
HOW TO ARGUE CREATIONISM (AND HOW NOT TO)

Perhaps you are using this book only to satisfy your own curiosity and have no interest
in discussing it with others. But for those who are interested in communicating about a
controversial subject (not just limited to creationism), knowing answers to claims is not
enough. One must also know how and when to present them. Giving accurate informa-
tion in a rude and hostile manner, for example, can make people less likely to consider
it. How to argue depends on who you are arguing with and where. Different tactics are
necessary when you are arguing personally one-on-one, in an ongoing public dialogue, in
a public debate, or in a public presentation.

Personal One-on-One

The first thing to consider when arguing one-on-one is whether there is any point. If
the person is hard-set in his or her ways and unwilling to consider contrary evidence, if
the person is arguing only to try to convert you or to reinforce his or her own dogma,
and if you do not have a great deal of patience, then it may be a waste of time to discuss
the topic with such a person. This is a difficult call to make, though. The appearance of
hardheadedness could come from the fact that the creationist had only encountered other
creationists before; even if you do not see your arguments bear fruit, they may do so later.

On the other hand, if the other person is open to learning, supply some. Two essen-
tial qualities in such a dialogue are patience and politeness. Even if the other person’s
claim looks stupid to you, treat it seriously and answer politely, because it is a reasonable
idea to the other person. If you do not know an answer, admit as much, do your research,
and get back with the answer. Note that patience and politeness can be effective even
against the dogmatist in certain situations, such as a family or work relationship, in which
you have a chance to practice it for a long time.

If you can uncover fundamental motives, it helps to address these, too. Most cre-
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ationists have the idea that evolution is incompatible with their religion. It may help,
then, to show them other members of their religion who accept evolution.

Written Public Dialogue

In public dialogues, such as online forums and letters to the editor, it is important that
all substantive claims be addressed. Space limitations (especially in letters) mean it is not
always possible to do this as completely as one would like, but one should always at least
say when claims are false and give pointers on where to find details.

A big problem with public dialogues is that the same claims get repeated over and over.
It suffices most of the time simply to say, “that claim has already been dismantled; see
here.” For newcomers to the debate, the details should at least be sketched out occa-
sionally. Patience and politeness are important here, too. It is especially important that
polite queries and claims be met with polite replies. If someone treats you rudely, it is un-
derstandable to reply in kind but better to set the good example.

Teacher–Student

Biology teachers are likely to be challenged occasionally by students with creationist
beliefs. Try to understand the point of view of the student. Usually, they are coming from
a position of unshakeable religious belief, and trying to argue them out of their belief
would be futile. Many teachers find it works well simply to tell the students that they do
not need to believe evolution but that they are expected to understand it.

Biology teachers can arrange their curriculum to address common misconceptions about
evolution. Even among noncreationists, many people do not know what evolution means.
Other common misunderstandings are that evolution operates purely by chance, that it
involves sudden transitions (such as a fish giving birth to a frog), that it cannot be stud-
ied because it happened in the past, and that it violates the laws of thermodynamics.

There are several resources available especially for teachers. Alters and Alters (2001)
is particularly good. Consider contacting the National Center for Science Education
(www.ncseweb.org), the National Science Teachers Association (www.nsta.org), and the
Biological Sciences Curriculum Study (www.bscs.org).

Students receiving creationist arguments from their teacher are in a difficult position.
In addition to being morally wrong, is unlawful in the United States for teachers to press
religious views on their students, and the students have a right to make that stop, but the
process may be uncomfortable. Whatever the problem, students should enlist the help of
a parent, another teacher, or other adult. Even if a teacher is stopped from teaching cre-
ationism, do not expect this individual to start teaching evolution. It may be necessary to
seek some education outside of the class (which is a useful skill to develop anyway).

Challenges and Public Debates

The first thing to consider in public debates is that the evolution side usually loses sim-
ply by showing up; the existence of the debate sends the message that the two sides are
roughly of equal validity. Furthermore, during the debate, the creationist may make any
number of wild, confabulated claims, more than anyone can counter in a limited time.
And scientific acumen is not even a criterion for success; most people will judge the de-
bater on how entertaining the presentation is. Finally, the audience is usually packed with
people sympathetic to creationism who will ensure that the creationism side “wins” no

xxviii Introduction



matter what happens behind the podium. “The purpose of a debate is to rouse the local
troops, to stir them to action, and inspire them to go forth and support the teaching of
creationism. Why should we help?” (Scott 1994, 24) The serious debate about evolution
has been occurring continuously in scientific meetings and publications; creationists have
chosen not to participate.

If you do debate in a creationist forum, learn all you can about your opponent before-
hand. Often, the creationist debaters have a set pattern for which you can prepare. Make
sure you get some say in the topic of debate. Narrow the topic as much as possible. If
possible, demand something that the creationists do not want to consider, such as the
question “Is population genetics consistent with a global flood?”

Because creationists are so wedded to their prepackaged spiel, one of the primary tac-
tics of the debater must be to force the creationist to depart from the script and wander
into unrehearsed territory. The very best way to do this is to force the creationist to argue
the merits of creation “science” rather than the more familiar (to him or her) territory
of evolutionary science. In a debate with Canadian creationist Ian Taylor, Robert P. J.
Day accomplished this with a simple and clever tactic:

I compared two scenarios; what we have now, “Evolution in, Creationism out,”
with what the creationists, with their demand for “equal time,” seem to be asking
for, “Evolution in, Creationism in.” I then pointed out that, in comparing the two
scenarios, there was no difference in the status of evolution; that is, both evolutionists
and creationists agree that evolution should be taught and evolution was therefore
not the issue here. Rather, the controversy hinged on the inclusion of creation sci-
ence in the public school curriculum; my task, in wanting to exclude it from sci-
ence classes, would be to show that it did not qualify as science, while Taylor’s job,
in trying to include it, would be to defend it. I stated that any attacks on evolu-
tion by Taylor would be completely irrelevant, since evolution clearly was not an
issue. In doing so, I deprived Taylor of his most effective weapon. . . . It left me
free to use my entire presentation to eviscerate creation science. (R.P.J. Day 1990)

If the debate is held in a local space (e.g., a church auditorium rather than on radio),
have some one-page fliers available for volunteers to hand out. This reinforces your main
points and allows references to other resources.

Public Presentations

Perhaps the place where your voice can have the most impact is in public presenta-
tions, such as before school boards and in textbook hearings. Advanced preparation is
important for such presentations.

Organize the community. Do not be a lone voice. Recruit scientists, clergy, teachers,
and other members of the community to speak, too. The National Center for Science
Education (www.ncseweb.org) is a good place to start for connecting with others in your
community.

Having handouts ready is useful here, too. The people you are speaking to will forget
much of what you say; they can see it again if it is summarized on paper.

General Considerations

Do not alienate your audience. As tempting as it may be at times to treat all your op-
ponents with scorn, treating them thus will only reinforce their belief that evolutionists
are evil scum.
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Know your opposition. In particular, know what creationists believe. Demolishing a
claim that your opponent does not believe in the first place may make you feel better,
but it will leave your opponent unfazed.

Do not argue beyond your expertise. If you do not know something, say so. If you make
a mistake, admit it right away. One substantive mistake can destroy your credibility. Invit-
ing your opponents to learn an answer with you may be a better learning experience for
them than telling them the answer in the first place. In particular, be aware that this
book will not make you an expert on creationist claims. It is merely an introduction.

A NOTE TO CREATIONISTS

This book is not written with the expectation that creationists will flock to it, but it
can be of value to them in the following ways: First, it can help counter the arguments
of other kinds of creationists. Biblical creationism alone includes young-earth creation-
ism, old-earth creationism, day–age creationism (which says that the “days” of Genesis 1
refer to long stretches of time), and geocentrism. Then there are creationists from other
religions, which, barring appeals to religious bigotry, have as much spiritual justification
as biblical creationism. These various forms of creationism make particular claims with
which other creationists disagree. This book can provide scientific and logical rebuttals
to these claims. I expect every creationist will find at least some claims in this book that
they already reject.

Second, this book can show creationists what arguments to avoid. Many arguments
have been refuted so often that creationists lose credibility just by mentioning them.
(Prime examples are the second law of thermodynamics [CF001] and moon dust
[CE101].) At least one creationist group has recognized this problem and compiled a list
of “arguments we think creationists should NOT use” (AIG, n.d.a.). This book is a more
extensive version of such a compilation. Creationists may not accept that their favorite
arguments are flawed just because they find them here, but they may at least begin to
look at the evidence and see for themselves how credible the arguments are.

Finally, this book can show the point of view of those who oppose creationism. It does
not show the evidence for evolution in detail (for that, see the further reading with
CA202), but it does show why scientists reject essentially all of the creationists’ argu-
ments. Creationists may not like the rebuttals, but pretending that they do not count
will not make it so. Understanding an issue requires looking at all sides of it. This is es-
pecially important for those who wish to discuss the issue with others. Anyone who wants
to understand creationism fully should look at the side presented here.

Why should creationists (or anyone, for that matter) believe anything I say? They
should not, at least not just because I say it. No single authority should be treated as de-
finitive. However, there are some commonsense approaches one may take, which, I ex-
pect, will verify most of the information in this book.

Check things out for yourself. I have included both creationist and scientific references
for just that purpose. Use them. And do further research on your own. In particular, it is
useful to have a good broad but basic understanding of a field to give a framework for
further understanding. There are several ways to acquire such a basic knowledge. Prob-
ably the most effective is to work in that field yourself, as a hobby if nothing else. Read-
ing and taking introductory college courses are useful, too.

Consider all sides of any controversial issue. In particular, look beyond sources that
feed your existing beliefs and preconceptions.
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Consider motives (including your own). Creationists sometimes argue against evolu-
tion by saying, “Do you want to be related to a monkey?” They fail to appreciate that
wanting evolution to be false is actually a strong argument that evolution is true. Claims
are more trustworthy if they are supported by people who have no ulterior motive to ac-
cept them. Very few scientists want to be related to monkeys either, and yet they over-
whelmingly accept evolution. Creationists who know few scientists may claim that
scientists are motivated by their own “religion of evolution” (CA610) or commitment to
materialism (CA601). Again, check it out for yourself. You will find that scientists come
in all religions and spiritual persuasions. Many of them are as committed to God as any
creationist. The value they all share is that they consider what the evidence actually
shows to be more important than their wishes for what it should be. Scientists are also
motivated by reputation and money to make sure their data and conclusions are sound,
and they would get fame and fortune by finding support for a theory that overthrows con-
ventional views. All of these motives suggest that scientists would not accept evolution
unless the evidence left them no choice.

WHAT WE ARE ARGUING FOR

I hope that readers will not lose sight of the fact that the creation–evolution debate
is about more than arguing against creationism. We who support quality science have
valuable issues to argue for.

The benefits of good, accurate science should be obvious. Science has made possible
our current technology and the standard of living that comes with it. Evolution has con-
tributed to these benefits (CA201, section 2); creationism has not. And creationism op-
poses more than evolution; it also contradicts substantial parts of biology in general,
paleontology, geology, astronomy, physics, and psychology, not to mention the scientific
method itself. We benefit daily from the fruits of the science that creationism would deny.
Accurate scientific knowledge is useful also to nonscientists. It can help directly as one
applies the scientific principles, and it is part of the scientific literacy needed to support
good policy decisions in a technological society.

Science has aesthetic value, too. Science opens up new realms—from distant galaxies
to subatomic particles, from rain forest canopies to the depths of the ocean—to feed the
curiosity with which we are born. We gain new ways to appreciate things we may never
have even considered before. The rocks exposed by road cuts were just barren ground
until I studied geology, and the night sky became more enchanting simply by learning
the names of a few stars and constellations. What I study becomes more beautiful as I
learn more about it. I know other scientists have similar feelings. Most fear is fear of the
unknown; science replaces it with wonder.

Finally, although science is not a religion, there is a moral and philosophical dimen-
sion to it. Science is built upon accepting whatever the evidence shows. The scientist
gets to design the experiments, but the universe gets the ultimate say in their outcome.
It is humbling. Scientists who try to manipulate conclusions to their desired outcome
come to grief. The acceptance of reality is the basis for honesty and effective action, in
addition to being a positive value in its own right. There are few if any social institu-
tions that encourage and enforce this value to the extent that science does.

Creationism is fought in the courts as a religious freedom issue. Those who support the
teaching of evolution believe that the views of one particular religion should not be
taught as fact to all children in public schools. More than that, we believe that a reli-
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gion’s opposition to prevailing scientific evidence and conclusions is not sufficient justi-
fication to keep the science from being taught. Most people support the idea of religious
freedom. But religious freedom requires support of the practice, not just support of the
idea. Unfortunately, most people are not motivated to get involved unless they think they
are adversely affected themselves. I hope that they will reflect upon what else besides re-
ligious freedom is denied when evolution is rejected.
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