
Socrates, I know from our last conversation that you do not see ID as unscientific.  While I was unable to convince you of the fraudulence of ID, I would like to at least convince you of the dishonesty of its advocates.

 
Socrates:   Well, Hector, you know I am always up for a good dialogue.  But I must warn you, I will not allow you to make a moral accusation, such as calling an entire group of people liars, without backing up your claim.

 
Hector: 
That’s fair.
 
Socrates:    Okay, proceed.
 
Hector:  
To start off with, the overwhelming majority of ID-ists are Christians.  Would you agree?

 
Socrates:  
Yes.  But you must be careful.  I could say that the overwhelming majority of Darwinian scientists are atheists.  But that would no more prove that evolution necessitates atheism than your argument proves ID necessitates theism.

 
Hector:
Okay, you’re right.  But, just bare with me here Socrates.  I’m building my case.

 
Socrates:    Sorry.  Go ahead.
 
Hector:  
Now, almost all of the founders of the ID movement have said in various interviews, at religious conferences, and so forth that the issue of the ID/Evolution debate is about philosophy and religion; or they’ve said that the Designer that ID refers to is God; or they’ve said they wish to return the U.S. to its Christian roots and defeat scientific materialism.  They even quote scripture sometimes!  But when they are debating with scientists, or they are presenting ID to a mixed audience, they leave out all the religious language and act as if they are only concerned with science.  I have debated numerous ID-ists, and I always try to get them to admit that they only believe ID because they are Christians, but they won’t admit it.  They say it’s irrelevant to the debate or they simply ignore my question.  At least Young Earth Creationists are straightforward with their beliefs!  What other conclusion can I draw except that ID advocates are being dishonest?

 
Socrates:  
Hector, I find this a very strange complaint you’ve just made.  What you have basically told me is that you feel it is dishonest that proponents of ID attempt to be objective and leave their religious beliefs out of the debate when talking about their theory to a mixed audience.  But isn’t that what they should do?  The reason you don’t mind Young Earth Creationists is because it is easy to write them off.  Their theories are derived directly from their scriptures.  When you debate Creationists, you complain that they can’t separate their religion from the science, and so you dismiss them as extremists.  When you debate ID-ists, you complain that they DO separate their religion from the science, and so you call them liars.  It doesn’t seem that you are being fair.  Hector, as I said in our last conversation, you are open about your atheism.  You have publicly expressed your contempt for religion on numerous occasions.  You have stated that it is irrational to believe in God, or that there is no good reason to believe in God because evolution explains life.  So would it be fair for me to call you a liar for not repeating those things when you are explaining Darwin’s theory to a mixed audience in a scientific forum?

 
Hector:      No, that would not be fair.
 
Socrates:  
Then how is it that you can call an advocate of ID a liar for doing the same; for essentially having good etiquette?

 
Hector:  
The difference is that evolution does not require one to be an atheist, but ID does require one to believe in God.  There are theistic evolutionists; people who believe in God-guided evolution.  However, there are no atheistic ID-ists.  Belief in God is a necessary condition for belief in ID.  Therefore, it is intellectually dishonest of an ID proponent to deny this inescapable logic.

 
Socrates:  
You’ve brought up a good point.  But let me ask you, when you say it is irrational to believe in God because Darwin’s theory explains life, are you talking about biological life on earth, or the universe as a whole?

 
Hector:  
Darwin only spoke of biological life on earth.  He did not attempt to explain the entire universe.

 
Socrates:    So, does evolution explain how life began?
 
Hector:  
Well….no.  Darwin did speculate that life spawned from a primordial soup, but his theory only addresses the mechanism of how life has evolved since its beginning.  It does not explain how the first cell formed, or how the universe began.

 
Socrates:  
So, when you claim that it is irrational to believe in God because evolution explains life, you are giving Darwin’s theory more explanatory power than it actually has.  Correct?

 
Hector:      I guess so, but that still does not mean that belief in God is rational.
Socrates:  
I am not arguing here that belief in God is rational.  I am simply trying to get a more clear idea of your position.  Now, to my knowledge, there are different versions of ID:  There is cosmological ID – the argument that the universe is designed; and there is biological ID – the argument that some structures in biology are designed.  Although both of these versions are complimentary and bolster each other, they are still separate arguments and must be examined separately.  I agree that cosmological ID necessarily requires a God because the designer is separate and prior to the universe as a whole, and therefore necessarily outside nature.  However, biological ID is different.  There is nothing inherent in the argument of biological ID that requires the designer to be outside the universe; only outside biological life on earth.  The designer could simply be a more intelligent life form; a sort of extra-terrestrial scientist, and we are its experiment.  If human scientists are able to manipulate and engineer things on the molecular level, then it seems plausible that a more intelligent life form could do it to a greater degree.  In fact, I do believe there are even some scientists who actually believe similar theories.  However, most of the ID advocates you’ve criticized and called liars primarily focus their work on biological ID, which does not necessitate theism, but perhaps only makes it more plausible.  So, you have not shown me, Hector, that your criticism is justified.  

 
Hector:  
No, Socrates, I think biological ID does in fact necessitate God.  The reason is because if you invoke this “more intelligent life form” as the designer, it creates an infinite regress because then you have to ask, “who designed this designer.”

 
Socrates:  
I find it quite odd that you would say this, Hector.  To claim biological ID necessitates God because it requires an infinite regress is like saying, “My existence necessitates God because I have a cause, and then my cause had to have a cause, and that cause had to have a cause, and it results in an infinite regress.”  The infinite regress problem could be projected onto just about any theory, including Darwinism.  One could say, “Darwin’s theory necessitates God because the events of natural selection and random mutation must have a cause, and those events must have a cause, and then those events had to have a cause, and so forth in an infinite regress.”  This reminds me of a man I once met named Zeno.  He denied the existence of motion on the same principle; that it required an infinite regress.  But he seemed to have forgotten that his mouth had to move for him to even express his argument.  I’m afraid this won’t do, Hector.  Since the infinite regress problem can be applied to just about any theory, it does not show that biological ID requires God any more than it shows Darwinism requires God; or that motion requires God for that matter!

 
Hector:  
I understand, Socrates, but what I mean to say is that positing God as the cause, does not explain the effect.  It merely avoids the explanation and moves the problem.  Then one is forced to ask what caused God, and so forth in an infinite regress.

 
Socrates:  
Ironically, my dear Hector, positing God is one of the few things that actually stops the infinite regress!  The classic cosmological argument for God is not that everything requires a cause, but only that whatever begins to exist requires a cause.  That is an important distinction that is often overlooked.  Since God did not begin to exist; since He has always existed, He does not require a cause.  Therefore, it makes no sense to ask what caused God.
 
Hector:  
But one could say that the universe is eternal and has always existed, and therefore it does not require a cause.  So there’s no need to posit a God as the explanation of the universe.

 
Socrates:  
I would agree with you, that is, if the universe were eternal.  But it is my understanding that the current scientific data points to the conclusion that the universe began to exist.  Therefore it requires a cause.  But come, Hector, let us not fall into an infinite digress from our original topic.  You claim ID proponents believe ID because of their religious beliefs, and they are therefore dishonest for denying this.  I have shown you that only cosmological ID necessitates God, and that biological ID does not.  Yet, your accusation is directed toward proponents of biological ID.  So you have still not shown me that ID-ists are liars.
 
Hector:  
Okay, Socrates, let me give you an example to prove my point.  Michael Behe is probably the most popular proponent of ID.  In his new book, The Edge of Evolution, he states that he believes the universe is designed.  He is a proponent of “biological ID,” but he does not stop at biology like you claim.  He says the universe is designed.  By your admission, Socrates, that can only mean God.  You see?  All ID advocates are a bunch of snake-charming charlatans! 
 
Socrates:    Is the main argument of his book about biological ID or cosmological ID?
 
Hector:      Biological.
 
Socrates:    But he claims that his argument is compatible with cosmological ID?
 
Hector:      Yes, exactly!
 
Socrates:  
I don’t see how that makes him a liar one bit.  For him to point out that his argument for biological ID is compatible with cosmological ID is simply smart, not dishonest.  It makes his argument more plausible.  Hector, earlier you proposed the idea that the universe is eternal, even though there is clear evidence to the contrary.  You proposed it in order to make your own view more plausible.  That does not mean you are a liar.  And it does not mean Michael Behe or any other ID proponent is a liar.  But come, Hector, let us stop this meandering and get to the point.  You have made a claim of moral gravity; one that attacks the character of your opponent.  A child can call people names.  An adolescent can even do it with some wit.  But you are an adult, and so I must hold you to a higher standard.  You must either show that ID proponents are liars, or you must retract your accusation.  You have not shown that biological ID requires the existence of God, and therefore you have failed to show how it is dishonest of ID proponents to deny so.  Now, I have a question for you that I believe will cut to the core of this issue.  Do ID proponents believe in God because they believe ID, or do they believe ID because they believe in God? 
 
Hector:  
I would say that they believe ID because they believe in God.  If they did not already believe in God, then they would not find ID convincing.  And they are liars for not admitting that.

 
Socrates:  
Then how do you explain the case of Antony Flew?  He was an atheist for his entire academic career.  He spent more time pondering these ideas than you have probably spent existing.  But due to the arguments of ID, he is now a deist.  So here’s an example of someone who did not already believe in God before accepting ID.  He believes in God now because of ID, and prior to that he believed no God existed.  So, Is Antony Flew a liar?
 
Hector:  
Well….he’s an exception.  Wait!  Actually, Antony Flew helps prove my point!  Socrates, I cannot believe you overlooked this!  I said that there are no atheist ID advocates.  Once Antony Flew became convinced by ID, he had no other choice but to believe God exists.  You see?  I’m right!  

 
Socrates:  
My dear Hector, thank you for finally bringing us to the root of the disagreement.  I’m afraid you are mistaken however; the case of Flew does not prove your point, it actually disproves it.  But your reaction to it does illuminate some things for us.  Let me explain.  You argument can be summarized thus:  (1)  ID advocates believe ID because they have a pre-existent commitment to religion.  (2)  ID advocates deny this.  (3)  Therefore, ID advocates are liars.  However, the case of Antony Flew proves that one does not need a pre-existent commitment to religion in order to believe ID.  So this real-life example refutes your first premise.  Furthermore, your criticism that ID proponents are dishonest for denying premise 1 is unfair for two reasons.  First, if premise 1 is false, as has been shown, then ID proponents are correct to deny it.  Secondly, it seems ID proponents are simply practicing proper etiquette in leaving their personal religious beliefs aside when they discuss the theory of ID to a mixed audience.  It shows they have respect for people of opposing views.  They have every right to expound on their personal beliefs in front of a religious audience and express their conviction that the designer is God.  That is no more dishonest than when you openly share your contempt for religion in front of an audience of atheists, but then temper your words for a mixed audience.  It only shows you have respect for others of opposing views, not that you are dishonest.  So premise 2 does not hold either.  This leaves your conclusion without foundation.  Additionally, you have failed to show that biological ID requires God.  In order to do that, you would have to show that the designer of biological ID is necessarily outside the universe.  But you cannot.  Finally, your reaction to Flew’s conversion is important because it gets to the heart of the matter, and that is this:  the source of your contempt is the potential for ID to make God a plausibly rational concept.  
 
Hector: 
Socrates, I can’t believe that you cannot see the plain truth.  ID proponents are liars!  I have debated them.  I know.

 
Socrates:  
Hector, let me be clear.  I have no doubt that most ID proponents believed in God first before they discovered ID.  That’s no big secret.  I’m sure they themselves would, and do, admit it.  But, that does not mean they believe ID because they believe in God.  It doesn’t mean one cannot accept ID without first believing in God.  It is not necessary for a person to believe in God first before they find ID convincing, and the case of Antony Flew proves this fact.  Indeed, one can even have a conviction that is militantly opposed to the idea of God and yet still be persuaded by the evidence of design.  If proponents of ID feel they are offering a valid scientific theory to the public, then it seems right that they should set aside their personal religious convictions when explaining their theory for the simple fact that their religious convictions are irrelevant in that forum.  So I ask you, why should a proponent of ID acquiesce to your demand to reveal their personal religion when discussing the theory of ID?  
 
Hector:      Because it would be more honest of them.
 
Socrates:    More honest than what?
 
Hector:      More intellectually honest than pretending they are only interested in science.
 
Socrates:  
Hector, you keep claiming the behavior of ID proponents falls short of true honesty, but you have failed to show how it is dishonest in any way.  And you insist on continuing to accuse ID proponents of lying.  I am led to conclude that your objection to ID is emotional, not intellectual.  Perhaps the truth is that you dislike ID because it makes God more plausible, and that challenges your pre-existent commitments.  I cannot see any other reason why one would persist down a path of unsubstantiated ad hominem attacks.
 
Hector:  
With all due respect, Socrates, I know you are my elder by several millennia, but you are wrong.  Intelligent Design theory is not science, and ID proponents are dishonest for pretending that it is.  You just don’t have as much experience as I do in the matter.

 
Socrates:  
My dear Hector, since you have failed to prove your claims, they are only angry words of which I have grown weary.  But you are right about one thing; I am your elder.  And so, my friend, I wish to impart some elderly wisdom.  There is an inherent danger in publicly accusing someone of lying.  If you are wrong, it can backfire.  Never underestimate the intuitive logic of the general public.  When you say, “They’re lying!” and ID-ists respond, “No, we are not,” everyone knows you cannot both be telling the truth.  That means someone is guilty of falsehood.  And if it becomes clear that ID proponents are not the ones that are lying, that only leaves you.
