
Chapter 4: The Intelligent Design “Controversy” 

Darwin’s Opponents: Dejection, Religion, and Rejection 

 Ever since Charles Darwin published his monumental On the Origin of Species 

and his subsequent Descent of Man, the majority of the scientific community has adopted 

some form of his theory of natural selection as the mechanism for the slow, unguided 

evolution of organic species, though Darwinism produced a long-lasting ideological 

backlash from those whose priorities did not lay with science’s unrelenting mission for 

objective facts. Until Darwin, one popular, though flawed, theory for explaining the 

change and transmutation of species was Lamarckism, which asserted that the animals 

God created had adapted to their environment during their own lives and passed these 

advantageous characteristics down to their offspring, an entirely unobservable, 

unempirical explanation for speciation. Darwin’s works themselves were extremely 

empirically and methodologically sound; he used copious amounts of naturalistic 

evidence, primarily describing his observations on various trips to biologically diverse 

and exotic locales, the most famous of which took Darwin to the Galapagos aboard the 

H.M.S. Beagle. These voyages gave rise to new experiences and information, which 

would provide the empirical basis for Darwin’s conclusions; at the Galapagos, he was 

able to observe the slight differences between various species of finches and tortoises, 

and found animals with traits that were profoundly counter-adaptive, seeming to deny the 

assumption of divinely mandated teleology in speciation. Darwin even found the concept 

of fixed species insufficient after his trips on the Beagle; species appeared to be too 

plastic and flexible to fit within the framework of independent creation, where God 

would have had to create each individual variation at the same time. 
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 Even upon the discovery of the principles of natural selection and evolution, 

Darwin did not reject his belief in God, though the fact that he always brought a copy of 

Milton’s Paradise Lost with him wherever he went, indicates that Darwin recognized the 

monumental task of reconciling God with his new view of the world. Paradise Lost was 

John Milton’s theodicy, or, as he put it, his attempt to “justify the ways of God to man.”  

In the same way, Darwin viewed his theory of natural selection as a potential explanation 

for the biological and ethical deficiencies observable in the world, and sought after a 

justification for how an omniscient God could create the world in such a seemingly 

careless fashion. Darwin concluded that an explanation of the world in which God 

created the entire world in roughly the same state as it is today was insulting to God; in 

light of the poor characteristics for adaptation present in some species, the possibility of 

extinction and the presence of human acts of evil, and given the impossibility of 

improvement if God’s creation was already perfected, Darwin found the creationist view 

of existence profoundly pessimistic. He preferred the idea that God created the perfect, 

absolute rules by which the universe operates, including the rules of natural selection, and 

allowed these perfect forces to play out in the imperfect material world, with humanity as 

teleological evidence of the skill used in developing these far-removed forces. Such a 

view reconciled the empirical tendencies of scientism and naturalism, which required 

evidence rather than revelation for determining the value of an idea, with the rationalistic 

respect for the perfection and logical necessity of the forces of nature, which most 

believed could only have been created by an omniscient deity; however, this 
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reconciliation was Darwin’s personal view, and because he had no empirical warrant for 

linking the forces of nature and God’s creation, he did not espouse this belief publicly.i 

In the mid-19th Century, a significant share of the public was unfamiliar with the 

use and style of empirical science, especially Darwin’s style of naturalism where he 

provided massive amounts of evidence, slowly drawing conclusions from the already 

obvious trends in the facts presented. The public, for the most part, had already taken the 

word of the Bible as a sufficient and complete interpretation of the world’s creation; after 

all, creation stories are present in almost every culture, since certainty in the world’s 

origin (which usually implies the world’s ends) is an extremely valuable device for 

comforting the teleological anxiety created by observable inconsistencies between 

religious claims about the world and the world, as observed through scientific principles. 

Materialist scientists had been engaged in demonstrating areas of inconsistency between 

the real world and the world portrayed by the Bible long before Darwin, ranging from 

Copernicus’ rejection of the Ptolemaic astronomical model based on the Bible to Charles 

Lyell’s influential work on geology, which demonstrated that the age of some rocks 

exceeded the age of the world the Bible had implied. These scientific observations of 

inconsistency before Darwin never received the same amount of resentment and umbrage 

for two reasons: firstly, almost all of these observations of inconsistency were either 

refuted or adopted, nominally at least, through scholastic attempts at reconciling science 

and religion (usually through an accommodating and rationalistic reinterpretation of 

religious doctrine), and secondly, these demonstrations of inconsistency had never 

                                                
i Darwin admired the laws of nature frequently in his works, but never explicitly linked nature to God. 
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posited a fundamentally alternative and irreconcilable explanation for the existence of the 

most compelling evidence in favor of God’s existence: humanity itself.  

Aside from empirical fact-seekers, many men of science thought that they had a 

responsibility to explain the fluctuating natural world so that it could be understood in 

terms of God’s creation; however, these men of science often took their conclusions as 

the given, and worked to deduce an explanation as the end of their scientific inquiry, 

rather than truth. Guided by their presuppositions about necessary conditions and the 

nature of God, many rationalists produced scientific sounding theories in attempting to 

explain why the Bible’s description of the world did not correspond directly to reality, 

though these theories often failed to meet the empirical requirements of fact and 

testability that the scientific method demanded. One such rationalistic theory, espoused 

by one of Darwin’s opponents, Richard Owens, posited that organic life adhered to an 

organizing principle pre-ordained by God, which directed the further development or 

“becoming” of the various species; any differences between members of the same species 

could be attributed to this process of “becoming.”  Other attempts at reconciliation 

include Philip Henry Gosse’s “Omphalos hypothesis”ii and William Jennings Bryan’s 

famous admission at the Scopes Monkey Trial that the six days and nights in which the 

Bible claims God created the world might not have been of a 24-hour duration. However, 

Darwin’s theory made the typical reconciliation of science and faith through 

                                                
ii Gosse’s “Omphalos hypothesis” was his failed attempt to demonstrate that because God must have 
created the world with objects that could be construed as evidence of its own origin (like an omphalos, 
which means navel in Greek, on a human), no evidence could be used to support or deny God’s existence. 
Bertrand Russell famously rejected the “Omphalos hypothesis,” by showing the extent to which the idea 
necessarily applied, “There is no logical impossibility in the hypothesis that the world sprang into being 
five minutes ago, exactly as it then was, with a population that "remembered" a wholly unreal past. There is 
no logically necessary connection between events at different times; therefore nothing that is happening 
now or will happen in the future can disprove the hypothesis that the world began five minutes ago.” 
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reinterpretation of doctrine impossible, and left adherents of faith estranged from reason, 

rendering their attempts made to rehabilitate religion particularly irrational and 

confrontational in nature. 

Populist creationists willingly ignored the requirements of reason in their inquiry; 

they had already presupposed the truth of the matter by deferring to revelation, and 

denied the legitimacy of science in reconstructing a historical explanation of speciation as 

a defensive rejection of Darwinism, partially out of fear of displacing the other positive 

values revealed religion conferred. Supporting this populist opinion, many scholars who 

prioritized the positive effects of religion (such as preachers, religiously motivated 

scientists, and theologians) questioned Darwin’s conclusions purely on the basis of the 

desirability of his results; those who sided with the Bible wanted to preserve the classical 

view of humans as the apotheosis of God’s creation, organisms designed to carry out 

God’s work. Evolution put humans on nearly the same level as ants, in terms of 

humanity’s moral standing as just another species on the planet, absent of the providential 

position that religious interpretations of human history had typically bestowed onto 

humans. Though pragmatism had not been developed as a formal philosophy 

immediately after Darwin’s work gained prominence and controversy, pragmatism is 

ideally suited for reconciling these issues of belief; as William James’ observations in 

The Varieties of Religious Experience demonstrated, the health of the religious mind is 

utterly dependent on the subject’s ability to effectively assimilate various beliefs and 

ideas in a manner beneficial to the subject’s mental health.  

Psychological health, cultural cohesion, and other such benefits conferred by 

religious belief were perceived to be in danger with the advent of Darwinism, and many 
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scholars worked to debunk Darwin’s theory in order to preserve these benefits of 

religion; in the process of working to debunk the highly contentious Darwinian theory, 

opposing scientists and thinkers have questioned Darwin’s methodology, posed counter-

examples intended to illustrate the impossibility of random evolution, and even falsified 

evidence in order to advance their conclusions. Though the content of Darwin’s theory 

was certainly expected to receive massive amounts of criticism, Darwin’s methodology 

had been airtight to prevent critics from impugning the theory on the basis of lacking 

evidence; if anything, Darwin was excessively empirical, and abstained from drawing 

conclusions until after he had amassed enough evidence to make a correlation 

indisputable. However, critics ignored the rigor of Darwin’s methodology, and 

mistakenly labeled Darwin’s “induction” in generalizing his empirical observations to 

apply to all of organic life “Baconian methodology,” claiming that the Origin of Species 

amounted to no proof for Darwin’s theory of natural selection; these attacks were clearly 

slanderous and “indicated no great understanding of the actual nature of this method or 

the philosophy from which it stemmed, but the leading philosophers contemporary with 

Darwin, John Herschel, William Whewell, and John Stuart Mill, were equally adamant in 

their conviction that the Origin of Species was just one mass of conjecture.”1  Indeed, 

Darwin’s “Baconian methodology” amounted to his lack of a hypothesis prior to his 

collection of the evidence; his lack of a preconceived idea about what he sought to prove 

was the flaw that provoked the philosophic community, though such opinions of the 

scientific method eventually fell out of favor. 

Richard Owen, another purveyor of some of the many flawed criticisms levied 

against Darwin, had been a well-respected scientist before he was marginalized by the 
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unscientific nature of his own attacks on Darwinism; in his fervor, he resorted to making 

false observations about simple, indisputable animal physiology. Thomas Henry Huxley, 

who was called “Darwin’s bulldog” by the scientific community of his time, engaged in 

several episodes of scientific refutation of Owen’s flawed assertions, over issues as 

seemingly objective and indisputable as: the existence of an anus in Terebratula; the 

existence of the posterior lobe and the hippocampus minor in gorillas’ brains; and, less 

incontestably, the idea that transmutation in animals operated according to descent with 

modification, rather than a Platonic sort of “becoming.”2  Owen, who had enjoyed a 

highly respected status in the scientific establishment, falsified facts in an effort to make 

his own conclusions seem more likely, and refused to acknowledge his mistakes, even in 

light of overwhelming evidence to the contrary; by his refusal to even acknowledge facts, 

Owen’s science was a clear example of truthiness, and the rest of the scientific 

community backed Huxley’s attacks on Owen.3  Because Owen’s ideas were subjected to 

the market of ideas, their lack of scientism was apparent and revealed Owen’s ideological 

corruption; Owen was effectively removed from the establishment by Huxley’s public 

crusade against his methods and conclusions; with the aid of the expert consensus which 

corroborated objective truth, the public was able to stop truthiness in Owen’s case. 

However, science had taken a toll; as William Irvine put it, “to what depths of 

respectability the scientific mind could sink became evident only after the explosion of 

Darwinism had occurred.”4 

Though the debates between Huxley and Owen were primarily motivated by 

personal animosity, these arguments galvanized scientists like Huxley into supporting the 

merit of Darwin’s empiricism; according to Mario di Gregorio, “Huxley praised Darwin’s 
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work as a hypothesis of the order of nature and one which moreover confined itself to 

materialist and mechanical conceptions,” though “Darwin’s conceptions, by virtue of that 

very materialism, were excellent and positive ammunition against Owen’s broadly 

Platonic views of nature. It should therefore be clear that Owen is a major general target 

behind Huxley’s persistent attacks on Platonism generally, and his support for anti-

essentialist, anti-idealist empiricism by contrast.”5  Huxley’s own empiricism was 

scientific in nature, but driven by his frustration with Owen’s truthiness. Indeed, it seems 

as though instances of truthiness drive up society’s value and requirements of rigor in 

establishing objective truth, since the superior good is in high demand when the inferior 

good truthiness floods the market. 

The Darwin Debate after Darwin: Detractors and their Discontents 

Many resisted Darwinian thought because of its influence on cultural attitudes, 

rather than its naturalistic explanation for the origin of species. Darwinism legitimated 

many attitudes of scientific progress that were incompatible with traditional views of 

morality, previously granted by either religion or philosophy; for example, social 

Darwinism made intellectuals comfortable with the idea that black people naturally 

performed worse in society, tacitly allowing for their subjugation by white people. This 

attitude proved problematic for Christians who emphasized egalitarianism and religion’s 

positive social attitude. Similarly, at the beginning of the 20th Century, pragmatists 

advocated eugenics as a way to improve the population’s genetic stock, but forced 

sterilization was another uncomfortable idea for those who did not defer to pure 

rationality; indeed, empirical evidence at the time ought to have pointed to the 
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historically observable negative effects of a legitimated sense of superiority, and this 

point would be fully illustrated with the Nazi regime by the mid-20th Century.  

Competing values, other than rationalistically determined efficiency, often took 

precedence in social policy debates, where legislating morality was one ostensible 

function of the state. Though rationality was publicly emphasized as a means to progress 

from the late 19th through the early 20th Century, the religious ideals of compassion, faith, 

and morality, proved to be more influential values when it came to making voting 

decisions. These competing values were able to take precedence over the rationality 

partially because rationality no longer seemed objective; the conflicts between equally 

accredited experts like Huxley and Owen undermined the shortcut the public used to be 

able to make in trusting experts for an objective interpretation of facts. Indeed, if two 

highly educated experts in a particular field could not come to a single conclusion on a 

subject, on what authority could a layperson evaluate one idea as more rational than 

another?  Without some court of appeal, a role which has been historically fulfilled by 

institutions like scientific professional organizations, the professional media, or 

governmental authorities, the public is impaired in its ability to determine the rational 

conclusion that ought to be drawn in a given inquiry. Resorting to other considerations 

aside from pure rationality poses easy alternative criteria for decision-making, and in 

communities that foster religious virtues such as faith and compassion, these auxiliary 

considerations resolved the Darwin debate before its merits could be considered 

adequately. Indeed, for experts aligned with the default conclusion society would 

otherwise impose in a given situation, all they need to do to accomplish their values is 

generate the appearance of controversy; by making the question appear unanswerable, the 
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public is more willing to defer to other criteria and considerations aside from pure 

understanding.  

This relativism is of a lazy variety; though there may be legitimate philosophical 

reasons for rejecting a given conclusion, society needs to be capable of understanding the 

true limits of its abilities of its own inquiry, which are increasingly broadening. As Max 

Weber would have said, science has shown a historical tendency to bring about the 

intellectualization and rationalization of any issue in the world, facilitated by the free 

operation of the market of ideas, which selects and preserves the most successful 

propositions and adaptations of means to ends, which are those which most closely 

represent true, objective reality. As such, a society that thinks it cannot ever come to a 

rational answer for a scientific question, on some level, must be kidding itself. Such is the 

purpose of science; it unrelentingly builds on itself with empirically verifiable facts, 

which are the basis for objective knowledge. However, history has provided dozens of 

occasions where issues treated as settled fact have been completely overturned by an 

advance in humanity's capacity for inquiry. For example, the Copernican Revolution in 

astronomy, confirmed by advances in observation of the solar system, rejected a 

centuries-old, nearly universally accepted tenet that the Earth was the center of the 

universe, and that the sun revolved around it. Einstein's Theory of Relativity completely 

overturned centuries of accepted theory because scientists at the time became aware of 

discrepancies with Newtonian physics and reality at the sub-atomic level. These 

revolutions in scientific understanding do not imply the impossibility of knowledge; 

rather, they illustrate the necessity to use the most reliable assessment of facts possible.  

Society may take a while to acquire the necessary facts for answering the more difficult 
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questions, but science’s track record is cumulatively flawless for inquiries into positive, 

objective, non-qualitative facts. Other disciplines, as Weber argued, reserve the right to 

discuss the subjective question of “what ought to be done?” 

 By the 20th Century, science had become even more capable of answering 

questions which had plagued early Darwinians, particularly astronomical questions that 

could help develop a hypothesis about the formation of the planet, and the rest of the 

universe for that matter, if not from an act of independent, supernatural creation. Early 

cosmologists observed the expansion of the universe, as though from an initial point, 

suggesting an initial reaction which precipitated the development of the rest of the 

universe, and by 1965, researchers discovered cosmic background radiation which 

confirmed the “Big Bang Theory,” the theory that the universe had developed from an 

explosion from a single point, out of which everything slowly spread and developed, 

dissipating energy in the process.6  New progress in the fields of biology, chemistry, and 

genetics, along with the eventual sequencing of the human genome, gave scientists an 

even more sophisticated understanding of how Darwinian theory could explain the 

origins of life on earth. The provident combination of chemicals on earth allowed for 

complex molecules like RNA to develop, which allowed for a genetic language which 

could program the information for organic life; these chemical structures demonstrate a 

common ancestry for organic life, as all the species of life on the planet shares these 

similar chemical compositions, albeit at various stages of development. More and more, 

science collected empirical evidence (in the form of fossils and understandings of the 

mechanisms involved), and found more justification for the original Darwinian claim. 

However, scientists have not always found it necessary to adhere only to objective, 
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established scientific principles; many attempted to undermine these conclusions by 

simple contradiction or by pointing out the current limits of scientific theory in fully 

explaining every detail of the origin of life.iii   

 Giberson and Yerxa, after surveying notable and recognized scientists’ opinions 

on evolution in their genealogy of America’s search for a creation story Species of 

Origins, claim that: 

Clearly, the overwhelming consensus of the professional scientific community is 
that evolution is beyond question. Only some of the details are subject to debate. 
There really are no leading scientists on record who dispute the truth of evolution, 
and among the handful of reputable scientists who have expressed significant 
doubts about aspects of it, few appear to be arguing from a purely scientific 
perspective.7 

 
After noting the near-total professional consensus on the veracity of evolution, Giberson 

and Yerxa point out the strong divide in opinion between the general public and 

professional scientists regarding evolution:  

The message of these [Gallup] polls is crystal clear. Despite the near universal 
acceptance of evolution within the academy, despite the confident proclamation 
that evolution is ‘fact, not theory,’ despite claims that evolution is ‘as well 
established as the sphericity of the earth,’ despite the complete absence of 
mainstream textbooks that teach alternatives, the majority of Americans are 
getting their ideas on origins from conservative, even fundamentalist, religious 
sources rather than from the scientific community.8 

 
Varying explanations for this gap have been offered, often resembling the claim that 

Americans prefer the comforting appeasement and artificial meaning provided by religion 

to the void of meaning that science consistently fails to fill, unless rational knowledge 

constitutes meaning, which for most Americans, it apparently does not.9  Other 

explanations simply posit the power of America’s religious faith and the reinforcing 

                                                
iii As I will demonstrate, this systematized attempt to undermine public certainty in the scientific 
mainstream has become a successful method to advance a predetermined position. 
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structure of the communities built around that faith. One contention popular amongst 

evolutionists is that increases in one’s education level tempers his or her religious beliefs, 

and while there is a demonstrable correlation between educational achievement and 

preference for evolution, as recently as March 8, 2006, there was still a strong proportion 

(upwards of a quarter) of people with post graduate degrees who believed that God 

created humans in their current form; another factor influencing belief was church 

attendance, which dramatically increased the likelihood that a respondent believed in 

creation, most pronouncedly for those with post-graduate degrees.10  Indeed, the 

American public opinion is markedly independent from expert opinion, possibly owing to 

the perceptions held by Americans that do not think science is capable of reliably 

answering such questions. 

 In the late 1990s, a group of scientists, intent on rejecting Darwinism’s 

materialistic naturalism, began questioning Darwin’s theory of evolution by pointing out 

all of the areas where science had not yet adequately reconciled the theory and the 

empirical evidence. Though their methodologies for disagreeing with Darwinism are 

varied and distinct, after each believed he or she had adequately refuted evolution they all 

resorted to the same alternative: that an omniscient God must have designed or created 

some aspects of life as they are seen in their current form, since science had not provided 

a materialistic, natural explanation for these phenomena. One popular point of contention, 

which had been an expected line of refutation even in Darwin’s day, was the degree of 

complexity present in some aspects of organic life, such as the human eye; Darwin 

himself discussed the eye’s complexity as a potential source for objection in his Origin of 

Species, and claimed:  
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Reason tells me, that if numerous gradations from a perfect and complex eye to 
one very imperfect and simple, each grade being useful to its possessor, can be 
shown to exist; if further, the eye does vary ever so slightly, and the variations be 
inherited…; and if any variation or modification in the organ be ever useful to an 
animal under the changing conditions of life, then the difficulty of believing that a 
perfect and complex eye could be formed by natural selection, though insuperable 
by our imagination, can hardly be considered real.11 

 
Darwin had basically acknowledged the limits of scientific understanding at that point in 

history, but was fully confident in science’s future ability to shed light on how the eye 

may have developed consistent with the process of natural selection, which had been a 

satisfactory explanation for the other, more easily observed transmutations in the 

development of the species. However, the new set of opponents which emerged in the 

1990s attempted to sway public opinion into believing that Darwinian theory was 

critically flawed in its “failure to account” for such potential discrepancies. 

 In her essay “The Wedge at Work: How Intelligent Design Creationism is 

Wedging Its Way into the Cultural and Academic Mainstream,” Barbara Forrest 

described the strategic efforts of this new movement of scientists, lawyers and 

philosophers seeking to undermine the materialistic naturalism propounded by Darwinian 

theory. Forrest objectively ignored the content of the ideas in the Intelligent Design (ID) 

movement, focusing instead on the self-styled “Wedge”iv strategy employed by the 

Discovery Institute’s Center for the Renewal of Science and Culture (CRSC), which, 

according to their own documents, “seeks nothing less than the overthrow of materialism 

and its cultural legacies.”12  In the introduction to a CRSC document entitled, “The 

                                                
iv I use the term “Wedge movement” as it is used by its own members: to describe the coalition of 
Intelligent Design advocates, organized under the Discovery Institute and the CRSC. 
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Wedge Strategy,”v its writers cite concerns with the deleterious social effects of 

materialistic science as the motivation for their efforts: 

The cultural consequences of [Darwin’s] triumph of materialism were 
devastating. Materialists denied the existence of objective moral standards, 
claiming that environment dictates our behavior and beliefs. Such moral 
relativism was uncritically adopted by much of the social sciences, and it still 
undergirds much of modern economics, political science, psychology and 
sociology. 
Materialists also undermined personal responsibility by asserting that human 
thoughts and behaviors are dictated by our biology and environment. The Results 
can be seen in modern approaches to criminal justice, product liability, and 
welfare. In the materialist scheme of things, everyone is a victim and no one can 
be held accountable for his or her actions. 
Finally, materialism spawned a virulent strain of utopianism. Thinking they could 
engineer the perfect society through the application of scientific knowledge, 
materialist reformers advocated coercive government programs that falsely 
promised to create heaven on earth.13 
 

If this description can be taken as accurately descriptive of the Wedge movement’s 

intentions for its attack on materialistic naturalism, it is clear that the Wedge is not 

motivated by the conviction that Darwinism is flawed in its accuracy or inadequate in its 

ability to describe the development of organic life; rather, the Wedge grounds its 

conviction that Darwinism ought to be rejected on the contention that Darwinism has 

fostered the dangerously relativistic attitude of scientific materialism that Nietzsche and 

Weber predicted would come about with the “disenchantment of the world.”  The Wedge 

does not reject Darwinism because it fails to account for facts; it rejects Darwinism 

because Darwinism undermines auxiliary efforts to impose meaning by making religious 

values seem dangerously subjective and irrational. Despite the arguable legitimacy of 

                                                
v Forrest notes that the authenticity of “The Wedge Strategy” is unverifiable, having been removed from the 
CRSC’s and Discovery Institute’s respective websites where it was reportedly hosted. One of several 
reproductions of the document can be found online at http://www.antievolution.org/features/wedge.html, 
but is similarly unverifiable, since the reproductions are not hosted by the Discovery Institute or the CRSC. 
However, Forrest’s analysis adequately demonstrates that the actions of these respective organizations are 
consistent with the document’s message, lending credibility to claims of the document’s veracity. 
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their grievances, the strategy employed by the Wedge movement may have produced 

results opposite to its original intentions: the further commoditization of truth. 

Intelligent Design’s “Wedge of Truth” 

Philip Johnson, described by Forrest as a key leader of the Wedge movement, 

made several early attempts in the 1990s to contradict the guiding assumption of 

materialistic science to seek only natural causes as explanations for observable 

phenomena, claiming that supernatural causes were unreasonably ruled out as potential 

explanations for phenomena before scientific inquiry even began. In 1991, Johnson wrote 

Darwin on Trial, provoking a condemning review in Scientific American, a well-

respected scientific journal, by leading evolutionist Stephen Jay Gould, in which Gould 

claimed that Johnson’s book was “full of errors, badly argued, based on false criteria, and 

abysmally written.”14  While there was some legitimacy in Johnson’s original 

methodological criticism, which the scientific community might have done well to 

examine and address on its own merits, the scientific establishment jumped to reject 

Johnson’s suggestions early on, in turn criticizing Johnson’s methodological assumption 

that some kind of supernatural creationism should be presupposed in order to adequately 

explain the questions left unanswered by science. However, the Wedge movement 

significantly benefited from being initially denied a “seat at the table,” as it publicly 

reinforced their claim that the materialistic scientific community was unfairly biased in 

its out-of-hand rejection of potential alternative theories; the Wedge benefited from the 

scientific principles it denied: to keep all potential explanations on the table until they are 

disproved with experimental evidence. 
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Buttressed by the work of Michael J. Behe, a Christian theist and biologist at 

Lehigh University, who identified some biological and chemical systems that exhibited 

what Behe called “irreducible complexity,” members of the Wedge began to formally 

argue that evolutionary theory failed to account for such examples of complexity and 

design, indicating that some intelligent designer had to have intentionally designed and 

implemented such complex biological systems.15  However, these attempts were 

fragmented and disconnected until the Discovery Institute founded the CRSC, backed by 

large private grants from organizations with “Christian roots,” and provided research 

fellowships and academic positions for the prominent members of the Wedge movement, 

including Johnson, Behe, William Dembski, and others.16  With the institutional 

infrastructure in place, the Wedge formulated its “Wedge Strategy” by 1998vi, which 

included a detailed five-year plan for publicly undermining Darwinism, and therefore the 

scientific establishment, through the advancement of Intelligent Design. The document 

identified three phases that would be carried out as part of the Wedge movement’s plan: 

“Phase I: Scientific Research, Writing and Publicity,” “Phase II: Publicity and Opinion 

Making,” and “Phase III: Cultural Confrontation and Renewal.”17  The first phase, which 

would ostensibly find convincing objective arguments based on research, was already 

underway, but the organization planned for the obvious necessity of shaping public 

opinion; in the Wedge Strategy, they acknowledged: 

The best and truest research can languish unread and unused unless it is properly 
publicized. For this reason we seek to cultivate and convince influential 
individuals in print and broadcast media, as well as think tank leaders, scientists 
and academics, congressional staff, talk show hosts, college and seminary 
presidents and faculty, future talent and potential academic allies. Because of his 
long tenure in politics, journalism and public policy, Discovery President Bruce 

                                                
vi 1998, the date attributed to the “Wedge Strategy,” is indicated by contextual clues in the document.  
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Chapman brings to the project rare knowledge and acquaintance of key op-ed 
writers, journalists, and political leaders. This combination of scientific and 
scholarly expertise and media and political connections makes the Wedge unique, 
and also prevents it from being "merely academic."18 

 
Again, if the Wedge Strategy can be taken as authentic, which Robert Pennock’s analysis 

of the motivations of Wedge movement authors corroborated, it demonstrates the 

willingness of the CRSC to employ truthiness in their quest to denigrate materialistic 

naturalism.19  This predilection is also evident in the recently fulfilled claim that, “We 

will also pursue possible legal assistance in response to resistance to the integration of 

design theory into public school science curricula. The attention, publicity, and influence 

of design theory should draw scientific materialists into open debate with design 

theorists, and we will be ready.”20   

Phase I: Scientific Research, Writing and Publicity 

The CRSC began organizing regular conferences on the topics of evolution and 

creation for Wedge scientists and thinkers to collaborate and strategize; the presentations 

at these conferences were edited into books by CRSC members, which formed a core set 

of literature the Wedge’s membership could point to as a body of literature supporting 

Intelligent Design, an integral element of the nascent Wedge strategy. Though the CRSC 

fellows have written copious amounts of books, articles, and op-eds criticizing 

Darwinism and propounding Intelligent Design, they have contributed very little to the 

debate by way of experimental evidence; indeed, even CRSC members like Behe and 

Paul K. Chien, ostensibly holding scientific academic positions at notable universities, 

have only produced works which have criticized and questioned existing theory, instead 
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of presenting new warrants for accepting their counter-claim of Intelligent Design.21  As 

Taner Edis, a scientist observing the Intelligent Design movement, noted:  

ID does not seem to be moving forward at all in the scientific world. It does not 
lack serious critics who are willing to engage with its claims in technical detail. 
Far from being converted, the critics consistently find ID’s claims to be 
disappointing. Its most significant biological effort has been Michael Behe’s 
argument for irreducible complexity, which turns out to be very poor work, not to 
mention current progress on the very problems Behe had said were not being 
addressed from a Darwinian viewpoint and could not be.22 
 

Other Wedge members have advocated Intelligent Design in their own respective fields, 

including philosophy, theology and mathematics; their arguments have similarly attacked 

simplified views of Darwinian theory, and have similarly failed to achieve much peer 

consideration. The principal strategy employed in the scientific research phase of the 

Wedge movement’s five-year plan was to question Darwinian theory on its own terms, 

illustrating the supposed flaws inherent in Darwinian methodology. However, in the 

process of attacking Darwin, the Wedge movement has revealed its hand and posited its 

alternative: an intelligent designer who would account for all the discrepancies left by 

Darwinian theory. 

For example, Behe’s cornerstone book, Darwin’s Black Box (1996), pointed to 

examples of “irreducible complexity,” intricate cellular features, biochemical systems, 

and even human organs, which are so efficiently constructed that Behe concluded that 

each of the component characteristics of each system, which Darwin believed must 

develop on their own, would not have been advantageous enough on their own to confer 

the advantage necessary for selection and reproduction under a system of descent with 

modification.23  Behe quotes a favored passage from Darwin in almost all his works to 

demonstrate the strength of his irreducible complexity argument: 
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In the Origin, Darwin wrote that “[i]f it could be demonstrated that any complex 
organ existed which could not possibly have been formed by numerous 
successive, slight modifications, my theory would absolutely break down. But I 
can find out no such case” (Darwin 1859, 158). Here Darwin was emphasizing 
that his was a gradual theory. Natural selection had to improve systems by tiny 
steps, over a long period of time, because if things improved too rapidly, or in 
large steps, then it would begin to look as if something other than natural 
selection were driving the process…So it appears that irreducibly complex 
biological systems would present a considerable obstacle to Darwinian 
evolution.24 
 

By quoting Darwin’s own work, Behe made a powerful rhetorical refutation by showing 

the “irreducible complexity” of various biological systems to laypeople who did not 

understand the principles of evolutionary theory or the biological necessity of any of the 

components Behe claims are necessary. Behe explained these systems through the 

metaphor of a mousetrap (a clearly designed, artificial invention), claiming that because 

no individual part is useful on its own, there is no reason any of the analogous genetic 

developments would be selected as an advantage and genetically preserved by the blind 

forces of natural selection. Despite the fact that Behe’s argument fails as an analogy 

(having picked an artificially designed device to compare these systems to), Behe also 

assumes that such systems were always so irreducibly complex; he denies the possibility 

that such mechanisms developed with entirely distinct, auxiliary uses until they 

resembled the form they currently occupy, and also denies the possibility that such 

mechanisms stripped away unnecessary components after having been functionally 

developed, commonplace methods of development in current evolutionary theory.25   

One of Behe’s prime examples of an irreducibly complex mechanism is the 

bacterial flagellum, a sort of tail that operates as propulsion system for tiny bacteria. Behe 

argues that the bacterial flagellum, like all such systems exhibiting “irreducible 
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complexity,” is an argument for design because of how well the minimal parts 

accomplish such an intricate function: “The features of the systems that indicate design 

are the same ones that stymie Darwinian explanations: the specific interaction of multiple 

components to accomplish a function that is beyond the individual components.”26  

However, the fact that many individual components work together to achieve a greater 

task than the components’ could achieve individually does not amount to a rejection of 

Darwinism. Even Intelligent Design advocates would not conclude that because human 

feet, ankles, knees, and thighs (and all the other interrelated and associated muscles, 

tissues, and bones) are highly suited for the function of walking, the human leg could 

have only developed from an intelligent designer’s intention to allow humans to walk. 

One would not even reject the possibility that an unguided process of descent with 

variation had produced such a fine leg; though the human leg’s historical homolog may 

not have had a kneecap at one point, a lesser leg, even a marginally dysfunctional leg, 

would have been highly useful, nonetheless. The fact that marginal additions such as a 

kneecap are extremely helpful and even necessary to the operation of the leg (since such 

additions could have further evolved into roles where they now tie the whole system 

together), does not indicate that development operates in all-or-nothing leaps.  

Even though irreducible complexity is already theoretically flawed as an 

argument against Darwinian evolution, and even more so as an argument to positively 

suggest the existence of an intelligent designer, in the case of the bacterial flagellum, 

researchers have recently demonstrated a plausible, peer-reviewed explanation for how 

the bacterial flagellum could have evolved under the principles of natural selection, 

consistent with evolutionary theory. By displaying homologies (analogous biological 
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structures which are used to show the presence of a particular structure at an earlier stage 

in evolution, often in a different function) between the bacterial flagellum and proteins 

from non-flagella, the research suggested the presence of ancient systems that would 

have selected for auxiliary advantages at each stage of the development of the 

components of the bacterial flagellum.27  Essentially, scientific research responded to one 

of the challenges posed by the Wedge, applied the scientific method, and found a 

satisfying materialistic explanation, satisfying the requirement set out by the structure of 

the Wedge’s critique, thus disproving the veracity of Behe’s favored illustration of 

irreducible complexity. Behe, unlike the vast majority of his colleagues, has not even 

acknowledged the proffered explanation as biologically plausible, even though it 

thoroughly contradicts his entire style of objection by demonstrating the power of science 

to close the gaps of knowledge and theory. Richard Dawkins and Jerry Coyne, both 

prominent scientific intellectuals and evolutionists, poignantly summed up the 

relationship between the Wedge movement and the scientific establishment when they 

wrote, “One side is required to produce evidence, every step of the way. The other side is 

never required to produce one iota of evidence, but is deemed to have won automatically, 

the moment the first side encounters a difficulty - the sort of difficulty that all sciences 

encounter every day, and go to work to solve, with relish.”28  Science had demonstrated 

that empirical doubts about the adequacy of Darwinism were unfounded, leaving only 

rationalistically determined arguments as potential avenues of argumentation for the 

Intelligent Design advocates. 

William Dembski, a philosopher and mathematician, attempted to rationalistically 

disprove the possibility of Darwinian evolution by illustrating the degree of luck 
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necessary for chance mutations to have guided the development of organic life. Dembski 

rightly pointed to genetic material as the locus of evolutionary development, but 

mistakenly claimed that any given piece of code has an entirely independent probability 

(equated to coin-tosses) of manifesting itself as useful; he concluded that because of the 

degree of complexity humans exhibit, there would not have been enough time for the 

universe to probabilistically try out each independent combination of genetic code to 

result in humanity.29  The flaw inherent in this line of thinking is that Dembski assumed 

that nature attempts complexity all at once, rather than in stages that can rule out an entire 

set of possibilities once established as safe advances; after all, evolution would not go 

back and try to evolve humans from jellyfish once an ape was certain. More generously, 

Young assessed Dembski’s argument and noted, “Dembski implies that life is very 

improbable…It may or may not be: there are more galaxies in the known universe than 

there are stars in our galaxy. Life has arguably had a great many opportunities to evolve. 

That it evolved complexity here is no doubt improbable; that it evolved complexity 

somewhere is very possibly not.”30   Either way, the fact that Dembski’s rationalistic line 

of argumentation, like the rest of the Wedge movement, depends on a rejection of 

Darwinism demonstrates the continued lack of positive, compelling evidence for 

accepting Intelligent Design’s claims. 

Dembski, in an attack on the scientific establishment for their closed-mindedness 

regarding Intelligent Design, wrote:  

The way things stand now, evolutionary biology allows Intelligent Design only to 
fail but not to succeed. If evolutionary biologists can discover or construct 
detailed, testable, indirect Darwinian pathways that account for complex 
biological systems such as the bacterial flagellum, then Intelligent Design will 
rightly fail. On the other hand, evolutionary biology makes it effectively 
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impossible for Intelligent Design to succeed. According to evolutionary biology, 
Intelligent Design has only one way to succeed, namely, by showing that complex 
specified biological structures could not have evolved via any material 
mechanism. In other words, so long as some unknown material mechanism might 
have evolved the structure in question, Intelligent Design is proscribed.31   
 

Dembski, in brilliant rhetorical form, entirely reversed the actual relationship between 

Intelligent Design and Darwinism; after all, it was Intelligent Design that set up its theory 

to be contingent on the rejection of Darwinism, and it was Intelligent Design that refused 

to offer a positive warrant for believing in a designer. The advocates for Intelligent 

Design have attempted to refute Darwinism by merely demonstrating gaps between 

Darwinian theory and current scientific knowledge; science responded by admitting to 

the temporary limits of its knowledge, and pointed out that the burden of proof was on 

the Intelligent Design advocates to show that science could not explain development 

through natural mechanisms, since Intelligent Design is contingent on that rejection.  

After all, if the Intelligent Design advocates want to argue that these systems exhibit 

design, random chance must be disproved as a potential explanation, or else there would 

be no positive reason to believe such a system was designed rather than the product of 

Darwinian evolution. The preponderance of the evidence is on the side of Darwinism and 

materialistic naturalism, not Intelligent Design, and as such, it is Intelligent Design that 

must establish the necessity of design in order to constitute proof of its own theory. 

One rationalistic flaw in the Wedge movement’s argumentation is that it 

mistakenly demands that modern science justify Darwinism in the case of every little 

system that might have been subject to natural selection; as Behe wrote in one article, 

“the critical claim of ID is not that natural selection doesn’t explain anything, but that it 

doesn’t explain everything.”32  Because natural selection is not an observable 
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phenomenon, given that it would ostensibly take hundreds or thousands of years of 

imperceptible changes and random mutations, this Wedge criticism is a necessarily 

insatiable objection, and therefore unreasonably fixes the inquiry in its favor. Demanding 

that Darwinism prove each step of the historical evolutionary saga is logically equivalent 

to demanding that one prove a negative proposition like “Aliens have never visited the 

Earth and brainwashed everyone to forget the event occurred.”  Such a proof is 

impossible to offer, but it does not make the statement groundless or irrational.  

Wittgenstein recognized the limits of language in forming knowledge in the 

epistemic problems posed by negative propositions like this, and preferred certainty as 

the criterion of knowledge instead of truth for precisely this reason. Objective truth 

typically requires some kind of verifiability (thanks to the influence of the 

correspondence theory of truth), whereas certainty only requires an absence of legitimate 

objection and doubt. Society would suffer the terrible consequences of relativism if it 

were to hold itself to excessively rigorous standards. Science has recognized that playing 

along with the language game is necessary to maintain high ethical and rhetorical 

standards. For example, scientists abstain from saying that a piece of evidence “proves a 

hypothesis,” preferring to claim that it “supports a theory,” though the implications are 

pragmatically the same. Dawkins again put it poignantly when he wrote: 

Let's keep a sense of proportion about this! Yes, there's much that we still don't 
know. But surely our belief that the earth is round and not flat, and that it orbits 
the sun, will never be superseded. That alone is enough to confound those, 
endowed with a little philosophical learning, who deny the very possibility of 
objective truth: those so-called relativists who see no reason to prefer scientific 
views over aboriginal myths about the world.33 
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If the Intelligent Design advocates continue to offer the same limited objections, certainty 

in the conclusions drawn by Darwin seems entirely possible on a broad scale, if only the 

public was as familiar with the body of scientific work on the subject as a Richard 

Dawkins. Indeed, if the Wedge was not afraid that society would rationally accept 

Darwinism, their efforts would have been entirely pointless. 

Phases II and III: Publicity and Opinion Making, but Cultural Renewal? 

 Unimpeded by their lack of scientific success, the Wedge movement went on to 

produce a dramatic impact on public opinion through various forms of media, including 

their copious amounts of books, opinion-maker conferences, apologetics seminars, 

teacher training programs, published editorials and op-eds, television appearances, web 

sites, and press releases for the mainstream news media.34  While it is impossible to 

isolate the effect the argument for Intelligent Design has had on belief, as recently as 

October, 2005, as many as 30 percent of polled Americans believed that humans evolved, 

but that God had guided the process (essentially ID), representing a 3% increase since 

2004; granted, 51 percent still responded that evolution had not God created humans in 

their present form, but that only left 15 percent of the population who believed that 

humans evolved without supernatural influence.35  However, these statistics ought to be 

measured against general scientific literacy in America, which is appallingly uninformed; 

among the highlights, “One-half of the American public does not know the earth goes 

around the sun once a year and believes that the earliest humans lived at the same time as 

the dinosaurs.”36  Whether due to the influence of faith-based communities, Intelligent 

Design advocacy, or just plain ignorance, there is evidently a massive, and growing, 

proportion of people enticed by this perceived reconciliation of faith and science; the 
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reconciliation aspect of the theory is also significant, as 90 percent of the same 

respondents believed in evolution, and 67 percent believed that belief in both evolution 

and God was possible.37   

 The scientific community’s initial set of responses to the Wedge movement was 

to refute their findings with scientific knowledge, as it became available; however, these 

arguments were only read by scientific elites who had already believed in Darwinism to 

begin with. Once the publicity efforts of the Wedge movement became more publicly 

prominent, the public found the scientific refutations predictably self-righteous, 

especially if one had believed the anti-institutional rhetoric of the Wedge movement. 

Having established the appearance of a debate or dialogue, Intelligent Design was 

described by media outlets as a rival to Darwinism as a scientific explanation for the 

origin of life, only enraging the scientific community that already knew that Intelligent 

Design had never offered a positive hypothesis or warrant for rejecting Darwinism; all 

the Wedge movement had done, comprising the entirety of “Intelligent Design Theory,” 

was point out some gaps between Darwinian theory and scientific knowledge, which the 

scientific machine has proceeded to fill in, on the strength of the scientific method. 

However, Intelligent Design Theory had several rhetorical and argumentative advantages 

over Darwinism: it was the new theory on the block, so people were willing to give it the 

evidential benefit of the doubt, especially if its success would reconcile their preexisting 

ideological tensions; “Intelligent Design” was a catchy and respectable label for an 

imperceptibly incomplete theory; and Intelligent Design had formulated its attack as a 

public challenge that science disprove their negative claim (that all of the yet unexplained 
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historical developments in biology were the work of an unspecified intelligent designer), 

a logically unreasonable and unscientific form of argumentation, as I have mentioned. 

Several scientific authorities repeatedly claimed that “Intelligent Design is not 

science,” attempting to de-legitimate the possibility of considering Intelligent Design an 

alternative to Darwinism; the scientific community had essentially decided that the best 

strategy would be to abstain from attempting to refute Intelligent Design, since treating 

such a “theory” (which even lacked a formal hypothesis) with any scientific respect 

would denigrate the quality of the scientific method and scientific objectivity in general.38  

However, the simple fact of disagreement was enough for the public to perceive a 

growing controversy in evolution; the public perceived a growing debate that would 

unfold before their eyes, with the crowd favorite, religion, on one side and the favored 

“rational and cold-hearted” villain, science, on the other, and the American public 

stacked the odds in religion’s favor. After all, public belief in God without naturalistic 

explanations carried well over a majority of public support before the Wedge movement 

even began; indeed, Intelligent Design just gave those marginal cases of people whom 

science was in the process of “disenchanting” another opportunity to find some 

enchantment in the world. 

The Wedge movement prematurely began Phase III of its strategy when it incited 

lawsuits in public school districts around the country, as a result of emboldened school 

boards attempting to insert Intelligent Design alongside evolutionary theory. Attempting 

to facilitate the spread of their truthiness, senior CRSC fellows released a guidebook 

entitled Intelligent Design in Public School Science Curricula: A Legal Guidebook, while 

the CRSC formally offered legal advice for registered for their web curriculum 
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program.39  Often, these school board officials claimed that Darwinism and Intelligent 

Design were equally scientifically backed, or that Darwinism was just as uncertain a 

“theory” as Intelligent Design was at that point. Though there were several opportunities 

for the Discovery Institute and CRSC to influence these officials’ scientific opinions 

through their teacher training courses or other seminars, it seems as though the truthiness 

exhibited at the local levels was of a notably less aggressive tenor, in that these officials 

simply stated facts they wished were true, rather than stating facts they knew not to be 

truevii; it seems likely that these people simply desired to believe in the conclusions of 

theism, and jumped on the given opportunity to reconcile their faith and science. On the 

other hand, the CRSC and the organized Wedge movement in general has demonstrated 

their understanding that Darwinism is not flawed in its assessment of factual reality, but 

denied those facts in favor of facts which supported a more “socially desirable” creation 

story. Unlike the CRSC fellows and the rest of the Wedge movement, these school board 

officials have never given indication of ulterior motives, they have never entered the 

debate at an academic level where they would have had to thoroughly understand the 

sophisticated principles they were criticizing, and they have never demonstrated notable 

connections with the CRSC members, all of which were typical indicators of overt 

supporters of the Wedge movement’s style of truthiness.  

Along the same lines, whether a response to the growing electoral power of the 

idea or under the ideological influence of the fellows at the Discovery Institute, President 

Bush and Senate Majority Leader Bill Frist gave their endorsements that Intelligent 

Design should be taught alongside evolution in public schools in the context of the court 

                                                
vii I will refer to these differences in truthiness by distinguishing between “passive” and “active” truthiness. 
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challenge to insert Intelligent Design into school curricula in Dover, Pennsylvania. 

Again, neither President Bush nor Senator Frist necessarily knew the factual 

interpretations Intelligent Design offered were disingenuous, though these men would 

certainly have been in a position where they could have investigated and disputed their 

veracity, but would have undermined their conservative bases of support. Beliefs have a 

way of entrenching themselves, and though Intelligent Design offered a new point to 

refocus and clarify the everlasting debate between creationism and Darwinism, the 

potential political fallout of contradicting the initial intellectual predilection of the 

majority of one’s constituency made the costs of truth too much to bear. However, nearly 

90 percent of the population believed that evolution had occurred on some level, thus 

creating some significant public cognitive dissonance. The political solution, to “teach 

the debate,” gained traction amongst supporters of theism and also within political circles 

that had already been contesting the conclusions of science in a number of other social 

policy areas: abortion, genetic manipulation, genetic screening, cloning, stem cell 

research, and so on. Because these two political movements had intersecting and 

overlapping constituencies, ideological consistency made political sense. 

The CRSC membership was not equally passive in its propagation of truthiness; 

several testimonies reveal the extent to which the Wedge movement recognized its own 

flaws. Johnson himself admitted on separate occasions that “this isn’t really, and never 

has been, a debate about science…It’s about religion and philosophy.”40  Perhaps such 

disclaimers have arisen out of the awareness that Intelligent Design is failing in the 

scientific part of the debate, but in efforts to facilitate their public opinion efforts, the 

Wedge fellows have adamantly refused to deny any failing in the Intelligent Design 
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advocacy. Johnson claimed, “As the discussion proceeds, the intellectual world will 

become gradually accustomed to treating materialism and naturalism as subjects to be 

analyzed and debated, rather than as tacit foundational assumptions that can never be 

criticized. Eventually the answer to our prime question will become too obvious to 

doubt.”41  Furthermore, Wedge members have unabashedly discussed their opinions on 

the definition of truth and evidence in science, making claims like: 

There are two definitions of “science” in our culture. One definition says that 
scientists follow the evidence regardless of the philosophy; the other says that 
scientists must follow the (materialist) philosophy regardless of the evidence. The 
“Wedge of Truth” is driven between those two definitions, and enables people to 
recognize that “In the beginning was the Word” is as true scientifically as it is in 
every other respect.42  

 
The idea that the proposition “In the beginning was the Word” should qualify as 

scientifically true automatically strikes one as an example of some significant, active 

truthiness.  

What kind of state would scientific truth be in if a statement of divine revelation, 

unverifiable by anyone other than the person who transcribed the words, qualified as the 

most stringently true type of proposition subject to scientific distinction?  We would 

almost certainly suffer from a huge influx of contending truths, the impact of which 

would be enormous. If the various propositions offered as scientific truth under such a 

framework had half the financial support of the Wedge movement, there would be legal 

challenges in every state for several competing assertions to be taught along with their 

scientific counterparts, their supporters demanding that their views be represented and 

that the “prejudiced” scientific establishment accept their interpretation of reality as 

equally legitimate as any other. If truthiness were more highly valued by virtue of a 
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relativistic denigration of the standards of scientific truth, the plurality of competing 

truths would cause an even further stagnation in the public’s ability to choose and assign 

values for itself, nonetheless others. Arguments and values would simply lose their 

compelling force, and a relativistic pluralism is all that would be possible. However, this 

commoditization of truth has not only occurred in the context of the Intelligent Design 

debate; rent-seeking behavior in all aspects of political arguments has led to the 

promulgation of truthiness and the correlated commoditization of truth. 
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