The Giraffe is a marvellous design

Dr Michael Jarvis

Introduction

I was motivated to write this
article after watching a video
featuring the self-proclaimed
atheist Richard Dawkins. In the
video Richard watches dissection
of a Giraffe and comments on a
feature of its anatomy that he
claims shows that these animals
are an example of poor design.

Richard Dawkins claims in
particular that the nervous
system could have been much
better designed and so he

suggests that this is further
support for his atheism.
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Richard says an intelligent designer would never have arranged certain nerves in the way we
find them in the Giraffe! In particular he claims that the Vagus and Recurrent Laryngeal
Nerve are evidence of poor design.

However, | claim that Richard Dawkins is wrong and the Giraffe is in fact ‘ideally designed’
for its role within the ‘balance of nature’. We can ask how this ideal design was achieved.
Was it ONLY the result of a long and slow process of random mutations acted upon by
natural selection or was it achieved through more direct creative activity of God?

People who do believe in God can still have various ways of understanding about HOW God
has been involved in his creation. Did he create the Giraffe as it is today by an almost
instantaneous process, or did he use laws and processes and evolving mechanisms spread
over vast periods of time?

As a scientist and zoologist | cannot ignore the evidence that our earth is billions of years old
and the fossil record reveals that life forms change over time. My personal conviction is that
the numerous examples of ‘Intricate Complexity’ seen in life forms, strongly support the
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conclusion that the Creator has been involved in guiding the laws and processes of his
universe. Science is discovering and detailing some of these laws and processes but science
does not have the means of determining whether God has been guiding these processes. |
elaborate on this in my article ‘God of the Gaps?

Fortunately my belief in God does not rely upon my understanding of how he may have
created. This is because | have had other inputs into my life that combined together to
convince me that God exists and that he does interact with humans in some amazing ways.
Some of my own experiences of God interacting in my life situations are summarised in my
‘Personal journey of discovery’.

Because | have been privileged to experience some dramatic God interventions in my life
situations, | have no problem accepting that he has guided outcomes throughout the history
of life on earth. In other words he is a ‘Hands On’ Creator!

The amazing Giraffe

| decided to look into this claim
that aspects of Giraffe anatomy
are poorly designed.

| will detail why | believe that
this claim is wrong.

At the same time we can briefly
look at a few of the many
features of Giraffe anatomy
and behaviour that set them
apart from other mammals
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A giraffe's neck is too short to reach the ground. As a result, it has to spread its front legs or
kneel for a drink of water.

Are the Vagus and Recurrent Laryngeal nerves poorly designed?

The Vagus and Recurrent Laryngeal Nerve, which is a branch of the Vagus nerve send
instructions from the brain to most of the muscles associated with the Larynx (voice box).

In the Giraffe these nerves run from the brain all the way down the neck, loop around the
aorta artery next to the heart and then go all the way back up the neck to the Larynx. Is this
an example of a bad design ?


https://factandfaith.co.za/download/23/important-articles/357/12-god-of-the-gaps.pdf
https://factandfaith.co.za/download/20/other-update-articles/261/1-personal-journey-of-discovery.pdf
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Richard claims that any Intelligent designer would have created a short nerve from the brain
directly to the Larynx. However, in fact it is essential that these nerves follow the paths
that they do because they perform other vital functions along their distance.

Some of these essential functions (reference 1) supplied by the Vagus and its Recurrent
Laryngeal Nerve branches include:

e Supply sensation to the Larynx below the vocal cords.
e Gives off cardiac branches to the deep cardiac plexus in the heart.
e Has branches to the Trachea, Oesophagus and Inferior Constrictor muscles.

The Oesophagus

Regarding the branches to the Oesophagus, in most animals, including humans, the act of
swallowing food down the oesophagus, is enabled by a complex mechanism. The food is
pushed down towards the stomach by the muscular wall of the oesophagus contracting like
a wave. The wave of contraction starts just behind the mouth and then travels down
towards the stomach.

That may sound a simple process but in fact it is very complex. As food is chewed and
swallowed this sends messages to the brain and the Vagus nerve sends a ‘message’ to all
the muscles lining the Oesophagus. However, these muscles do not all contract at the same
time. In fact, although the muscles in the Oesophagus wall seem to look identical, successive
regions along the length of the Oesophagus have inbuilt ‘time lags’ before they follow the
instruction to contract.

The first muscles to contract are those at the top of the Oesophagus, followed slightly later
by the muscles a bit further down the Oesophagus, followed in sequence with time lags at
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each level. This ensures that a ‘wave’ of muscular contractions pushes the food down to the
stomach (reference 2).

This complexity is only part of the story because Giraffes are like cattle. They periodically
bring the food up from the stomach and chew it (ruminate) in the mouth. In other words
the whole sequence of contracting Oesophagus muscles has to be stimulated by a different
‘instruction’ from the brain, leading to the ‘wave’ of muscular contractions going from the
stomach upwards.

The Oesophageal muscles in the Giraffe are unusually strong to allow regurgitation of food
from the stomach up the long neck and into the mouth for rumination.

Clearly functions like these need to be intricately linked to nerves that carry instructions
from the brain. We can see how vitally important the Vagus nerve and its Recurrent
Laryngeal nerve are in the Giraffe. These nerves had to be situated alongside the whole
length of the Giraffe Oesophagus.

If this nerve had gone straight from the brain to the Larynx then these other essential

functions would not have been possible.

The Giraffe tongue

The above examples are not
the only ones that could be
expanded upon in more detail.
For instance, the Vvital
connections between this
same nerve and the heart. In
addition, this same nerve ends
up with a branch to one of the

muscles in the tongue.
The giraffe’s tongue is a wonderful piece of engineering, and unique in its characteristics
e Their tongue is over half a meter long.

e They are prehensile, meaning that they can curl around things and grip them. The
upper lip is also prehensile.

e The tongue is covered with thick saliva that is an antiseptic and has healing
properties.

o If their tongue is occasionally pierced by a thorn, while they feed on favoured thorny
Acacia tree leaves, it heals very rapidly.



Below is a link to a short video showing how the tongue functions. To repeat this short video
over and over, first open it and then right click on the video screen and choose the ‘loop’
option.

https://media.tenor.com/videos/bc01e08ab83168612d9491e8984dd462/mp4

This Giraffe that | observed
in Namibia was feeding off
leaves on a thorny Acacia
tree.

Giraffe need to eat 20 to 30
kg of Acacia leaves per day
- to meet their nutritional
- requirements. They take
., only a few leaves at a time
by stripping them off the
.7 thorn covered branches,
<. using their flexible upper
lip and sticky tongue.
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They need to feed for many hours a day and often continue feeding during the night. I
personally observed this when | was on military duty guarding a railway bridge in Zimbabwe.
I was alone in a bunker at one end of the bridge. It was a pitch black night due to thick
overhead clouds covering the whole sky. | heard a rustling sound coming from trees about 30
meters away and realised this sound must be caused by an animal and so | pointed a powerful
spotlight in that direction. To my amazement this revealed three Giraffe busy feeding off tree
leaves.

However, in spite of their long feeding hours, Giraffe do sleep for short periods, often while
standing up, but early one morning just before dawn I disturbed a Giraffe while | was driving
on a country road. It was lying on its folded legs in a drain beside the road with the whole
neck and head spread out in front of it on the ground. A more usual posture for sleeping
Giraffe is to bend their long necks back and rest their head on their buttocks.

A few other things about Giraffes

Their unique anatomy sets them apart in the animal kingdom. This giant is purpose-built for
its size and surroundings and can feed on vegetation that other herbivore animals cannot
reach and on leaves surrounded by long thorns that are inaccessible to most other animals.


https://media.tenor.com/videos/bc01e08ab83168612d9491e8984dd462/mp4
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e The height of a Giraffe makes it hard to pump blood to the brain. However, this is
overcome by the unusual structure of the heart and a series of one-way valves that
force blood towards the head and brain. Their exceptionally large lungs enable them
to put lots of oxygen into the blood (reference 3).

o Giraffes are the tallest mammals on Earth. Their legs alone are taller than many
humans.

e They can run as fast as 60 km an hour over short distances.

e Giraffes only need to drink once every few days. Most of their water comes from the
plants they eat.

e They spend most of their lives standing up and can even sleep and give birth standing
up. The giraffe calf can stand up and walk after about an hour and within a week, it
starts to sample vegetation.

e A giraffe’s spots are much like human fingerprints. No two individual Giraffes have
exactly the same pattern.

e Giraffes only need 5 to 30 minutes of sleep in a 24-hour period! They often achieve
that in quick naps that may last only a minute or two at a time.

e |t was thought that Giraffes did not make any sounds but this is now known to be
untrue, as they occasionally bellow, snort, hiss and make flute-like sounds. However,
it has recently been discovered that they make a humming sound but only at night. It
is thought that this enables them to communicate in the dark (reference 4).

National Geographic have a video presentation on Giraffe that you may want to watch.

https://pmdvod.nationalgeographic.com/NG Video/206/175/1151266371990 1517500712
194 1151270467671 mp4 video 1024x576 1632000 primary audio eng 3.mp4

Conclusions

The Giraffe is unique in many ways with features that combine to make it exceptionally well
adapted for its role in the overall ‘balance of nature’.

Scientific studies are revealing new things about Giraffes and these enable us to counter
claims, such as those made by Richard Dawkins, where he suggested that aspects of their
nervous system was a poor design. Richard has previously suggested that the vertebrate eye is
a poor design but in fact research into the function and capability of our eyes has shown that
what he claimed was a poor design is far superior to what he suggested that the eye ‘should
look like’ if better designed. See my article ‘Human eye poorly designed?



https://pmdvod.nationalgeographic.com/NG_Video/206/175/1151266371990_1517500712194_1151270467671_mp4_video_1024x576_1632000_primary_audio_eng_3.mp4
https://pmdvod.nationalgeographic.com/NG_Video/206/175/1151266371990_1517500712194_1151270467671_mp4_video_1024x576_1632000_primary_audio_eng_3.mp4
https://factandfaith.co.za/download/20/other-update-articles/116/2-human-eye-poorly-designed.pdf
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It would be so wonderful if Richard Dawkins could discover faith in the Creator of all the
Intricate Complexities that surround us in living systems. | personally agree with him that
there are evolutionary mechanisms and processes that have been involved over vast time-
scales in producing the living creatures around us. However, once we come to experience the
reality of God in our lives, then we become open to accepting that the Creator is the *‘Hands
On’ Creator who has guided the laws and processes within nature, so as to achieve his desired
outcomes.

One of his desired outcomes is the Giraffe! It is part of God’s overall achievement of a
‘balance of nature’. Every diverse and strange creature that exists does contribute in some
way to that balance. Over the long centuries of our earth’s history, changes in climate and
conditions on earth have necessitated different creatures to fill all the functions in the
‘balance of nature’. Some creatures that previously filled vital roles, such as dinosaurs,
became extinct and new organisms filled new functions, but the overall programme of change
was leading to an earth suitable for mankind.

The Bible explains that mankind are of vital importance in God’s longterm agendas. |
watched a video of Richard Dawkins being interviewed. Towards the end he was asked what
he would say if he gets to the ‘other side’ and discovers that God exists. He replied, “I will
say, Sir, why did you hide yourself so well?”

It is true that God is in many ways hidden. However, in my own personal experience | have
come to realise the truth of a Bible passage that reads And without faith it is impossible to
please God, because anyone who comes to him must believe that he exists and that he
rewards those who earnestly seek him (Hebrews 11:6.)

When it is our intense desire to discover the reality of God, this opens up a new dynamic.
This was my great desire and God answered my search. Some of this search and some of the
ways | experienced God interacting with my life situations, are detailed in my ‘Personal
journey of discovery’.
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