Reading 7.  Richard Dawkins, The Blind Watchmaker 

Outline with Study Questions


I.
Chapter 1. Explaining the Very Improbable

1.
What similarity does Dawkins see between his project in The Blind Watchmaker and Paley’s project in Natural Theology? 

2.
According to Darwin, what is the only “watchmaker” in nature? In what sense is this watchmaker “blind”? 

3.
What does Dawkins find lacking in Hume’s refutation of the argument from design? 


II.
Chapter 3. Accumulating Small Change 

1.
How does a sieve generate a nonrandom selection of objects? 

2.
How did the stable arrangement of the solar system result from a “natural sieve”?

3.
How does single-step selection differ from cumulative selection? 

4.
Why is cumulative selection the proper explanation of the origin of living creatures? 

5.
In what sense is the evolutionary process random? In what sense is it not random? 


III.
Chapter 11. Doomed Rivals

1.
What is the theory of “guided evolution”? 

2.
What two objections does Dawkins raise against guided evolution? 

3.
Under what conditions is it possible “to derive anything from anything else”? 
Questions for Reflection and Discussion 

1.
Can the laws of physics fully account for the order of the universe?

2.
Do the laws of physics imply the existence of an intelligent Lawmaker?

3.
Can the process of cumulative natural selection fully account for the apparent design of organisms?

4.
Is the generation of the preconceived target phrase “Methinks it is like a weasel” analogous to the generation of an organism through cumulative natural selection?

5.
Does the theory that God guides evolution assume the very kind of organized complexity it tries to explain? 

For Further Reading

Behe, Michael J. Darwin’s Black Box: The Biochemical Challenge to Evolution. New York: Free Press, 1996. 307 pp. 


Behe argues that the complex machinery of life on the biochemical level must have been designed by an intelligent being and cannot be the result of Darwinian evolution through natural selection. 

Dawkins, Richard. The Blind Watchmaker: Why the Evidence of Evolution Reveals a Universe Without Design. New York: W. W. Norton, 1986. 332 pp. 


The entire book from which our reading comes is recommended. 

Dawkins, Richard. Climbing Mount Improbable. New York: W. W. Norton, 1996. 340 pp. 


This book explores how cumulative natural selection “designed” elephant trunks, crustacean shells, wings, spiderwebs, and certain other complex and improbable phenomena. 

Gould, Stephen Jay. The Panda’s Thumb: More Reflections in Natural History. New York: W. W. Norton, 1980. 343 pp. 


The initial essay, “The Panda’s Thumb” (pp. 19–26), argues that the imperfect design of the “thumb” of the giant panda (which evolved from the wrist bone, is not a true digit, and is not opposable) shows that evolution was not directed by an all-wise Creator. 

Matson, Wallace I. The Existence of God. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1965. 254 pp. 


The section entitled “The Argument from Design” (pp. 87–131) presents a detailed history and criticism of this argument for the existence of God.

