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It has become popular in the past two decades to hear the discipline of
philosophy of science invoked against the life sciences. A repeated trope by
critics of evolution or science by religious thinkers and influencers is to use
philosophy of science as a wedge against trusting the findings of science and
the conclusions of scientists, or to establish doubt; as if one needs to take what
scientists say with a pinch of salt. Nowhere is this truer than with critics of
evolutionary biology, palaeobiology, geology or origin of life research.

Philosophy of science can be a terribly misunderstood discipline. It is a very
distinct branch of philosophy that, speaking from experience, has little con-
nection to other branches of philosophy. Because philosophy and theology are
the most popular disciplines in religious apologetics, in stark comparison to
the sciences, philosophy of science is naturally seen as a bridge discipline for
engaging faith with the sciences. Furthermore, it is seen as a friend and ally
against the claims of atheists and critics of religion in the sciences. However, as
is often the case, modern philosophy of science is a dynamic, moving field that
is reflecting on the latest findings of sciences (which are booming,) such as is
the case with the life sciences at present. Being a relatively young professional
discipline, critics of evolution or proponents of creationism or design may
be slightly familiar with the famous names in philosophy of science such as
Thomas Kuhn, Karl Popper or Imre Lakatos. Philosophy of science runs much
deeper than the findings of these names. Furthermore, philosophy of biology
and philosophy of physics are very much their own disciplines today.

On reflection, philosophy of science is abused tremendously and invoked
incorrectly by critics of science from religious apologists. Given that Stephen
Meyer has a doctorate in history and philosophy of science, and Professor John
Lennox references the discipline often, it is little surprise that religious crit-
ics of the sciences are attracted to the discipline as if it were an ally. Dr ].T.
Bridges, an Intelligent Design fellow at Southern Evangelical Seminary, has
tried to publicly leverage philosophy of science against evolution and in favour
of Intelligent Design. It has therefore become commonplace in recent years to
hear young, new apologists and religious critics of science claim the following:

Scientists are incorrect in their assertions because they are not trained in
philosophy of science (the assertion being that apologists are). Philosophy
of science functions as a blind spot.

If only scientists received basic training in philosophy of science they would
change their minds on issues such as evolutionary biology.

143 ¢ Science & Christian Belief, Vol 38, No. 2



CORRESPONDENCE

Philosophy of science gives a place to design arguments that those in the life
sciences do not realise.

Philosophy of science is a serious challenge to the scientific status of evolu-
tion.

Whilst I cannot speak generally for the training of scientists in philosophy
of science, I did not find this to be the case myself. Science and philosophy are
very different disciplines with little in common in practice or outcomes. Aside
from this contention over training in philosophy of science, every one of the
four claims above is incorrect. Furthermore, the only names rallied in support
of these are the most famous ones and never today’s philosophers of science.
Indeed, you do not find modern philosophers of biology referenced. The only
possible exceptions are Michael Ruse, who is cited often in criticising Dawkins
but often forgotten as an outspoken critic of creationism and Intelligent Design
in particular, and Thomas Nagel (especially his book Mind And Cosmos) though
he is not a philosopher of science as such.

I shall briefly examine the most popular names in philosophy of science to
show that their alleged opposition to evolutionary biology and modern science
is unfounded. Karl Popper is cited in reference to his work on falsification. His
early questioning of evolution comes from his 1974 work Darwinism as a Meta-
physical Research Programme." However, Popper changed his mind completely
on evolutionary biology, and Natural Selection in particular, in his later work.
Just four years later, he said ‘1 have changed my mind about the testability and
logical status of the theory of natural selection...’ > He came to view Natural
Selection as a serious, hard scientific discipline worthy of its scientific status.
This is neglected or simply unknown by those in creationism and Intelligent
Design who often cite him as evidence that philosophy of science is their ally.
Elliott Sober has chronicled the journey Popper went through in changing his
mind?® and it does not read as one given to popular influence or peer pressure.
Indeed, Sober is a fine example of a modern philosopher of science of whom
religious critics are unaware.

Thomas Kuhn, author of The Structure of Scientific Revolutions,* is famous
for coining the phrase ‘paradigm shift’ in reference to how science grows, de-
velops and changes. Though often explicitly stated as otherwise, in his writing,
evolutionary biology is treated as a successful scientific discipline operating
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within a paradigm. Most importantly, Kuhn never argued that evolution was
pseudoscience or unscientific. In his 1988 work Science as a Process,® David
Hull explicitly applies Kuhnian ideas to evolutionary biology as a fine example
of a fruitful paradigm shift in science.

Imre Lakatos never rejected evolution. Lakatos outlined good science as oc-
curring in successful research programs that operate in fruitful methodologi-
cal practice with clear outcomes. He called evolutionary biology a progressive
research programme in his major work® and never saw it otherwise. Although
not exclusively about biology, it lays out the criteria for progressive versus de-
generative research programmes. Michael Ruse, before his passing last year,
had discussed Lakatos’ approach to evolution as a research programme for the
better part of five decades.” Today, evolution is widely regarded by philosophers
of science as one of the best examples of a progressive research programme be-
cause it continually generates novel discoveries and predictions. [ cannot iden-
tify a single academic philosopher of biology or philosopher of science who
thinks otherwise. I do not think this can be seen as mere peer pressure among
philosophers of biology given the scope of academic space to write otherwise,
as well as how seriously this space is taken. Furthermore, these discussions are
now a century old.

Modern philosophy of biology is, unsurprisingly, strongly engaged with evo-
lution given the tremendous advances in the tools used for its examination in
genomics, ancient DNA, gene editing and experimental evolution. A good exam-
ple is Sober, who addresses common ancestry, hypothesis testing, likelihood,
evidence and prediction as a philosopher of biology.? One could also point to
Godfrey-Smith.®

Itis also crucial to appreciate that philosophers of science for a century have
been unanimous in their contention that neither creationism nor Intelligent
Design are science, that they fail to meet any and every demarcation criterion
for being sciences, and that they fail the scientific method in its every form.™

We must better utilise philosophy of science in our science and religion dia-
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logue and be better educated to be more vigilant against its abuse by religious
critics of the sciences.

Samuel McKee is Associate Tutor in History and Philosophy of Science, Manchester
Metropolitan University, and doctoral researcher in cancer genetics, University of
Reading.
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