Intelligent Design and the Origin of Life
Part 2

Prior to the molecular biology revolution of the 1950s and 1960s, scientists lacked a detailed understanding of the molecular machinery and the coded information within living cells (Part 1). It was only after James Watson and Francis Crick elucidated the structure of DNA in 1953 that scientists began to uncover how genetic information is stored, transmitted, and translated into proteins within the cell. Today, DNA is widely recognised as the molecule that stores and transmits genetic information within every living organism. Apologists Norman Geisler and Frank Turek explain the significance of this discovery for the origin-of-life debate:

“DNA has a helical structure that looks like a twisted ladder. The sides of the ladder are formed by alternating deoxyribose and phosphate molecules, and the rungs of the ladder consist of a specific order of four nitrogen bases. These nitrogen bases are adenine, thymine, cytosine, and guanine, which commonly are represented by the letters A, T, C, and G. These letters comprise what is known as the four-letter genetic alphabet. 

This alphabet is identical to our English alphabet in terms of its ability to communicate a message, except that the genetic alphabet has only four letters instead of twenty-six.1 Just as the specific order of the letters in this sentence communicates a unique message, the specific order of A, T, C, and G within a living cell determines the unique genetic makeup of that living entity. Another name for that message or information, whether it’s in a sentence or in DNA, is “specified complexity.” In other words, not only is it complex—it also contains a specific message” (I Don't Have Enough Faith to Be an Atheist) 

Those familiar with the Intelligent Design hypothesis will immediately associate the term "specified complexity" with the work of William Dembski, one of the principal philosophers and mathematicians associated with the modern Intelligent Design movement. In The Design Inference, Dembski develops a theoretical framework for distinguishing between events best explained by chance, natural law, or intelligent design. It should be noted, however, that Dembski uses the term "specified complexity" in a more technical sense than do Geisler and Turek.
The following illustrations involving a cat and a keyboard represent my attempt to explain specified complexity as I understand it: 

Case one

Suppose we came home to find the letters “i” and “h” (“ih”) on the computer screen with Fluffy the cat sleeping alongside the keyboard.  Consisting of just two letters, this sequence is short or simple.  It is the opposite of what we mean here by “complex” (below). Additionally, these two letters do not conform to any independently given, recognisable pattern.  For example, they do not spell out a word found in the dictionary.  Because these two letters do not reproduce an independently given pattern (e.g. a pattern found in a dictionary), they are said to lack specification.  Thus, the sequence “ih” lacks both complexity and specification.  We could easily conclude that the sequence was produced by Fluffy’s jumping upon the keyboard. 

Case two

Nor would it be difficult to believe that Fluffy’s keyboard capers over a week could produce a complex (rather than simple) sequence of hundreds or thousands of random letters conforming to no independently given pattern (e.g. the sequence jkhgdrkjylhbfkhfjy, etc). In this discussion, "complex" does not mean complicated or difficult to understand. Because this string is very long, the probability of obtaining this exact sequence by chance is exceedingly small. In that sense, it is complex. This particular string of letters is one of an almost infinite number of possible sequences, but cats jumping on keyboards will produce some sequence, so why not this one?


Case three

Next, it would not be difficult to believe that Fluffy could produce a sequence of letters which is as simple as in case one, but also specified.  In this context, a specified sequence is simply one which satisfies an independently given specification. For example, consider the sequence “h” and “i” (“hi”).  Our colloquial dictionary defines “hi” as a form of popular greeting, and therefore this sequence conforms to an independently given pattern (i.e. a dictionary definition).  However, while this sequence contains specification, it is much too short to contain complexity.  Again, we would not rule out the possibility that this was a random arrangement produced by our frisky feline jumping upon the keyboard.  


Case four

There is a final scenario involving specification and complexity to consider.  Suppose we returned home to find a sequence of letters and spaces on the screen beginning with the sequence To my beloved wife on Valentine’s Day and ending with the sequence Your loving husband. Between these opening and closing lines appear the sixteen lines of Robert Burns' poem A Red, Red Rose, reproduced in their correct order.  (“O my Luve’s like a red, red rose That’s newly sprung in June” etc).  This sequence of letters and spaces is both specified and complex. The poem existed independently of the sequence displayed on the computer screen. The sequence therefore matches a pattern that was not devised after the fact to fit the observed data. It conforms to an independently given pattern, and it is made up of hundreds of letters and spaces.  We have here an example of complex, specified information (CSI), and the question before us is this:
"Based on our uniform and repeated experience, would we reasonably attribute such a sequence to the random action of a cat on a keyboard, or to the activity of an intelligent agent?"
In my view, Dembski is on solid ground in concluding that “pure chance, entirely unsupplemented and left to its own devices, is incapable of generating CSI” (Intelligent Design as a Theory of Information, 1998, Perspectives on Science and Christian Faith). He argues that observation, experience, and experimental investigation consistently support the conclusion that what chance cannot generate is information that is both complex and specified.


If Geisler and Turek are right that DNA is not merely complex but also “contains a specific message” then the advances of molecular biology and information theory since the mid-twentieth century have done more than merely support the intelligent design of life: they have decisively strengthened the case. We will look at some specifics in Part 3. 
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