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TWO LOCAL TALKS; 
Talk of evolution to fill Darwin's 197th birthday


Mike Lafferty, THE COLUMBUS DISPATCH


A growing number of scientists are leaving their labs to fight in the "evolution wars" that broke out in the late 1990s.

And they will rally today, Charles Darwin's birthday, at more than 600 events worldwide, including a small party at a Toronto pub and public lectures. There are two scheduled today in Columbus.

Most scientists say they find it strange that they have to defend Darwin and evolutionary theory in the 21st century. 

"It's weird," said Steve Rissing, an Ohio State University biologist who has taken his fight to the public via lectures and op-ed pieces. "I'd rather be out digging up ant colonies."

At first, scientists mostly ignored the attacks from religious conservatives who promoted creationism, which professes a literal interpretation of the Bible. For example, creationists say the Earth is about 6,000 years old.

But creationism got a boost when it added "intelligent design" to the mix. The idea maintains that living things are so complex that they must have required intervention by an intelligent designer, possibly God.

Backed by die-hard advocates and pushed at the national level by the well-funded Discovery Institute in Seattle, intelligent design began to make inroads into school curricula nationwide, including in Pennsylvania, Ohio, California and Kansas.

That's when Rissing and other scientists began to come out of their labs.

"I don't like being a public figure," said Rissing, who writes a bimonthly column for The Dispatch's science pages. "I'm a professor at a public university. I believe strongly (that evolution) is an insight from science that can be good and can save lives."

Charles Hoisington taught in the Columbus Public Schools in the 1960s and remembers similar attempts 40 years ago to push creationism in the classroom.

Hoisington said he helped organize opposition then and still supports pro-evolution organizations.

"Most scientists don't gain the public attention like Rod Parsley," he said, referring to the fundamentalist pastor of World Harvest Church in southeastern Franklin County.

"The crux of the issue is control and power. People promoting intelligent design want to dominate and control. That's essentially what I'm concerned about."

Darwin Day dates from 1995. There's an official Darwin Day Web site that says its aim is to build toward Darwin's 200th birthday in 2009, which also will mark the 150th anniversary of the publication of his 1859 book, On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection.

"Scientists need to take some responsibility for educating the general public," said Darwin Day founder Bob Stephens, a retired cell biologist from the Stanford Research Institute at Menlo Park, Calif.

Clergy are joining in also. Ministers at more than 400 churches, according to the Darwin Day Web site, will preach Evolution Sunday sermons about the compatibility of science and religion.

A person of faith can believe in both, said Hillel Chiel, a biologist and neuroscientist at Case Western Reserve University in Cleveland. Chiel is scheduled to speak today at Congregation Tifereth Israel, 1354 E. Broad St.

"I'm a private person," said Chiel, a neurobiologist and the son of a rabbi. "I use evolutionary theory all the time in my work. I'm also someone who believes in a creator, and I don't find that a contradiction."

Ohio Citizens for Science has arranged the talk. The group began four years ago as a loose organization counting a few thousand supporters to boost evolution and keep intelligent design out of the state's lesson plan for public schools.

"Having trusted the system to work this out, scientists now are taking action," said Patricia Princehouse, a biologist at Case Western Reserve University.

Princehouse said she and others can contact national organizations that can unleash tens of thousands of pro-evolution e-mails, letters and telephone calls to pressure government officials.

Attacks on evolution, she said, are part of an overall assault on science.

Princehouse, now a regular at state Board of Education meetings, said she was nervous when she first got involved. 

"It was so foreign to anything I'd done before," she said. "The whole year in 2002, I was shaking."

Scientists say that although creationism and intelligent design have been defeated in court cases, fundamentalists have made inroads by making evolution controversial.

"Public understanding suffers because evolution is not taught much," Princehouse said. "People hear more about it from preachers on the radio."
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