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EARTH'S PREHISTORY - AN ALTERNATIVE
TO UNIFORMITARIANISM =i

by Gary Parker, M.S.
Assistant Professor of Biology

Mr. Gary Parker is a native of Arcadia,
Florida. He received his M.S. from Ball
State University in 1965 and is presently
candidate for the Ed.D. in Biology and
Geology from that institution. Mr. Par-
ker is a member of Phi Beta Kappa and
recently completed a l5-month tenure on
a National Science Foundation Science

Introduction

Dinosaurs, the age of the earth, fossil
men, and other such topics are still capable
of stirring up much debate inour Reformed cir-
cles. The recent report of Synod (*44) even
permits the notion that new scientific inter-
pretations in these areas might occasiona re-
examination of what the Scripturesdo and do
not say regarding the prehistoric earth,’ Be-
fore we undertake such o re-examination of
our understanding of earth's prehistory, how-
ever, we might ask this basic question: Through
what "instrument” will we seek to look back
upon prehistory? That is, what presuppositions
will guide us in our search, and by what cri-
teria will we know that we have arrived at a
correct understanding?

The dominant presupposition currently
guiding discussions regarding earth's prehis-
tory is uniformitarianism (a concept receiving
much attention--pro and con--inrecent issues
of The Banner). The purpose of this article is
to show why uniformitarianismis an unaccept-
able guide to earth's prehistory, forboth sci-
entific? and Scriptural reasons, and | propose
for consideration.an alternative view, allo-
formitarianism.
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Faculty Fellowship.

Uniformitarianism Defined

Uniformitarianism is abroad concept that
canbe defined onseveral levels.3 In simplest
terms, uniformitarianism is the doctrine that
“the present is the key tothe past." That is,
the "instrument" through which we can view
prehistory is simply extrapolation, or projec-
tion into prehistoric time of those trends and
processes which we observe going on around
us in historically observable time. A person
observing the speed anddirection of an auto-
mobile, for example, could calculate where
the car hadbeen before it came into his view,
ifhe assumed its speed and direction had re-
mained uniform. Such extrapolation is used
to connect Darwin's theory of natural selec-
tion with the much broader concept of evolu-
tion. Natural selection hasbeen observedto
change a population of moths from predomi-
nantly light to predominantly dark winged,
and current biology textbooks typically offer
this as evidence that the same process, when
projected back over a vast amount of time,
could change o simple life form info man and
all other complex creatures.

On another level, uniformitarianism is a
promise or commitment on the part of the in-




vestigator that he will permit no interpreta-
tion of prehistoric data that is inconsistent with
processes he can observe historically. This
uniformitarian commitment is evident in Ne-
well's comments on Cuvier's appeal to cata-
strophes to explain certain fossil findings (Sci .
Amer., Feb., 1963, p. 77). Newell admits
that the fossil data are consistent with Cuvier's
interpretation, but insists 'the objection s that
he [Cuvier] dismissed known processes and
appealed to fantasy to explain natural pheno-
mena. He believed that ‘the march of nature
is changed and not one of her present agents
could have sufficed to have effected her an-
cient works'."

On thegrandest level, uniformitarianism
isthebelief that the universe has "One Form,"
i.e., that the laws of nature are immutable,
and that the laws we observe in operation to-
day are the same laws that have always, and
will always, describe the workings of nature.
Some even try to connect the immutability of
nature'soperational laws with the immutabil-
ity of God Himself.

Uniformitarianismis a bold doctrine with
several intellectual merits. Its prime direc-
tive, that any interpretation of earth's pre-
history be consistent with present knowledge
of natural process, does provide definitive
criteria by which to judge competing theories
and it provides each man with the same set of
"spectacles" for peering into prehistory.

Uniformitarianism Rejected

Although not devoid of praiseworthy fea-
tures, uniformitarianism suffers severe defi-
ciencies, both scientifically and Scripturally.

Uniformitarianism is inconsistent with
the character of science on at least three le~
vels. In the first place, uniformitarianism
failsto appreciate the changing and develop-
mental character of scierce. Considar "con-
tinental drift," the theory that all earth's con-
tinents were once a single land mass which
broke up lateinthe fossil period.4 Continen-
tal drift was ridiculed as unscientific in the
1920's because no observation of continental
drift couldbe made nor any driving mechanism
postulated. But continental driftis the geolo-
gic panchrestonof the 1970's.° Catastrophists

.

were once ridiculed for suggesting that large
celestial bodies interacted with the earth
somewhere in the past, but new measurements
on the moon's recession from the earth suggest
that it must have been dangerously close to
the earth during the fossil period. Because of
the continuing development of science, in-
cluding both changing theories and changing
"facts," and even changing concepts of uni-
formitarianism, the uniformitarian’sinsistence
that models of earth's prehistory must be con-
sistent with present scientific understanding
is tantamount to insisting that modelsof pre~
history be at best transient and unstable.
Secondly, uniformitarianism is not suffi-
ciently objective inits approach to historical
data. If a social historian were to take prin-
ciples describing observable political inter-
action in 20th century America and project
those principles upon data regarding Rome's
decline, he would come up with a coherent
theory that couldbe "scientifically” supported
by observation of present processes, but he
wouldbe roundly criticized by his colleagues
for projecting a bias and for tending to select
only those data which would support his pre-
supposition. Uniformitarians tend to proceed
deductively from present concepts of princi-
plestodescriptions of past data. Abetter pro-
cedure (though more difficult, and never per-
fectly attainable) would be to proceed in-
ductively, from thedatato the theory, allow-
ing the prehistoric "facts" to "speak for them-
selves" as much as possible, even if they do
suggest @ world order whose principles or de-
scriptions of operation might be different from
our own. Radioactivedating data, for exam-
ple, have neverreally been allowed to "speak
forthemselves." Soentrenched were ideas of
the earth's great age, forexample, that Libby
did not even question the validity of the "e-
quilibrium assumption” of the carbon-14 dating
procedure~~only to find out years laterthat
the assumption wasinvalid. Freshman geology
and biology textbooksoften quote exact dates
for fossil periodsplusor minus an impressively
small figure, butin my graduate paleontology
and geophysics classes at a secular university
the data were presented as being so discordant
(in disagreement with one another) that defi-
nite interpretation of radioactive ages could



not be made .®

In the third place, although not inherent
in the principle, there is, in the practice of
uniformitarianism, the problemof over-extra-
polation, Extrapolating present world popu~
lation trends, for example, suggests so many
billions by 2000 A,D., and would suggest so
many triflions by 3000 A, D., if it were not

"Besides being inconsistent
with the character of sci-
ence, uniformitarionism is
also inconsistent with Scrip~
fure. .o

for obvious limits on extrapolation, such as the
point where the total number of people would
weigh more than the earth.” It is usually easy
to find the limits of extrapolation and to dis-
tinguish between following atrend toits logi-
caloritsillogical conclusion. Uniformitarian
biologists, however, have often been uninten-
tionally guilty of overlooking certain logical
limits of extrapolation. The mutation theory
whichmay explain the change from DDT-sen-
sitive to DDT-resistant flies, for example, is
often extrapolated to explain the change from
"fish to philosopher" (to use Homer Smith's
phrase). Mutations, however, are only changes
in already existing genes. This is a severe
limitation on. exirapolation, because muta-
tions, which are perhaps able to explain a fly-
to-fly change, are obviously unable to bring
about the massive addition of genes required
in the fish-to-philosopher change.

Because of its emphasis on understanding
present natural laws and on cbservable pro-
cesses, uniformitarianism is often touted as
the scientific approach to prehistory. How-
ever, because of its tendencies (1) to-ignore
the developmental character of science, (2)
to organize data into preconceived models,
and (3)toover-extrapolate, uniformitarianism
ought to be rejected as inconsistent with the
true character of science and o "blind guide"
to earth's prehistory.

One need not. be a Christian, of course,
to recognize the scientific deficiencies of
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uniformitarianism; and the following quotation
from o modern textbook indicates that this
dogma is being challenged even in geology,
the science that gave birthto uniformitarian-
ism:

From a scientific point of view, it

is unwise to accept uniformitarianism

asunalterable dogma. As discussed

in Chapter 1, man's experience with

geologic processes is restricted to

only a minute fraction of the total
span of earth history. He should not
close his mind to the possibility that
conditions in past geologic fime were
different insome details than today,

and that the doctrine of uniformitar-

ianismmay not apply in every case.

(Zumberge and Nelson, Elements of

Geology, 3rd ed. John Wiley and

Sons, 1966).

Besidesbeing inconsistent with the char-
acter of science, uniformitarianism is also in-
consistent with Scripture, both as a method
for generating and testing models of prehistory
and as a description of the structure of the
universe throughout time.

Without, of course, calling it by name,
Peter seems to associate the doctrine of uni-
formitarianism with the scoffing of the last
days:

.. .scoffers will come in the last days

with scoffing, following their own

passions and saying, 'where is the
promise of his coming? For ever
since the fathers fell asleep,all things
have continued as they were from the
beginning of creation.' They delib-
erately ignore this fact, that by the
word of God heavens existed long
ago, and an earth formed out of wa-

ter ...was deluged with water and

perished. But by the same word the

heavens and eorth that now exist

have been stored up for fire.... (Il

Peter 3:3-17, RSV).

Thebelief of the scoffers here is the belief of
the uniformitarians: that "all thingshave con-
tinued as they were from the beginning of cre-
ation," i.e., that the universe has *One Form, "
or one set of laws that always describes its
operation.



Peter points out that this view differs with
the "fact" of earth's history, including earth's
formation by God'screative Word, its deluge
with water in a unique, nonuniformitarian e-
vent, and its future history, the Second Com-
ing of Christ,

In contrast to the "continuous" theory of
history proposed by uniformitarians, then, Pe-
ter asserts that nature's history is "discontin-
vous." The Scriptures describe at least three
or four major discontinuities in earth's history,
namely, those associated with the Creation,
the Curse, the Second Coming, and (probably
less profound in scope) the Flood. In Creation,
for example, God artfully imposes His will on
matter to bring forth a dazzling array of life
forms that could not have been produced by
matter working outits natural potential. The
Curse that God pronounces on the ground be-
cause of Adam's sin, however, alters much of
what would hgve been described as natural
laws in Eden.® Before the Curse, for exam-
ple, it was natural for men to expect to live
forever, inradical contrast to present biologi-
cal laws. Thorns and thistles posed no problems
at that time. And it was natural to expect
little or no pain in child bearing. But after
the Curse, the "struggle for survival,” aging,
death and pain, and, ingeneral, Paul's "bond-
age todecay” (Rom, 8:19-23, RSV) allbecome
natural. Inthe "new heavens and new earth, "
which may reflect something of God's will for
the original Creation, it will be natural that

. . the wolf shall dwell with the lamb,

...and the calf and the lion and the

fatling together . . .they shall not hurt

or destroy in all my holy mountain,

for the earth shall be full of the

knowledge of the Lord as the waters

cover the sea (Isaiah 11:6-9, RSV).

And after the Flood, God even introduces a
change in what was formerly to be the natural
diet of man and his natural relationship to the
animalkingdom (Gen. 9:1-3, RSV); moreover,
the natural life expectancy of man also ap-
pears to begin its dramatic change at this time,
as demonstrated by the sharpreduction in life
span of Shem and his descendents,

Uniformitarianism is no more able to spot
these discontinuities inearth's history than the
usual telescope is able to see around sharp
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corners. |tspresuppositional "straight jacket"
makes uniformitarianism an instrument that can
"view" the past only along uniform lines, and
it will, therefore, alwaysextrapolate its view
past those pointsin history where God caused
a sharp turn of events. Thiswas precisely the
problem withthe scoffers of Noah's day, who
saw no natural "clues" pointing to the need for
so huge a ship so far from the sea. "If God
made nature, would he have planted clues
that lied?" some of them might have asked.
Similarly, the scoffers of Peter's "last days, "
willing to admit that Christ and the apostles
had made waves on history, still insisted that
all things would continue indefinitely asthey
were from the beginning--so that, as Jesus
said,

As were the days of Noah, so will be

the coming of the Son of man, For

asin those daysbefore the flood they

were eating and drinking, marrying

and giving in marriage, until the day

when Noah entered the ark, and they

did not know until the flood came

and swept themall away, so will be

the coming of the Son of man (Matt.

34:36-39, RSV).
Deuteronomy 13:1-3 (worthy of a separate
study) suggests that we should not listen to pre-
dictive assertions, not even those verified by
a scientific "truth test," that would lead us
away from God, for God is testing our heart.

Alloformitarianism Defined

The alternative to uniformitarianism may
be called alloformitarianism (G. allos, other).
Alloformitarianism can be described in ferms
of three characteristics.

First, in contrast to the uniformitarian
tendency to over-extrapolate, the alloformi-
tarian emphasizes the limits of extrapolation
and seeks to define boundary conditions. This
is a difference inpractice and attitude, rather
than in principle, but is still an enormously
important difference.

Secondly, in contrast to the uniformitarian
tendency to deduce models of past structure
from projection of present processes onto pre~
historic data (with the promise to find no pro-
cess inconsistent with the present ones), the



alloformitarian seeks to derive amodel induc-
tively from the facts, even if such a model s
inconsistent with what is presently regarded as
natural process.,

Finally, in contrast tothe uniformitarian
belief that the universe has had "One Form, "
orone set of natural laws describing its opera-
tion "fromthe beginning, " the alloformitarian
is willing to believe that the universe had
"Other Forms, " or periods and places where
natural laws, or predictive descriptions of what
to expect from "nature," differed from those
we presently observe,

Alloformitarienism Supported

[t must be admitted af the outset that allo-
formitarianism has a host of problems all its
own. In searching for the limits of extrapo~

"The alloformitarian assump-
tion, that the universe may
have had natural laws or pro-
perties other than we pre-
sently observe, is certainly
more ‘open-minded'.,.."

lation or inbuilding models inductively, the al-
loformitarian is just as imprisoned by our-pre-
sent scientific knowledge (and present scienti-
ficignorance)as the uniformitarian. The allo-
formitarian, however, is more conscious of
these limitations and, presumably, therefore,
somewhat freer from bias and less dogmatic in
approach thanthe uniformitarian. These dif-
ferencesare not tobe taken lightly. The data
of science and limitations on present processes
point directly to a supernatural origin for life
on earth, or at leastto its origin by processes
other than the natural laws that we presently
observe operating. !0 Such ascientific mode!
of creation will have to be continually revised,
evenas several scientific models of an evolu-
tionary origin for life have come and gone at
various times in the past century,

The alloformitarian assumption, that the
universe may have had natural laws or proper-
tiesother than those we presently observe, is
certainly more "open-minded" than the uni-
formitarian insistence on "One Form." Allo-
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formitarianism, though, can be accused of
being too open-minded. If there are other
forms, what are they? How can we determine
what they are, and how can we test our mo-
dels? Indeed, in the hands of a non-Christian
intellectual ,; alloformitarianism might simply
lead to agnosticism or skepticism. For exam-
ple, certain sicentists, especially mathemati-
cians and physicists, delight in showing bio-
logists that evolutionary theory is untenable,
although they are unwilling to propose alter-
natives,

In the hands of a Bible-believing Chris-

tian, however, alloformitarianism becomes a
positive tool through which to interpret earth's

prehistory. As already mentioned, the Bible
presents a view of earth's history that falls
within the alloformitarian category,where dif-
ferent natural laws describe expectations of
nature on either side of such events as God's
creative acts, the Curse, the Second Coming,
and probably even the Flood. The Bible also
guarantees periods of uniformity” between
such great events; but the Bible also insists
that its revelation takes priority over the
"clues" of nature that permit scoffers to extra-
polate past the Flood, Second Coming, or Cre-
ation, as discussed earlier,

Perhaps thisisthe time to approach the
inevitable question: "Canthe Bible be treated
as a science textbook? " Whenever that ques-
tionis asked, itis usually tacitly assumed that
the history of earth's rocks, plants, and ani-
mals is a scientific question. But it is not.
Certainly itis notin any sense that which dis-
tinguishes scientific questions from philoso-
phical, historical, or artistic questions. Sci-
entific questions are those which can be in-
vestigated by public and repeatable observa-
tions and experiments. To be sure, scientists
often conduct experiments to show what could
have happened if an observable process were
projected back in time, but determining what
sequence of events did occur, and why, belongs
to the methodology of hisi‘ory.]2 The question
might be better asked, then, "Is the Bible a
history textbook?" The answer must be yes,
in the sense that the Bible rather clearly pur-
ports toinclude ahistory of God'sdealings and
covenants with man and nature f.Gen.9:8-9,
Rom. 8:19-23, Rev. 21, 22, RSV) and often




quite clearly offers interpretive comments on
the history of nations.

With the Bible as his guide, then, the
alloformitarian can be busy af the task of ana-
lyzing the data to reconstruct the processes and
events, both regular and irregular, of earth's
history. The view will be alloformitarian be-
cause the Bible's picture of earth's history is
clearly alloformitarian. But the Bible also re-
strains and limits the incredible fictional wan-
derings to which an “alloformitarian mind"
might otherwise be subject; for the Bible not
only guarantees periods of uniformity, but also
identifies the comparatively rare alloformitar-
ian events, which are often more like bends in
a continuous road, rather than disconnected
segments,

Summary

If the natural historian puts onthe spec-
tacles of uniformitarianism, he willblind him-
self tothe "curves" inearth's history; he will
project histhought right past God'sgreat acts
and find himse lf not only in conflict with God's
Word but also with God's World and its clear
testimony to His “eternal power and deity" in
Creation, Judgement, and Redemption (cf.
Rom. 1:18-23, RSV). If he puts onthe spec-
tacles of apurely rationalistic aliformitarian-
ism, he willbe blinded by the dazzling array
of potential models and the lack of means to
test them, and, therefore, find himself most
likely tobecome only askeptic without a pos-
itive approach to science. With Scripture as
his guide, however, the alloformitarian has
both a means for seeing around history's cor-
ners {at least as "through a glass darkly") and
a means of testing at least the outlines of his
models.

It issad indeed that so many Christians
in science secretly moan withinthat God has
given usthe Genesis account and all the pro-
blems it causes us with our scientific col-
leagues. We ought rather forejoice in Genesis
and to thank God for His revelation, for with-
out it, as either uniformitarian or alloformitar~
ian, we are only prisoners of time and space
ond ignorance, for God "has put efernity into
man's mind, yet so that he cannot find out what
God has done from the beginning to the end"

{Eccl. 3:11, RSV).

" With the Scripturesasour guide, then, we
can build alloformitarian modelsof earth’s his-
tory. The task is obviously difficult. There
is no doubt that the historical scientist will
identify areas about which he must state that
inprinciple he can know nothing, even asthe
physicist has identified areas of inherent theo~
retic uncertainty even in observable pheno-
mena. Still, Christion model building in his-
torical science is valuable, not only as it
glorifies God, edifies His Church, and works
out the cultural mandate, but also as it pro-
vides science with aframework for predictive
statements more nearly attuned to the true
structure of reality, of a universe created by,
for, and through the Person of Christ, for "in
him all things hold together" (Col. 1:15-17,
RSV).

It is my hope that these initial thoughts
will encourage discussion of the scientific and
Scriptural faults of uniformitarianism, and that
it will serve tohelp develop a positive Chris-
tian alternative.

Tuprehistoric" is used in this paper to re-
fer to periods in earth's history, such as those
associated with fossil periods, which occasion
much disagreement. In the sense that the Bi-
bleis a written record, covering all of earth's
time of existence, earth has no real prehistory,
This paper actually views prehistory, history,
and future history as one piece.

"Scientific" is used rather loosely in this
paper toindicate simply the range of theories
and methods commonly discussed at meetings
of professional scientificsocieties, such as the
AAAS, Late inthe paper, the "scientific" do-
main is distinguished from “historical" and
“artistic” domains,

SUniformitarianism is often defined only
inrelation to geology, the science which gave
itbirth and givesit greatest credence. In thix
paper, however, uniformitarianism is treated
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as the broader epistemological assumption it
really is. (Personally, | find it much easier
to point out the inconsistencies of geological
uniformitarianism with geological data than to
challenge the broad assumption.)

For more information on continental drift,
see Sci. Amer., Oct., 1970, or Read. Dig.,
Apr.s 1971,

Uniformitarians once strenuously object-
to "flood geology" because it explained too
muchinterms of one unique catastrophe of un-
known mechanism. Now geologists are ex-
plaining practically everything in terms of con-
tinental drift, which also is one unique "gra-
dual catastrophe” (to use Newell's phrase) of
unknown mechanism. Geology has been the
science most dominated by uniformitarianism,
and it is possible that continental drift may
deliver geology from uniformitarianism's in-
herent tendency tostunt the development of a
science by insisting that all models comply with
present (and soon past) understandings.

In one graduate geology class, the in-
structor even noted that the assumptions in-
volved in radioactive dating were so tenuous
that groups like fundamentalists could make a
strong case against the whole dating procedure
and ke closedby admonishing us to "keep the
faith."

A humorous, but tellingly significant
example of ever-extrapolation isprovided by
Mark Twain in Life on the Mississippi, (Harper
& Bros., Publ., New York, 1917) p. 156: In
the space of one hundred and seventy-six years
the Lower Mississippi has shortened itself two
hundred and forty~two miles. Thatisan aver-
age of a trifle over one mile and a third per
year. Therefore, any calmperson, whois not
blind or idiotic, can see that in the Old
Oolitic Silurian Period, just a million years
ago next November, the Lower Mississippi
River was upward of one million three hundred
thousand miles long, and stuck out over the
Gulf of Mexico like a fishing rod. And by
the same token any person cansee that seven
hundred and forty-two years from now the Lo~
wer Mississippi willbe only a mile and three-
quarters long, and Cairo and New Orleans
will have joined their streets together, and be
plodding comfortably along under a single
mayor and amutual board of alderman. There
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is something fascinating about science. One
gets such wholesale returns of conjecture out
of such a trifling investment of fact.

8" Natural" is used in this paper in the
common sense manner to refer to our regular
observations and expectations of nafure and
to the properties of matter and the processes
which cause this regularity. Natural "laws"
are our codified predictive assertions of what
to expect from nature in terms of properties,
processes, and observations.

Experience has taught me that many peo-
ple findit nearly impossible to imagine "nat-
vral" could mean anything other than what we
presently regard as natural. Yet the Scripture
indicates that we do not even live in the world
as God created it, but in a world reflecting
both His creative and judgmental power, and
looking forward to His redemption-~thought
that may require extra meditation by the "sci-
enﬁﬂlc man" of the 20th century,

For discussion of scientific arguments
infavor of creation, see my article, "The Ori-
gin of Life on Earth," Creation Research So-
ciety Quarterly, Sept., 1970, pp. 97-103.

The Bible is not "wildly" alloformitar-
ian, of course, and speaks of "the fixed order
of the moon and stars" (Jer. 31:35, RSV) and
of a guarantee of summer and winter cycles
(Gen. 8:22). A certain uniformity, or guar-
antee of the regular operation of nature apart
from God'sown declarations of exceptions, is
Seriptural, but uniformitarianism is not. The
principle of uniformity simply asserts that "the
present isthe key to the present" (i.e., that
uniformity is reasonably observable in historj~
cal time and is applicable only so long as it
is applicable), but uniformitarianism projects
uniformity past God's turning points of both
the past and the future, and that on no evi-
dence beyond its own presupposition,

12} might also be suggested that the ques-
tion of how God created might better be re-
garded as an artistic question rather than a
scientific one, since science deals with form
that can result from particles following their
own natural tendencies, whereas art deals
with the imposition of form on naturally re-
sistant matter. Surely God fashions consider~
ablevariety and makes some aspects of things
"pleasant to the sight" (Gen. 2:9, RSV).
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