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It has been proposed by some that Intelligent Design (ID) should be taught in our schools in addition to, or instead of, biological evolution. Biological evolution proposes that the various life forms on earth are the product of random genetic variations with selection of those variants that survive best in a given environment.  It is a scientific concept that has been validated by thousands of research studies over the past century. 

ID is not a scientific discipline since the answer is always the same. It proposes that certain aspects of evolution are so irreducibly complex that a supernatural force (God) had to be involved. This is sometimes referred to as “God of the Gaps” in which apparent difficulties are explained by saying, “God did it.” While proponents of ID have listed a number of items that they view as “irreducibly complex,” such as eyes, ears, blood clotting, cilia, flagella, and others, a careful examination shows that all are easily explained by standard non-supernatural principles of evolution.


In addition to these supposedly irreducibly complex structures, a favorite issue of ID is the so-called “Cambrian explosion.”  This is depicted as a short period of time in the Cambrian period, half a billion years ago, when all of the phyla of the world suddenly came into existence. The period in question covered actually about 50 million years - not exactly an instant of creation. All of the many dozens of extinct species of horses, evolved in a shorter period of time than that. Phyla are a classification of life based on major differences in body form. The ID proponents suggest this sudden appearance of many different complex forms of life provides a perfect example of the creative touch of a supreme being. 


Is this true or is the Cambrian explosion understandable in terms of biological evolution? There are a number of facts that suggest the latter. 

 First, all life and all the phyla did not start in the Cambrian period. For the first 2.5 billion years of life on earth single-cell bacteria without a nucleus existed, followed by the development of single celled organisms with a nucleus. Second, several major phyla existed long before the Cambrian period. Third, a group of genes involved in body form, the HOX genes, make up what has been termed the “development toolbox.” This toolbox was in place for millions of years prior to the Cambrian period. Like a biological Tinkertoy®, rearranging, shuffling and exchanging parts of HOX genes allowed for the rapid evolution of new life forms and new phyla with changes in only a tiny number of genes. Forth, modern levels of oxygen, critical for complex life, only came about at the time of the Cambrian period.

With these factors all of the pieces were finally all in place for an explosion of new life forms. An analogy might be that there were no personal computers in the 1970’s but just 30 years later there were untold millions of computers, often many in every family. This “Computer explosion” was not due to divine intervention to create computers. It was due to the fact that by the 1980’s the transistor, electronic circuit boards, computer software, a robust standard of living, and easy access to electricity were all in place allowing for an explosion of computers.

All of the factors outlined above allowed for the rapid development of new phyla and indicate that the “Cambrian explosion” was totally consistent with Darwinian evolution.

