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Dr. Michael Behe earned a Ph.D. in biochemistry from University of Pennsylvania. He did his post-doc at the 

National Institutes for Health, and is now a professor at Lehigh University. His book, Darwin’s Black Box 

unleashed some of the strongest evidence against evolution, and opened the world up to a new consideration—

that life depended on an Intelligent Designer. 

 

BH: In the 1980s, you read Denton’s book, Evolution: A Theory in Crisis. Did that change your reaction to the 

evolutionary theory and your beliefs? 

MB: Yes. Up until that time I believed the standard story because that’s what I was taught in school and I had no 

reason to question my instructors. Then I came across Denton’s book, Evolution, a Theory in Crisis and I was 

startled that he presented a number of problems for evolution that I had never thought of myself and had never 

heard of during my training as a scientist. And it kind of shocked me into wondering if in fact what I had been 

taught was backed by evidence. So I started to peruse the scientific literature with an eye toward finding actual 

scientific support for Darwinian claims and was startled to find it pretty much empty. 

 

BH: Why do you think evolutionists are so militant when it comes to someone challenging their beliefs on the 

origin of life—as far as Darwinian evolution? It seems like they do not want even any questioning of it 

MB: Yeah, I think that is true. I think it is for a couple of reasons. Historically there has been a lot of conflict 

around the theory of evolution, ever since Darwin published Origin a long time ago. People have seen that the 

question of origins has not only scientific, but also philosophical and theological ramifications, and so it kind of 

engages the emotions of people who feel strongly about it. I think when scientists hear a challenge to Darwin’s 

theory, their knees kind of jerk, and they put it into the stereotypical category of “religiously motivated” 

objections to their idea. Additionally, they find it hard to believe, since they are so use to thinking in “Darwinian 

evolution,” that any challenge is discounted as simply irrational. Because they just can’t get it. “Everyone knows 

it’s true.” Being involved in this area has given me a real appreciation for the sociology of knowledge—how 

people decide what they think they know. A lot of people decide they know things based on the fact that a lot 

of other people say it’s true, rather than having evidence in hand. 

 

BH: For individuals who have yet to read your book, what is the basic premise that you would share with our 

readers? 

MB: Well, the gist is this: When Darwin wrote the Origin of Species he didn’t know anything about the 

foundation of life, the cell, the molecular basis of life. In fact, the cell at that time was thought to be a simple 

little blob of protoplasm. Kind of like a pan of jelly. And molecules, which we found to be fundamental basis of 

life, were pretty much theoretical. No one knew they actually existed. But since Darwin’s day, science has 



discovered that rather than being simple, the cellular molecular basis of life is extraordinarily—in all parts—

complex and elegant, and sophisticated, and functional, much like a super animated factory in our world. And 

the machinery, the molecular motor machinery found in the cell is typically made up of parts…. As I argue in 

the book, the machinery found in the cell fits very poorly with the gradual view of evolution. It’s very difficult 

to see how such machinery could be brought up in small steps over time. 

 

BH: You use the term irreducible complexity in the book. How would you give a simple definition for that? 

MB: Irreducible complexity is a fancy phrase, but it just means you have some machine or system that has a 

number of parts, and the parts all work together to produce some function, that one of the parts by itself could 

not produce. And if you take one of the parts away the function of the system is lost. And my example of such a 

thing in the everyday world is a mousetrap—a mechanical mouse-trap. A mousetrap typically has a number of 

parts: a spring, a hammer, a wooden platform and a couple of other parts as well. And if you take one of those 

parts away, the trap doesn’t work half as well as it used to, or a quarter as well as it used to, or it fails…. And so 

in my book I show a number of molecular machines in the cell that have this property like the mousetrap—

indeed a number of different parts and the system works, but if you take away any of the parts and the system 

fails. And so consequently it is very hard to see how they can be built up by a gradual process involving random 

mutations and natural selection. 

 

BH: You testified in the recent Dover, PA case on Intelligent Design. Do you feel like the real outcome of that 

case was based on facts or politics? 

M.B. I think it was based on politics. I think the judge sized up which side had the support of the elite or the 

institutions in the country, and he decided he was going to be on the popular side, or the side with the powerful 

institutions. I don’t think he heard much of what I was saying at all. 

 

BH: You often write columns for the New York Times regarding Intelligent Design. If you had to sum it up for 

an audience, what do you think is the best evidence we have for Intelligent Design? 

M.B. The best evidence? Well, I would say the best evidence we have for Intelligent Design is the intricate, 

functional complexity of the foundation of life. The analogy of finding a watch in a meadow as your walking 

across the meadow is a great example. You pick it up and see how all of the gears turn and mesh with each other 

and they are so precise to produce a particular function to keep time. This demonstrates an overwhelming 

conclusion for design. And much to our surprise, we found even more intricate and functional machinery in life 

than in a watch. 

 

BH: I assume that you feel very confident that over the next twenty years, as scientific technology progresses, 

that we will see a lot more intricacy—a lot more complexity. Even making what we see today, maybe not seem 

trivial, but at least a lot less exciting. 



MB: [Laughs], Absolutely. Life is not getting less complex that’s for sure. It is more complex than we knew. 

And even in the 10 years the systems that I talked about, our knowledge in them, has shown the complexity has 

gotten even greater. The bacterial flagella—the little outboard motor that bacteria use to swim; I wrote a section 

in the book on that and now we know it is even more complex.  

 

BH: I’m sure, like me, you can recall sitting in a biology class and being taught about the Miller-Urey 

experiment that was performed in the 1950s.  

MB: Sure. 

BH: Why (and I realize we are both speculating here), do we continue to teach that particular topic, even though 

we’ve known for several decades that the conditions they used were not anywhere close to the evidence? Why 

do you feel like it continues to pop up in textbooks? 

MB: Well, the short answer is “I don’t know.” But I think it is people want to have a complete story. And people 

want to have a story of where life came from. It’s not enough for them to say: “We can tell where life evolved 

over time, but there’s this gigantic mystery of where life came from. We have no idea. No clue.” And so the 

Miller-Urey experiment is used. Even though scientists, including origin of life scientists know that it is 

utterly inadequate to explain the problem at hand, it is still a handy way to fool the general public into 

thinking that science at least has a handle on the problem. So essentially, it is a way to keep the public quiet 

on this point, and paper over a big hole in the story. 

 

BH: What are some questions you feel Darwinism cannot answer, realizing you just touched on one example. 

That is, getting from non-life to life. Are there other things you feel the theory cannot answer? 

MB: Well, the easier question is: What does Darwinism answer? Because there’s a lot less of that. I think 

Darwinism is frequently used to explain all of life, but I think if you approach it imperialistically, it only 

explains small changes in existing systems. And it does that nicely. But not much beyond that. 

 

BH: You are working on a new book. What can you tell us about it? 

MB: Well, it furthers the question of Intelligent Design and Darwinism. The gist of the book is related to the 

question you asked about what is reasonable to credit unintelligent systems. How intently does Intelligent 

Design extend into life? And the short answer is that design descends very deeply into biology. 

[Behe’s new book should be on shelves summer or fall of 2007.] 


