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What do words like football and turkey bring to mind? Certainly not the same things someone in Europe would think of. For them, those words would have to be replaced by things closer to home, like perhaps soccer and pasta. Different cultural responses to language present globally are likewise reflected among smaller groups of people and can spark misunderstandings. Words like scientific method and carbon dating are as unfamiliar to creationists as the Bible and the Holy Trinity are for scientists. Although there is a superficial understanding, there is a lack of depth that comes with experience and study. Imagine how much one party would understand if placed in the others’ field. Imagine how much a non-expert in both fields would understand if asked to make a judgment between the two. Perhaps this situation seems preposterous, but it is happening all around today with the evolution controversy as the public is called on to pick a stance. It is no wonder then that the controversy does not seem to be any closer to resolution than when first brought to popular public light after the Scopes Trial in 1925. The two major groups involved are taking advantage of this indefinite nature of language to augment their own stances. The media is also capitalizing on language to present a distorted view of the debate. Laymen, who are neither experts in science nor theology, are faced with the prospect of taking a stand in the evolution controversy when they are presented with access to unclear information that is open to personal interpretation. 

The nature of language allows its implications to differ from culture to culture, from field to field, and from person to person. Many linguists have commented on this subtly dividing nature of language. Sapir, for instance, maintains that language not only affects what a person is able express but consequently, how they are able to perceive their experience of the world. People “see and hear and otherwise experience very largely as [they] do because the language habits of [a] community predispose certain choices of interpretation.” (Sapir 69). As a result, those outside of the said community cannot fully understand how those who are part of the community experience the world. This division occurs across large groups of people but also on a smaller scale.
In the case of the evolution controversy, scientists and creationists can be seen as two separate and distinct groups, each with their own set of beliefs and languages. Some linguists maintain that the respective views about evolution and creation can be reconciled precisely because of their distinctness. The type and purpose of communication belong in separate, irreconcilable domains, and so can coexist without conflict (Barbour ??). Although stereotypes of the two fields are amplified in the cartoon below, it provides insight into how different the fields of science and theology really are. Consider first and foremost, the foundation of both fields. Science stands on empirical evidence whereas religion requires faith. Yet the words and images presented in this cartoon can have multiple meanings for its readers. 
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Keefe, Mike. “Intelligent Design.” Cartoon. Cagle Cartoons. 6 May 2005.

<http://www.stacytaylor.com/creationism%20cartoon.gif>.
Is the proponent of intelligent design a devil in disguise as an angel, trying to get into the gates of the science institution? Is the admissions official a stuffy, detached scientist? This open interpretation of language and communication is what makes it problematic and easily manipulated. Because of the characteristic differences of science and theology, it is difficult for people to understand both fields or even just the opposing side fully. In this way, language is limiting the debate. What a scientist communicates about a theory will not be the same as what a creationist hears and understands. Even more will be lost on the general public who have little specific interest in the debate and so are not experts in at least one certain aspect. 

Scientists have faced many issues concerning the different ways scientific terms are interpreted by the general public. Eugenie Scott, the Executive Director of the National Center for Science Education, juxtaposes the prioritization of science terms by scientists and then by ‘most people’ (Scott 11). While ‘most people’ find facts the most important, scientists conversely find them the least important. This is a result of the different way non-scientists and scientists are taught to think about science. Their mental definitions of words like theories, laws, and hypotheses differ based on their understanding of science.  Most people, however, do not really have to do the back work to find the support for a theory. For them, the facts are more important because that is what they see as concrete in their lives. While they learn to accept theories, they actively work with facts in their lives. For scientists, this is the opposite. They actively work with theories. This causes problems when scientists try to convey their ideas to the public. While some of their messages are transmitted, much is lost in translation. 
Information about the scientific community from the media to the public are often even more diluted. Today, the media is increasingly picking up significant scientific discoveries. This encourages misrepresentation of these discoveries because “reporters need to write nontechnical, compelling and readable stories” for the public (Conrad 229). Furthermore, they usually do not have a background in science which would allow them to better comprehend their subject matter and present it more accurately. “There is always the possibility that an important piece of evidence has not been found or has been improperly interpreted,” and the media’s communication to the public, by transmitting inaccuracies, perpetuates the debate (Pigliucci 131). 
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“Just a Theory.” Cartoon.
<http://www.fsteiger.com/theory.html>.
The comic above pokes fun at how creationists are fighting to present evolution as ‘just a theory.’ It is ironic because in science, evolution is indeed seen as ‘just a theory.’ The difference comes in the interpretation of the word ‘theory.’

Creationists also deal with problems of semantics and terminology definition. In their attempt to reconcile the Bible’s creation story with evolution, they have allowed interpretations of the Bible in which certain terms are loosely defined. Consequently, they are able to accept a literal reading of the Bible, thereby not question any ascertains of the Christian faith, while allowing an open interpretation of the text itself. One particular problem word is ‘day’ in the creation story of Genesis. Day-Age Creationists accommodate science “by having each of the six days of creation be not 24 hours but long periods of time – even thousands or millions of years” (Scott 62). Small ideological nuances and narrow focuses like these are important, but can easily be lost when conveyed to the public. Ironically, creationism offers a story to explain linguistic variation in the world. God created a “miraculous confusion of tongues at Babel” to keep the people from communicating with one another (Pennock 124).  Whether or not this is true – that is another debate in itself – language is indeed a root of confusion. 
A manifestation of the ambiguity of language is the reinvention of creationism as intelligent design. Under close examination, it is apparent that the most important point has been left unchanged: a belief in a higher creator. What has changed, however, is the presentation. Most obviously, the name has changed. While this seems superficial, it is important to recognize how the new name is beneficial to the image and appeal of creationism. The connotations of intelligent design suggest that it is a more sophisticated, scientifically-rooted theory than creationism. It is more appealing to the scholarly and the educated, in addition to the religious. The important thing to recognize, however, is that this is larger than “just a semantic issue…[as just] a quarrel of words” (Pennock 8). People must learn to see past language as a distraction to see the real message.
The comic below pokes fun at how people can sometimes get caught up in words. Although there can be many interpretations, two stand out in the context of this discussion. The mention of ‘intelligent design’ is obviously what sparks the uproar of the group against the textbook proposal. It is either because the mention of intelligent design compelled them to interpret what they had been shown in a different light, or it made them unreceptive to hearing any further information. Either way, it shows how important a group’s reaction to language can be.  
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Parker, Jeff. "Florida Today." 9 Mar 2006. 14 Sep 2006

<http://www.politicalcartoons.com>.

Language is an integral part of communication and its ambiguity allows it to be manipulated or misinterpreted. How are people of the evolution controversy supposed to respond to language then? The most important thing is for people to be aware of how language is used. 
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