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James Cromwell is aptly ineffectual
as Prince Philip; Alex Jennings is nondescript as Prince Charles. Helen McCrory
as Mrs. Blair is juicily anti-monarchy as
she teases hubby. The most important
second role is, of course, Blair, played by
Michael Sheen, who previously played
Blair in a Morgan-Frears television film.
Sheen has Blair’s essential verve of a
juvenile in an English comedy—now
naturally aging a bit—but anyone who
has seen television broadcasts of Blair

on his feet in the House of Commons
on Question Day knows that he is an
adroit parliamentarian. Any suggestion
of this quality is not in Sheen.
After a last deep bow to Mirren, a
closing note of admiration—not irrelevant because the subject is germane to
this picture’s world. The (upper-class)
men’s clothes. What tailoring, what
tweeds. One reason to be glad that this
film is fascinating is that it makes this
comment possible. 

Thomas Nagel

The Fear of Religion
The God Delusion
By Richard Dawkins
(Houghton Mifflin, 352 pp., $26)
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ichard Dawkins, the
most prominent and accomplished scientific writer of our time, is convinced that religion is the
enemy of science. Not just fundamentalist or fanatical or extremist religion,
but all religion that admits faith as a
ground of belief and asserts the existence of God. In his new book, he attacks religion with all the weapons at
his disposal, and as a result the book is
a very uneven collection of scriptural
ridicule, amateur philosophy, historical
and contemporary horror stories, anthropological speculations, and cosmological scientific argument. Dawkins
wants both to dissuade believers and to
embolden atheists.
Since Dawkins is operating mostly
outside the range of his scientific expertise, it is not surprising that The God
Delusion lacks the superb instructive
lucidity of his books on evolutionary
theory, such as The Selfish Gene, The
Blind Watchmaker, and Climbing Mount
Improbable. In this new book I found
that kind of pleasure only in the brief
explanation of why the moth flies into
the candle flame—an example introduced to illustrate how a useful trait can
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have disastrous side effects. (Dawkins
believes the prevalence of religion
among human beings is a side effect of
the useful trust of childhood.)
One of Dawkins’s aims is to overturn the convention of respect toward
religion that belongs to the etiquette of
modern civilization. He does this by persistently violating the convention, and
being as offensive as possible, and pointing with gleeful outrage at absurd or
destructive religious beliefs and practices. This kind of thing was done more
entertainingly by H. L. Mencken (whom
Dawkins quotes with admiration), but
the taboo against open atheistic scorn
seems to have become even more powerful since Mencken’s day. Dawkins’s
unmitigated hostility and quotable insults—“The God of the Old Testament
is arguably the most unpleasant character in all fiction”—will certainly serve
to attract attention, but they are not
what make the book interesting.
The important message is a theoretical one, about the reach of a certain
kind of scientific explanation.At the core
of the book, in a chapter titled “Why
There Almost Certainly Is No God,”
Dawkins sets out with care his position
on a question of which the importance
cannot be exaggerated: the question of
what explains the existence and character of the astounding natural order we
can observe in the universe we inhabit.
On one side is what he calls “the God
Hypothesis,” namely that “there exists a
superhuman, supernatural intelligence
who deliberately designed and created
the universe and everything in it, includ-
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ing us.” On the other side is Dawkins’s
alternative view: “any creative intelligence, of sufficient complexity to design
anything, comes into existence only as
the end product of an extended process
of gradual evolution. Creative intelligences, being evolved, necessarily arrive
late in the universe, and therefore cannot be responsible for designing it.” In
Dawkins’s view, the ultimate explanation
of everything, including evolution, may
be found in the laws of physics, which
explain the laws of chemistry, which explain the existence and the functioning
of the self-replicating molecules that underlie the biological process of genetic
mutation and natural selection.

T

his pair of stark alternatives may not exhaust the
possibilities, but it poses the
fundamental question clearly.
In this central argument of Dawkins’s
book, the topic is not institutional religion or revealed religion, based on
scripture, miracles, or the personal experience of God’s presence. It is what
used to be called “natural religion,” or
reflection on the question of the existence and nature of God using only the
resources of ordinary human reasoning.
This is not the source of most religious
belief, but it is important nonetheless.
In a previous chapter, Dawkins dismisses, with contemptuous flippancy
the traditional a priori arguments for
the existence of God offered by Aquinas and Anselm. I found these attempts
at philosophy, along with those in a later
chapter on religion and ethics, particularly weak; Dawkins seems to have felt
obliged to include them for the sake of
completeness. But his real concern is
with the argument from design, because
there the conflict between religious belief and atheism takes the form of a scientific disagreement—a disagreement
over the most plausible explanation of
the observable evidence. He argues that
contemporary science gives us decisive
reason to reject the argument from design, and to regard the existence of God
as overwhelmingly improbable.
The argument from design is deceptively simple. If we found a watch lying
on a deserted heath (William Paley’s famous example from the eighteenth century), we would conclude that such an
intricate mechanism, whose parts fit together to carry out a specific function,
did not come into existence by chance,
but that it was created by a designer
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with that function in mind. Similarly, if
we observe any living organism, or one
of its parts, such as the eye or the wing
or the red blood cell, we have reason to
conclude that its much greater physical
complexity, precisely suited to carry out
specific functions, could not have come
into existence by chance, but must have
been created by a designer.
The two inferences seem analogous,
but they are very different. First, we
know how watches are manufactured,
and we can go to a watch factory and
see it done. But the inference to creation by God is an inference to something that we have not observed and
presumably never could observe. Second, the designer and the manufacturer
of a watch are human beings with bodies, using physical tools to mold and put
together its parts. The supernatural being whose work is inferred by the argument from design for the existence of
God is not supposed to be a physical organism inside the world, but someone
who creates or acts on the natural world
while not being a part of it.
The first difference is not an objection to the argument. Scientific inference to the best explanation of what we
can observe often leads to the discovery
of things that are themselves unobservable by perception and detectable only
by their effects. In this sense, God might
be no more and no less observable than
an electron or the Big Bang. But the
second difference is more troubling,
since it is not clear that we can understand the idea of purposive causation—
of design—by a non-physical being on
analogy with our understanding of purposive causation by a physical being
such as a watchmaker. Somehow the
observation of the remarkable structure
and function of organisms is supposed
to lead us to infer as their cause a disembodied intentional agency of a kind
totally unlike any that we have ever
seen in operation.
Still, even this difference need not
be fatal to the theistic argument, since
science often concludes that what we
observe is to be explained by causes
that are not only unobservable, but totally different from anything that has
ever been observed, and very difficult
to grasp intuitively. To be sure, the hypothesis of a divine creator is not yet
a scientific theory with testable consequences independent of the observations on which it is based. And the purposes of such a creator remain obscure,

given what we know about the world.
But a defender of the argument from
design could say that the evidence supports an intentional cause, and that it is
hardly surprising that God, the bodiless designer, while to some extent describable theoretically and detectable
by his effects, is resistant to full intuitive
understanding.

D

awkins’s reply to the argument has two parts, one
positive and one negative.
The positive part consists in
describing a third alternative, different
from both chance and design, as the explanation of biological complexity. He
agrees that the eye, for example, could
not have come into existence by chance,
but the theory of evolution by natural
selection is capable of explaining its
existence as due neither to chance nor
to design. The negative part of the argument asserts that the hypothesis of design by God is useless as an alternative
to the hypothesis of chance, because it
just pushes the problem back one step.
In other words: who made God? “A designer God cannot be used to explain
organized complexity because any God
capable of designing anything would
have to be complex enough to demand
the same kind of explanation in his own
right.”
Let me first say something about this
negative argument. It depends, I believe, on a misunderstanding of the conclusion of the argument from design, in
its traditional sense as an argument for
the existence of God. If the argument
is supposed to show that a supremely
adept and intelligent natural being, with
a super-body and a super-brain, is responsible for the design and the creation of life on earth, then of course
this “explanation” is no advance on the
phenomenon to be explained: if the
existence of plants, animals, and people
requires explanation, then the existence
of such a super-being would require explanation for exactly the same reason.
But if we consider what that reason is,
we will see that it does not apply to the
God hypothesis.
The reason that we are led to the hypothesis of a designer by considering
both the watch and the eye is that these
are complex physical structures that
carry out a complex function, and we
cannot see how they could have come
into existence out of unorganized matter purely on the basis of the purpose-

less laws of physics. For the elements
of which they are composed to have
come together in just this finely tuned
way purely as a result of physical and
chemical laws would have been such
an improbable fluke that we can regard
it in effect as impossible: the hypothesis
of chance can be ruled out. But God,
whatever he may be, is not a complex
physical inhabitant of the natural world.
The explanation of his existence as a
chance concatenation of atoms is not
a possibility for which we must find an
alternative, because that is not what
anybody means by God. If the God
hypothesis makes sense at all, it offers
a different kind of explanation from
those of physical science: purpose or intention of a mind without a body, capable nevertheless of creating and
forming the entire physical world. The
point of the hypothesis is to claim that
not all explanation is physical, and that
there is a mental, purposive, or intentional explanation more fundamental
than the basic laws of physics, because it
explains even them.

A

ll explanations come to
an end somewhere. The real
opposition between Dawkins’s physicalist naturalism
and the God hypothesis is a disagreement over whether this end point is
physical, extensional, and purposeless,
or mental, intentional, and purposive.
On either view, the ultimate explanation is not itself explained. The God
hypothesis does not explain the existence of God, and naturalistic physicalism does not explain the laws of physics.
This entire dialectic leaves out another possibility, namely that there are
teleological principles in nature that are
explained neither by intentional design
nor by purposeless physical causation—
principles that therefore provide an independent end point of explanation for
the existence and form of living things.
That, more or less, is the Aristotelian
view that was displaced by the scientific
revolution. Law-governed causation by
antecedent conditions became the only
acceptable form of scientific explanation, and natural tendencies toward certain ends were discredited. The question
then became whether non-teleological
physical law can explain everything, including the biological order.
Darwin’s theory of natural selection
offered a way of accounting for the exquisite functional organization of orga-
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nisms through physical causation, an
explanation that revealed it to be the
product neither of design nor of hopelessly improbable chance. This is the
positive part of Dawkins’s argument.
The physical improbability of such complexity’s arising can be radically reduced if it is seen as the result of an
enormous number of very small developmental steps, in each of which chance
plays a part, together with a selective
force that favors the survival of some
of those forms over others. This is accomplished by the theory of heritable
variation, due to repeated small mutations in the genetic material, together
with natural selection, due to the differential adaptation of these biological
variations to the environments in which
they emerge. The result is the appearance of design without design, purely on
the basis of a combination of physical
causes operating over billions of years.
To be sure, this is only the schema
for an explanation. Most of the details
of the story can never be recovered, and
there are many issues among evolutionary biologists over how the process
works. There are also skeptics about
whether such a process is capable, even
over billions of years, of generating
the complexity of life as it is. But I will
leave those topics aside, because the
biggest question about this alternative
to design takes us outside the theory
of evolution.

I

t is a question that Dawkins
recognizes and tries to address,
and it is directly analogous to his
question for the God hypothesis:
who made God? The problem is this.
The theory of evolution through heritable variation and natural selection
reduces the improbability of organizational complexity by breaking the
process down into a very long series
of small steps, each of which is not all
that improbable. But each of the steps
involves a mutation in a carrier of
genetic information—an enormously
complex molecule capable both of selfreplication and of generating out of
surrounding matter a functioning organism that can house it. The molecule
is moreover capable sometimes of surviving a slight mutation in its structure
to generate a slightly different organism
that can also survive. Without such a
replicating system there could not be
heritable variation, and without heritable variation there could not be natural

selection favoring those organisms, and
their underlying genes, that are best
adapted to the environment.
The entire apparatus of evolutionary explanation therefore depends on
the prior existence of genetic material
with these remarkable properties. Since
1953 we have known what that material is, and scientists are continually
learning more about how DNA does
what it does. But since the existence of
this material or something like it is a
precondition of the possibility of evolution, evolutionary theory cannot ex-
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plain its existence. We are therefore
faced with a problem analogous to that
which Dawkins thinks faces the argument from design: we have explained
the complexity of organic life in terms
of something that is itself just as functionally complex as what we originally
set out to explain. So the problem is just
pushed back one step: how did such a
thing come into existence?
Of course there is a huge difference
between this explanation and the God
hypothesis. We can observe DNA and
see how it works. But the problem that
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originally prompted the arguflict is real. But although I am
Question About an Old Question
ment from design—the overas much of an outsider to reliwhelming improbability of such
gion as he is, I believe it is
Ubi sunt qui ante nos in mundo fuere?
a thing coming into existence
much more difficult to settle the
by chance, simply through the
question than he thinks. I also
Ubi sunt—not just all those makers of trope
purposeless laws of physics—
suspect there are other possibilAnd weavers of figure who, when yet one more
remains just as real for this case.
ities besides these two that have
Of their number dies, keep asking without hope
Yet this time we cannot replace
not even been thought of yet.
What was so emptily asked so often before;
chance with natural selection.
The fear of religion leads too
A darker riddle with no answer looms
Dawkins recognizes the
many scientifically minded
In the twilight of knowledge with its fading glow
problem, but his response to it
atheists to cling to a defensive,
For those who linger on among the tombs:
is pure hand-waving. First, he
world-flattening reductionism.
Where am I, though—
says it only had to happen once.
Dawkins, like many of his conUbi sum adhuc qui maneo?*
Next, he says that there are, at
temporaries, is hobbled by the
a conservative estimate, a billion
assumption that the only alterWe all know where it is they’ve gone, the dead:
billion planets in the universe
native to religion is to insist
Beyond Noplace, far into wide Nowhere.
with life-friendly physical and
that the ultimate explanation of
Where the very adverb where?, instead
chemical environments like
everything must lie in particle
Of inquiring, dissolves in meaningless air;
ours. So all we have to suppose
physics, string theory, or whatAnd Nowhere, that growing vast anterior
is that the probability of someever purely extensional laws
Into which everything alive will flow—
thing like DNA forming under
govern the elements of which
“Nowhere!” too easily answers the querier.
such conditions, given the laws
the material world is composed.
Where am I, though—
of physics, is not much less
This reductionist dream is
Ubi sum adhuc qui maneo?
than one in a billion billion. And
nourished by the extraordinary
he points out, invoking the sosuccess of the physical sciences
Where’s A, where’s B, where’s silly C, where D
called anthropic principle, that
in our time, not least in their
The drunk, and poor, dear E, the broken-hearted?
even if it happened on only one
recent application to the underWhere lusty F, where displaced H, where G?
planet, it is no accident that we
standing of life through molecu(We knew the answer long before we started)
are able to observe it, since the
lar biology. It is natural to try
But where is I, singer of this refrain
appearance of life is a condition
to take any successful intellecOn a sea that shifts as all the others row
of our existence.
tual method as far as it will go.
Out into nothing, but on which I remain,
Dawkins is not a chemist or
Yet the impulse to find an exWhere am I, though—
a physicist. Neither am I, but
planation of everything in phyUbi sum adhuc qui maneo?
general expositions of research
sics has over the last fifty years
on the origin of life indicate that
gotten out of control. The conWhere am I? Here and there and, for the time
no one has a theory that would
cepts of physical science provide
Being, traveling downward from back then
support anything remotely near
a very special, and partial, deTo now, then making the too-easy climb
such a high probability as one in
scription of the world that exUpward into a future now again—
a billion billion. Naturally there
perience reveals to us. It is the
Where? What can that mean? All that’s now apparent
is speculation about possible
world with all subjective conIs where it is we all are going to go
non-biological chemical precursciousness, sensory appearances,
Drawn along by a deep, relentless current.
sors of DNA or RNA. But at this
thought, value, purpose, and will
Until then, though
point the origin of life remains,
left out. What remains is the
in light of what is known about
mathematically describable orUbi sum adhuc qui maneo?
the huge size, the extreme specider of things and events in space
ficity, and the exquisite functional
and time.
*Where am I, who yet remain?
precision of the genetic material,
That conceptual purification
a mystery—an event that could
launched the extraordinary denot have occurred by chance and
velopment of physics and chemJOHN HOLLANDER
to which no significant probabilistry that has taken place since
ity can be assigned on the basis of
the seventeenth century. But
what we know of the laws of
reductive physicalism turns this
physics and chemistry.
sides this one, thus giving chance many description into an exclusive ontology.
Yet we know that it happened. That more opportunities to create life; but The reductionist project usually tries
is why the argument from design is still this is just a desperate device to avoid to reclaim some of the originally excludalive, and why scientists who find the the demand for a real explanation.
ed aspects of the world, by analyzing
conclusion of that argument unacceptI agree with Dawkins that the issue them in physical—that is, behavioral
able feel there must be a purely physi- of design versus purely physical cau- or neurophysiological—terms; but it
cal explanation of why the origin of life sation is a scientific question. He is denies reality to what cannot be so reis not as physically improbable as it correct to dismiss Stephen Jay Gould’s duced. I believe the project is doomed—
seems. Dawkins invokes the possibility position that science and religion are that conscious experience, thought, valthat there are vastly many universes be- “non-overlapping magisteria.” The con- ue, and so forth are not illusions, even

the new republic  october 23, 2006

though they cannot be identified with
physical facts.
I also think that there is no reason
to undertake the project in the first
place. We have more than one form of
understanding. Different forms of understanding are needed for different
kinds of subject matter. The great
achievements of physical science do not
make it capable of encompassing everything, from mathematics to ethics to the
experiences of a living animal. We have
no reason to dismiss moral reasoning,
introspection, or conceptual analysis as
ways of discovering the truth just because they are not physics.
Any anti-reductionist view leaves us
with very serious problems about how
the mutually irreducible types of truths
about the world are related. At least
part of the truth about us is that we are
physical organisms composed of ordinary chemical elements. If thinking, feeling, and valuing aren’t merely complicated physical states of the organism, what
are they? What is their relation to the
brain processes on which they seem to
depend? More: if evolution is a purely
physical causal process, how can it have
brought into existence conscious beings?
A religious worldview is only one response to the conviction that the physical description of the world is incom-

plete. Dawkins says with some justice
that the will of God provides a too easy
explanation of anything we cannot otherwise understand, and therefore brings
inquiry to a stop. Religion need not have
this effect, but it can. It would be more
reasonable, in my estimation, to admit
that we do not now have the understanding or the knowledge on which to base a
comprehensive theory of reality.
Dawkins seems to believe that if people could be persuaded to give up the
God Hypothesis on scientific grounds,
the world would be a better place—
not just intellectually, but also morally
and politically. He is horrified—as who
cannot be?—by the dreadful things that
continue to be done in the name of religion, and he argues that the sort of religious conviction that includes a built-in
resistance to reason is the true motive
behind many of them. But there is no
connection between the fascinating
philosophical and scientific questions
posed by the argument from design and
the attacks of September 11. Blind faith
and the authority of dogma are dangerous; the view that we can make ultimate
sense of the world only by understanding it as the expression of mind or purpose is not. It is unreasonable to think
that one must refute the second in order
to resist the first. 
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t about the turn of the
millennium, Mary Lovell
was working on her joint
biography of the six Mitford sisters. When she answered inquiries about the subject of
her research, she noticed that while older acquaintances would nod in recognition, those of a younger generation
(more or less anyone under fifty) tended
to reply, “And who are they?” Alas for
ephemeral fame. Lovell called her book
The Mitford Girls, and that telltale word

“girls,” even if given a British upperclass polish by being pronounced “gels,”
dates the group inexorably. Yet for almost half a century, starting at about
1930, the activities, and in some cases
the publications, of Nancy, Pam, Unity,
Diana, Jessica (Decca), and Deborah
(Debo) Mitford provided steady fodder
for gossips and columnists. On occasion they went further and created a
political furor, to the intense embarrassment of their mildly eccentric parents,
minor aristocrats who cherished provincial obscurity.
Unity and Diana were enthusiastic
fascists and close personal friends of
Adolf Hitler. Unity published a violently anti-Semitic letter in Julius Streicher’s Jew-baiting fortnightly Der Stürmer,
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attempted suicide in Germany the day
World War II was declared, and was
shipped home via Switzerland at the
Führer’s expense with a bullet lodged
in her skull. Diana, the chocolate-box
blonde, married the British fascist leader Sir Oswald Mosley, and both of them
were imprisoned in 1940 under Rule
18B of the Emergency Powers Act as
potential quislings (an improbable rumor had it that a Nazi-occupied Britain would see Mosley installed as Hitler’s chosen overlord). When they were
released in 1943 on the grounds of Mosley’s ill health, there were huge and angry public demonstrations.
Nancy, the oldest daughter, was also
the most conformist. A dedicated aesthete but unlucky in her choice of men,
she married, and eventually divorced,
the appalling Peter Rodd, the model for
Evelyn Waugh’s Basil Seal. Her main
claim to fame was a series of light and
witty novels, the best and most appropriately named of which was The Pursuit of Love, a romanticized version of
her hopeless passion for Charles de
Gaulle’s wartime chef de cabinet, Gaston Palewski. In 1946 she domiciled herself in France (a comparatively mild
act of family rebellion) and became a
self-styled expert on upper-class English
mores and the French ancien régime.
Palewski, though enskied in her novel
as a ducal aristocrat, was not impressed:
after a long on-and-off liaison, he married a French divorcée instead.
Debo, the youngest and the sole living survivor of the sextet, was notable
as a child for passing out in a dead faint
when confronted by anything really unpleasant, such as difficult geometry or a
sister getting engaged to her crush of the
moment. When she grew up, however,
she did what she always said she would
do: she got to be a duchess. Marrying
Andrew Cavendish, who in 1950 became
the eleventh duke of Devonshire, she devoted herself with obsessional determination to the rescue (from physical deterioration and crippling death taxes) of
Chatsworth, the ancestral seat now famous from endless movies. Chatsworth’s
treasures, estate, gardens, and farmyard—poultry included—inspired her to
turn out a series of tourist-friendly bestsellers. Even the retiring Pam (known to
her siblings, patronizingly, as “Woman,”
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