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INTELLIGENT DESIGN; SOME GEOLOGICAL, HISTORICAL AND 

THEOLOGICAL QUESTIONS. 

 

The Design Argument evokes William Paley walking on a Cumbrian moorland and 

discovering a watch. In the windswept silence he developed his Watchmaker analogy of 

an intelligent designer, and thus Intelligent Design may be considered as the restatement 

of the old argument refuted by Charles Darwin. There are similarities but also important 

differences between the old Design Arguments of Paley, William Buckland and even 

John Ray and those of Behe, Dembski and other proponents of Intelligent Design. To 

make a valid comparison, it is essential to consider the content and context of Design, 

old and new, the relationship of both to geological time, biological evolution, 

naturalism (or secondary causes) and a “theological approach” to science. My major 

concern is the refusal of Design Theorists to take sufficient cognisance of the vastness 

of geological time. Secondly I show that historically scientists cannot simply be type–

cast as “theistic” or “naturalist” as both some design theorists and critics imply.  Thirdly 

I show that Intelligent Design is more an argument from rhetoric than science, and 

lastly I seek to demonstrate difference between Intelligent Design and the 19
th

 century 

design arguments and how Intelligent Design is very different from Paley’s.   

Design arguments came to prominence in the 17
th

 Century evolving from 

theological arguments of ‘nature leading to nature’s God’ in a culture dominated by 

mechanistic science. There are roots in Calvin, who wrote in Book One of The 

Institutes; ‘Hence, the author of … Hebrews elegantly describes the visible worlds as 

images of the invisible (Heb. 11. 3), the elegant structure of the world serving as a kind 

of mirror, in which we may behold God, though otherwise invisible.’
1
 And then of 

‘innumerable proofs, not only those more recondite proofs which astronomy, medicine, 

and all the natural sciences, are designed to illustrate, but proofs which force 

themselves on the notice of the most illiterate peasant, who cannot open his eyes 

without beholding them.’
2
 Calvin made clear the general appeal of his argument 

including both the scientific and the popular. Proof is not rational demonstration but 

rather the sense of awe and beauty “demonstrating” ‘the admirable wisdom of its 

maker’. The ‘recondite’ side of Calvin’s ‘innumerable proofs’ was taken up a century 
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later by members of the Royal Society as in the Physico–theology of William Derham 

and many others. Robert Hooke in Micrographia (1665) is a fine example when he 

compared the perfect design of living things with the blemishes of man’s artefacts. 

Brooke comments, ‘Compared with the filigree precision of nature, human artefacts 

made a very sorry sight: “the more we see of their shape”, Hooke observed, “the less 

appearance will there be of their beauty.”’
3
 

The development of the Design Argument in the 18
th

 century culminated in 

William Paley’s Natural Theology (1802) and William Buckland’s Bridgewater 

Treatise in 1836. Paley and Buckland emphasised the perfection of mechanical 

structures, but Hugh Miller writing in the 1850s focussed on the beauty of natural 

structures, indicating a shift in the design argument.
4
 After Darwin the detailed appeal 

to Design went out of vogue, though the liberal Anglican Frederick Temple could write 

in 1884, ‘The fact is that the doctrine of Evolution does not affect the substance of 

Paley’s argument at all.’
5
 Clearly Temple’s ‘substance’ excludes the detailed design 

argument of a Paley or a Dembski. The detailed design argument has resurfaced in 

recent years with both Intelligent Design and more general arguments of both Old and 

Young Earth Creationists. The focus here is on Intelligent Design. 

 

The Implication of geological time and the fossil succession for Intelligent Design. 

 

Most concerning to a geologist is the near absence of reference to geological time in 

studies on Intelligent Design. It is as if the origin of species, whether by direct 

intervention or by evolution, can be discussed without reference to Deep Time, or to the 

succession of life. As Nancy Pearcey wrote, ‘For too long, opponents of naturalistic 

evolution have let themselves be divided and conquered over subsidiary issues like the 

age of the earth’.
6
 Like Pearcey, who is a Young Earth Creationist, most intelligent 

designers simply ignore issues of age as irrelevant. The issue of the succession of life 

through the 4.6 billion years of time clearly has an effect on how one will conceive how 
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any life form will have come into being. If the aeons of geological time are correct, and 

Pearcy, Nelson and Wise consider that to be wrong, then lifeforms have appeared 

during time and have gradually changed either through an outside force or naturally. If 

the earth is only 10,000 years old, then there is insufficient time for changes through 

natural means and thus it is reasonable to hold the abrupt appearance of species so 

poetically expressed by Milton; 

The grassy clods now calved, now half appeared 

The tawny lion, pawing to get free 

His hinder parts, then springs as broke from bonds, 

And rampant shakes his brinded mane; 

Paradise Lost; Book VII, l463-6. 

 

The Problem of Geological Time for Design. 

 

In his Natural Theology William Paley discussed the design of biological 

structures. However in 1800 little was known of the succession of life as the geological 

column had not been worked out, so that Paley could not have attempted to consider 

“creation” over geological time. As the geological column was elucidated, by 1820 a 

Progressive Creation over millions of years was seen as the most reasonable 

explanation, and inevitable from the fossil record, though Uniformitarians like Lyell 

rejected progressivism. This meant that instead of a few creative acts in the Six Days of 

Reconstitution,
7
 there had been innumerable creative acts during the vastness of 

geological time. Thus the French geologist Alcide d’Orbigny’ (1850s) ‘recognised 27 

successive fossil faunas in one part of the geological column (part of the Jurassic at 

Arromanches in Normandy) each of which he believed became entirely extinct as the 

next was created …’
8
 This was used to justify his concept of a Geological Stage, which 

is still accepted though shorn of its creationist roots. If d’Orbigny were correct and that 
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part of the Jurassic was 10 million years, then at the same rate of creation there would 

some have been some 1500 creations since the beginning of the Cambrian.
9
 

 This raised severe questions. Why did God create/design a succession of forms 

differing only slightly from previous forms? Why was extinction allowed? Assuming 

evolution has not occurred, then the Designer returned at regular intervals to modify a 

previous creation as a motor manufacturer gives an annual revamp to their models. In 

England such questions were put aside for a time after the formation of the Geological 

Society of London in 1807 as the most important task was stratigraphy; that is 

elucidating the historical succession of strata, rather than providing any interpretative 

framework, thus avoiding the problem of design over time. From 1800 to 1850 

geologists worked out the Geological Column from the Cambrian to the Post–glacial 

and the fossils embedded in them, without acceptance of evolution. This demonstrated 

the succession of life, which is derivative from the principle of superposition (Steno) 

rather than based on any hypothesis on the origin of life. Thus by 1850 the general order 

was the same as what we have today, though there was a marked absence of human 

fossils. However this avoided the question of change over time which would not go 

away. 

 A fine early example of a study on the succession of life is in John Phillips’ 

Treatise of Geology of 1838. He dealt with the subject again that year for Baden 

Powell.
10

 After giving ‘[t]he order of development of life’, he wrote, ‘Is the present 

creation of life a continuation of the previous ones; … ? I answer, Yes; but not as the 

offspring is a continuation of its parent.’ His meaning is clear – there has been a 

succession of similar species, each separately created and only differing slightly from 

its predecessor, but no descent. By doing this, Phillips allowed the direct creation of 

each species and thus retained the Argument from Design almost intact. This meant that 

any possibility of evolution could be side–stepped. 

 

The Young Darwin on a non–evolutionary succession of life. 
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Phillips was a lifelong opponent of evolution, but Darwin made a fascinating use of 

Phillips’s ideas, while toying with evolution in his B notebook of 1837-8.
11

 This was 

nine months before he read Malthus and thus predates Natural Selection. Darwin agreed 

with Phillips’ historical order of fossils, but not his successive creations. In B notebook 

we see Darwin the GEOLOGIST arguing historically and abductively for evolution. 

From p167 he was using Phillips for historical information on fossils; ‘fish approaching 

to reptiles at Silurian age’ (B p170) and asking ‘How long back have insects been 

known?’ (B 171) Having asked the when questions he then asked the why. Crucial is his 

earlier statement ‘Absolute knowledge that species die & others replace them’ but ‘two 

hypotheses [individual creation and common descent] fresh creation mere assumption, 

it explains nothing further, points gained if any facts are connected’ (B 104) Here 

Darwin appears to dismiss the view of Phillips cited earlier. Later he asked, ‘Has the 

creator since the Cambrian formations gone on creating animals with same general 

structure. – miserable limited view’ (B 216) and argued ‘My theory will make me deny 

the creation of any new quadruped since days of Didelphus
12

 in Stone[s]field’ (B 219) 

This is in contrast to the Origin of Species where Darwin argues by analogy from 

artificial selection and then from the fossil record and biogeography. In B notebook he 

was arguing for the inference for the best explanation to explain the succession of life, 

but in 1859 argued for the mechanism first and then gave a minor abductive argument 

from biogeography and the fossil record. However the original basis of his ‘one, long 

argument’ was abduction from the fossil record. In fact, Darwin was more successful in 

convincing others that evolution was the best historical interpretation of the fossil 

record than for natural selection.
13

 This is contrary to Johnson’s alleged materialist 

model of evolution, where ‘a materialistic evolutionary process that is at least roughly 

like neo-Darwinism follows as a matter of deductive logic, regardless of the 

evidence’.
14

 Darwin had argued abductively and inductively from the historical 

evidence and then by analogy. He had taken the long chronology of “creationist” 

geologists and then, and only then, argued for evolution and the virtual absence of 

creative acts to explain the progression of lifeforms. This was a bold step as there were 
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few detailed sequences like the elephant, the horse, Triceratops and allied species and 

others.  

 Miller in Finding Darwin’s God
15

 mischievously considers design in relation to 

elephants with 22 species in the last 6 million years and many more going back to the 

Eocene. If all were “formed” at about the same time in c8000 BC, then the only 

reasonable explanation is some kind of intelligent intervention, which designed each to 

be different, rather like cars made by Chrysler or GM over several decades.  

If geological timescale be correct, then these different fossil elephants appeared 

consecutively and despite “gaps” form a graded sequence. They indicate only “annual 

model upgrade”. Assuming that this is a fairly complete sequence, the Intelligent 

Designer seemed to have adopted the same sequence of modifications as would be 

expected by evolution. This is exactly the point Darwin made in his 1844 draft; 

 I must premise that, according to the view ordinarily received, the myriads of 

organisms, which have during past and present times peopled this world, have been 

created by so many distinct acts of creation. … That all the organisms of this world 

have been produced on a scheme is certain from their general affinities; and if this 

scheme can be shown to be the same with that which would result from allied organic 

beings descending from common stocks, it becomes highly improbable that they have 

been separately created by individual acts of the will of a Creator. For as well might it 

be said that, although the planets move in courses conformably to the law of gravity, 

yet we ought to attribute the course of each planet to the individual act of the will of the 

Creator.
16

 

 

The Playing down of geological time in Intelligent Design 

 

 The example from Miller highlights why the avoidance of geological time 

results in problems. Behe focuses entirely on biochemistry and Dembski on detecting 

design. Both  accept a long timescale but do not consider the implications for their 

understanding of Design. Thus the formation of biological complexity is considered 

without any reference to the history of life and its timescale in a way which is 

reminiscent of Lessing’s ditch in that “accidental truths of history can never become 
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the proof of necessary truths of reason.”
17

 The accidental truths of geology are simply 

ignored for the demonstration of Intelligent Design. In the volume The Creation 

Hypothesis Stephen Meyer argued cogently for The Methodological Equivalence of 

Design and Descent, but swung the argument in favour of design by omitting any 

reference to geological time. If geological time is accepted then the choice is between 

Phillips (design or multiple abrupt appeaance) and Darwin (descent), as discussed 

above. If geological time is not accepted then design is the only choice. Kurt Wise 

likewise avoided the issue of age in his essay The origins of life’s major groups and 

failed to see that the awareness of the change in organisms over time came through 

detailed stratigraphy rather than interpreting them though the theories of 

‘macroevolution, progressive creation, global deluge’.
18

 The early geologists tediously 

recorded the order of strata without asking questions of origins, though their vast age 

was common knowledge.
19

 (Wise’s idea that the fossil record is explained by rising 

floodwaters is simply absurd. This type of approach justifies critics like Pennock and 

Eldredge to dismiss ID as a variant of YEC.) 

 Perhaps the demonstration of evolution from the fossil record falls short of 

“rational compulsion”, as the geological argument for evolution is abduction or 

inference of the best fit. Considering the fossil record within a 4 billion-year timescale 

abductively, the best fit is gradual change over time (with or without interference). But 

within a short timescale of 10,000 years, the best and only fit is abrupt appearance. To 

avoid citing the evidence of the fossil record and vast time (or only to mention, or even 

parody, the Cambrian Explosion)
20

 may be good practice for a defence lawyer, but not 

for a scientist. 

 Unless one rejects geological time, the fossil record points either to Progressive 

Creation with regular interventions (the common pre-Darwinian view), or evolution, 

possibly with occasional “interventions”. The starting point has to be an ancient earth 
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and the ‘absolute knowledge that species die & others replace them’. To regard 

geological time as a subsidiary issue would deny that.  

 

Design, Theistic Science and Naturalism, a historical perspective from 1690 to 

1900. 

 

Whereas Johnson, Behe and Dembski often present the case for Intelligent Design 

without reference to theology, Plantinga and Moreland stress the need for theistic 

science, whereby theology almost becomes part of science. Theistic Science is open to 

the direct activity of God, whereby these acts are demonstrated on theological grounds. 

Thus J. P. Moreland itemises ‘libertarian, miraculous acts of God’ being ‘the beginning 

of the universe, the direct creation of first life and the various kinds of life, the direct 

creation of human beings in the Middle East, the flood of Noah” and “for some, the 

geological column’
21

 and the Crossing of the Red Sea
22

. This has great appeal to those 

who wish to stress the supernatural nature of Christian Belief.  

 

Diluvial or Flood geology; theistic or naturalistic? 

 

John Ray and Edward Lhwyd 

 

 With the apparently Christian origin of science in the 17
th

 century it is tempting 

to see science as moving from a theistic base to a naturalistic one over two centuries. 

This appears to be so in consideration of the formation of life and also the Flood as the 

cause of strata. Thus the Flood may be seen as an example of divine intervention and 

invoked from the 17
th

 to the early 19
th

 century. Because the 17
th

 century Theorists of the 

Earth wrote so biblically of Creation, Flood and Conflagration their espousal of a kind 

of naturalism or “secondary causes” is overlooked. S.J.Gould expounds this, writing, 

‘Burnet’s primary concern was to render earth history not by miracles, but by natural 

physical processes.’
23

 Gould described Burnet as a ‘rationalist’; Johnson would call him 

a Naturalist. A similar willingness to explain geological features by natural processes is 
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found in Ray’s discussion of erratic blocks
24

 in the second edition of Miscellaneous 

Discourses concerning the dissolution of the world.
25

 Ray was writing in response to a 

letter from Edward Lhwyd, who wrote to Ray on 30 February 1691, ‘Upon the reading 

on your discourse of the rains continually washing away and carrying down earth from 

the mountains, it puts me in mind…which I observed’, and then described what he had 

observed in Snowdonia. He described innumerable boulders which had “fallen” into the 

Llanberis and Nant Ffrancon valleys, which are two U-shaped glacial valleys. (Most of 

these rocks are erratics deposited by retreating glaciers.) As ‘there are but two or three 

that have fallen in the memory of any man now living, in the ordinary course of nature 

we shall be compelled to allow the rest many thousands of years more than the age of 

the world.’
26

 Lhwyd was reluctant to ascribe them to the Deluge and Ray commented 

evasively on Lhwyd’s findings to avoid facing the logic of Lhwyd’s comments.
27

 On 

geological time Ray nailed his colours firmly to the fence, without explicitly rejecting 

an Ussher chronology. His evasiveness to Lhwyd shows that he was reluctant to posit a 

divine intervention at the Deluge. Ray equivocated between a naturalistic and a 

supernatural explanation. 

 

Early 19
th

 Century Geologists 

 

  Moving on to the 1820s, let us consider the clerical geologists Henslow, 

Sedgwick, Buckland and Conybeare, who contributed so much to geology; - Henslow 

on Anglesey
28

, who influenced Darwin’s geology far more than Lyell, Sedgwick who 

elucidated the Cambrian and taught Darwin, Buckland for the first Mesozoic mammal 

and introducing Ice Ages to Britain and Conybeare on the Ichthyosaur. Cannon, in a 

classic article, claimed that they were Broadchurchmen,
29

 i.e. proto-modernist, but 

Pennock portrayed Henslow and Sedgwick as ardent adherents of ‘the detailed 

                                                                                                                                                                         
23

 S. J. Gould ‘Burnet’s Dirty Little Planet’ in Ever since Darwin 1980 Harmondsworth: Penguin, 144 
24

 Erratic Blocks are boulders of various sizes which were transported up to 100 miles or more by ice 

during the Ice Ages and are found in the northern US, Britain and Northern Europe. 
25

 John Ray, Miscellaneous Discourses concerning the dissolution of the world, 1691 
26

 As there are at least 10,000 boulders in the Llanberis Pass and 60 years is the memory of any man, that 

gives an “age” of 10,000 x 20 = 200,000 years. 
27

 Ray op. cit. ref 11, p285-289.  
28

 J. S. Henslow, ‘Geological description of Anglesey’, Transactions of the Cambridge Philosophical 

Society, 1 (1822) 
29

 W/S Cannon, “Scientists and Broadchurchmen”, 1964, Journal of British Studies 4:65–88 



Michael Roberts 10 

10 

hypotheses of catastrophist flood geology’,
30

 which they allegedly taught Darwin. Thus 

Henslow and Sedgwick were supernaturalist. Both cannot be right. Pennock has 

presented a simplistic either/or; either to be totally naturalistic like Darwin (possibly) 

became, or misguidedly basing one’s science on theology as did(n’t) Sedgwick and 

Henslow. It is a simple thesis, which misunderstands Sedgwick’s and Henslow’s 

geological method. Ironically Pennock’s polarisation is almost identical to Johnson’s, 

which he so effectively demolished in The Tower of Babel, where he distinguishes 

between ontological and methodological naturalism. As geologists, Henslow and 

Sedgwick were methodological naturalists, which becomes manifest when one studies 

their geology in the field in North Wales. They did not base their geology on ‘the 

detailed hypotheses of catastrophist flood geology’. Sedgwick’s geological work was 

straightforward stratigraphy of England from 1820 to 1831. After his so-called 

recantation in 1831 he started on Wales without change to his practice or theory in his 

fieldnotes or published papers. In 1825 he contributed a paper on the Origins of Alluvial 

and Diluvial Formations
31

 which contained much good information on the “drift”, later 

seen as glacial. He realised that it had come from the north. He considered these ‘to 

demonstrate the reality of a great diluvian catastrophe during a comparatively recent 

period’ and that ‘It must … be rash and unphilosophical to look to the language of 

revelation for any direct proofs of the truths of physical science.’ In fact this is a short 

step from the Ice Age. Henslow wrote a short paper in 1822
32

 in which he proposed that 

a passing comet caused the Flood. Here Henslow is re-iterating the naturalistic 

approach of Whiston 150 years earlier, where “Biblical Events” were explained by 

natural/secondary causes, and thus not libertarian acts of God. At about the same time 

Henslow mapped and described the geology of Anglesey. His memoir, which had such 

a great and unrecognised influence on Darwin’s geology,
33

 is a superb pioneering work 

on Pre–Cambrian geology and contains no theology. 

  In contrast William Buckland at times called in divine agency to explain 

matters geological. However in his reconciliation of Christianity and geology in both 
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Vindiciae Geologicae (1820) and Reliquiae Diluvianiae (1823) he explained geological 

phenomena in a naturalistic way without invoking God. Privately he invoked God for 

some libertarian interventions. In some (illegible) notes on the Deluge made in the 

early 1820s,
34

 he grappled with the Deluge and geology and thought God may have 

recreated all life throughout the world after the flood waters as there no room in the ark, 

as well as contemplating a local Flood. Perhaps it is significant that Buckland’s public 

face was naturalistic, but in private considered divine intervention. That is the opposite 

of expectations, but does show that a leading geologist could be open to supernatural 

intervention in the 1820s. In the 1840s Buckland still regarded the Flood as a geological 

event but one caused by the Ice Age. In 1842 he wrote, that icebergs had been carried 

from the north by ‘a great diluvial wave or current’
35

 reminiscent of Sedgwick in 1825  

 The Flood Geology and Diluvialism of the early 19
th

 century had far more in 

common with Ryan and Pitman
36

 on the Black Sea, than the divine hydraulics of Morris 

and Whitcomb
37

. Though Diluvialists like Conybeare regarded Uniformitarians, such as 

Scrope and Fleming (a Calvinist evangelical), as geese and donkeys, they were equally 

naturalistic in their geology. (It is probably better to say methodologically 

uniformitarian.
38

) 

 From 1820 to 1860 one cannot divide geologists into Naturalists and Theists.
39

 

Many, Sedgwick, Buckland, Lyell (until 1864) etc., etc. were Naturalist and non–

interventionist in geology and Theist and interventionist in their interpretation of the 

Fossil Record. Geological revolutions were natural but the creation of species was 

supernatural. This may be an inconsistent approach to the history of the earth and the 

life. The problems were well–known as from 1820 to 1860, many scientists were 

questioning the fixity of species The common view of Progressive Creationism was an 

unstable amalgam of supernaturalism and naturalism. 

 

Darwin on ‘the ordinary view of Creation’.  
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 Throughout the Origin of Species Darwin referred to ‘the ordinary view of 

creation’ and cited its weaknesses to make his ideas plausible. The rhetorical value of 

‘the ordinary view of creation’ is discussed below, but its power was its lack of 

definition. Readers today will think of A Six Day Creation and that may have been 

Darwin’s intention, though Six-Day Creationism had virtually disappeared by 1855.
40

 

The ‘ordinary view of creation’ was, in fact, Progressive Creation, which was emphatic 

on geological time and the succession of life but frankly confused over the fixity of 

species, or how “vestigial organs” were designed. Darwin easily pointed out 

contradictions with devastating effect.  

 This he did in asking whether ‘species have been created at one or more points 

of the earth’s surface’ (352) He pointed out that geologists will find no difficulty for 

migration as, for example, when Britain was joined to the European mainland some 

millennia ago. And then he asked, ‘But if the same species can be produced at two 

separate points, why do we not find a single mammal common to Europe and Australia 

or South America?’ The implications he spelt out in detail comparing the Cape Verde 

Islands fauna with the Galapagos. The one flora and fauna was similar to Africa and the 

other South America, yet their climates and landscape were almost identical. His 

conclusion was that ‘this grand fact can receive no sort of explanation on the ordinary 

view of independent creation’. (398) He took this up again in the last chapter on 

naturalists ‘admit variation as a vera causa in one case, they arbitrarily reject it in 

another’ And then asked, with Miltonic undertones, ‘But do they really believe that at 

innumerable periods of the earth’s history certain elemental atoms have been 

commanded suddenly to flash into living tissues?’ (482) Dembski sees this as a concern 

that ‘the distinction of design and non-design cannot be reliably drawn’
41

 but this was 

not Darwin’s point, as his concern was drawing the line between species and varieties, 

unless Dembski sees ‘species’ as separately designed and not ‘varieties’. (Ultimately 

Intelligent Design demands that one believes that atoms can flash into living tissue.)  In 

the next paragraph Dembski claims that there is ‘a rigorous criterion for distinguishing 

intelligently designed objects from unintelligently designed ones’. By referring to 

sciences such as ‘forensic science, …, cryptography, archaeology and SETI.’ This is a 

                                                           
40

 In Britain the only examples I can think of are Gosse and B.W.Newton. In the USA there were Moses 

Stuart, Dabney and a few others. 
41

 W. Dembski, Intelligent Design,1999, Downers Grove: Inter Varsity Press 126 



Michael Roberts 13 

13 

rhetorical appeal and does not explain how it would work out in practice. Were Darwin 

alive today I am sure he would direct his withering criticism to Dembski’s argument 

from SETI and Behe’s partial acceptance of common descent AND his biochemical 

mousetraps. To put this personally, as a conservative Christian, I feel the attraction of 

Intelligent Design both emotionally and religiously, but cannot justify it rationally, 

scientifically or theologically. 

 

‘Theism’ and ‘Naturalism’ from the mid 19
th

 Century 

 

 Yet Darwin retained some of ‘the ordinary view of creation’ for the initial 

Creation and the creation of life, virtually as libertarian acts of God. This enabled many 

Christians to accept his ideas, though often rejecting Natural Selection. Some added the 

creation of consciousness and of man as two more, whether they were Christian or not, 

for example, A. R. Wallace, the Scottish theologian James Orr and the American G. F. 

Wright. 

 Orr was a conservative Scottish Presbyterian whose Kerr Lectures for 1890-1 

are significant. He discussed evolution in his lecture on The theistic postulate of the 

Christian view. He said, ‘On the general hypothesis of evolution,…, I have nothing to 

say, except that, within certain limits, it seems to me extremely probable, and supported 

by a large body of evidence’. What comes next has a most contemporary ring, ‘On this 

subject two views may be held. The first is, that evolution results from development 

from within, in which case, obviously, the argument from design stands precisely where 

it did, except that the sphere of its application is enormously extended. The second view 

is, that evolution has resulted from fortuitous variations …’
42

 Clearly Orr rejects pure 

chance. His discussion of evolution is highly informed and he almost held a form of 

Punctuated Equilibrium as ‘The type persists through the ages practically unchanged. 

At other periods … there seems to be a breaking down of this fixity. The history of life 

is marked by a great inrush of new forms. …it in no way conflicts with design.’  

 But Orr wishes to go beyond Design; ‘The chief criticism … upon the design 

argument, …, is that it is too narrow. It confines the argument to final causes - … it is 

not the marks of purpose alone which necessitate this inference (of God) but everything 
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which bespeaks of order, plan, arrangement, harmony, beauty, rationality in the 

connection and system of things.’ We are now back to Calvin, ‘the elegant structure of 

the world serving as a kind of a mirror, in which we may behold God, though otherwise 

invisible.’ and to Polkinghornes’ ‘inbuilt potentiality of creation’. 

 Orr seems to hover between van Till’s “creatonomic” view and Behe’s 

occasional interventions. Orr’s criticism that Design as understood in the early 19
th

 

Century is too narrow ought to be recognised. In a sense these writers were intermediate 

forms between theistic scientists and methodological naturalists, and thus do not fall 

into Pennock’s or Johnson’s simplistic categories. They also give the lie to the claim 

that Darwin killed Design. 

 Many years ago in his important study, Hooykaas
43

 attempted to categorise the 

different approaches as Atheism, Deism, Semi–Deism, Supranaturalism and the 

Biblical view. Deism allowed no divine involvement after the initial creation, 

supranaturalism could imply capricious divine involvement, semi–deism the occasional 

interruption and the Biblical view stressed God’s involvement in Creation at all times. 

By Hooykaas’s delineation ‘the ordinary view of creation’ of Buckland and others, and 

Intelligent Design is Semi–Deism, or what van Till calls Punctuated Naturalism. It is 

an unstable position between deism (or even atheism) and supranaturalism. Hooykaas 

scarcely develops his “Biblical View” of which he writes: ‘In his providence, God 

usually guides the world according to constant rules, but, as He is a free agent, He gives 

order as well as deviation from order.’ This opens up the question of miracles as any 

creed which accepts the Virgin Birth or the Empty Tomb of the Resurrection must, in a 

sense, be super– or possibly supra– naturalist in the eyes of thorough–going naturalists. 

As with Griffin’s supernaturalism and minimal naturalism
44

 it is difficult to draw the 

line. 

 To summarise; it is not possible to make a neat distinction of theistic and 

naturalistic science, especially when we consider historical examples. Both Pennock 

and Johnson oversimplify matters to fit into their respective rhetorical schemes. One 

must give Darwin the last word. He was never totally consistent in his naturalism and 

always said of himself, ‘I am in a hopeless muddle.’ 
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A Restatement of Fact; rhetoric rather than argument in Design. 

 

Rhetoric is an ambivalent term, but has been an essential feature of design arguments in 

the 19
th

 century and in Intelligent Design. It may be considered as the persuasiveness of 

a lawyer where the argument is weak, but Phillip Johnson and Charles Lyell are not my 

concern! In their recent Gifford Lectures Brooke and Cantor discuss Natural Theology 

as Rhetoric and expound several examples from the 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries including 

Buckland on Megatherium. They point out, “(I)t is important to re-emphasise that 

natural theologians did not deploy such evidence (from Design) to ‘prove’ (in the strong 

deductive sense) the existence and attributes of God.” The Design argument was an 

inductive argument and its conclusion was deemed a ‘moral’ truth. They cite Campbell, 

a contemporary writer, “In moral reasoning we ascend from possibility … to probability 

… to the summit of moral certainty.” They suggest “the persuasiveness of arguments 

suggest a close similarity between natural theology and the proceedings of the 

courtroom.” “Persuasion becomes the name of the game.”
45

 

 

Rhetoric in Buckland 

 

 Considered in this light the Design Argument as employed by both Buckland 

and IDCs becomes a rhetorical argument with shades of a persuasive advocate. The 

rhetoric gives Design both its strength and its fatal flaw. This highly charged courtroom 

atmosphere was present in the Music Rooms at Holywell in 1832 when Buckland gave 

his tour de force on megatherium,
46

 whom he christened Old Scratch. Buckland gave a 

superb scientific account of its peculiar anatomy, but throughout the lecture was the 

implicit message, “the adaptation of Old Scratch is so wonderful and demonstrates the 

skill of the Designer, who is none but the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.” Buckland 

began with the possibility that sloths were not as poorly designed as Buffon and Cuvier 

claimed. As he described Old Scratch so favourably he moved to probability and then 

to the moral certainty of his theistic conclusion. This worked as Buckland gave an 
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explanation of every part of its anatomy, but did not describe vestigial organs. In The 

Origin of Species Darwin picked up this flaw in Design arguments and how this was 

swept under the carpet by appeals to the Divine Plan. He wrote, “rudimentary organs 

are generally said to have been created ‘for the sake of symmetry’, or in order ‘to 

complete the scheme of nature;’ but this seems to me no explanation, merely a 

restatement of fact.” The fact being that God is the Creator. 

 

Rhetoric in Behe 

 

 Behe also makes great use of rhetoric. Having led the reader through many 

explainable and unexplainable biochemical functions and the rhetorical appeal of his 

mousetrap, he uses an inductive rhetorical argument and argues that the absence of an 

explanation, as in the case of blood clotting, indicates the direct activity of a Designer. 

He rapidly moves from possibility to probability to moral certainty, but that certainty is 

only certain until an explanation is found. Behe’s mousetrap is a rhetorical flourish and 

his conclusion of a Designer is only a “restatement of fact” based on his original 

argument. 

 

Darwin on the rhetoric in design and creation  

 

 At the end of The Origin of Species Darwin wrote, “It is so easy to hide our 

ignorance under such expressions as the ‘plan of creation’, ‘unity of design’ &c., and to 

think that we give an explanation when we only restate a fact.” To argue rhetorically 

surely Intelligent Design is a restatement of fact? We may also see argument by rhetoric 

in the work of Richard Dawkins, most notably with his computer-simulated evolving 

biomorphs in The Blind Watchmaker. Here the rhetoric is based on contemporary faith 

in computer simulation rather than God, but is ultimately no proof of evolution and 

likewise is “a restatement of fact”. Hard proof would require an actual sequence of 

evolving plants or animals. 

In the Origin of Species Darwin used rhetoric to persuade readers of his case for 

‘descent by modification’. His persuasiveness is to be seen in the cumulative effect of 

his ‘one long argument’ as he moves from the known fact of “artificial selection” to 
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natural selection. Here he follows the approach of rhetoric recommended by Campbell. 

In places his rhetoric contains some ridicule. This ridicule is more pungent in his essays 

of the 1840s and in 1842 wrote, ‘The creationist tells one, on a … spot the American 

spirit of creation makes … American doves’.
47

 His discussion of the three rhinoceroses 

of Java, Sumatra and Malacca argues rhetorically for rejecting separate origin. As these 

three ‘scarcely differ more than breeds of cattle’ how is it that ‘the creationist believes 

these three rhinoceroses were created (out of the dust of Java, Sumatra,…) with their 

deceptive appearance of true … relationship; as well can I believe the planets revolve 

… not from one law of gravity but from distinct volition of Creator.’
48

 These 

pachyderms did not make it to the Origin of Species, but Darwin developed this 

argument as part of his conclusion. He wrote,’It is so easy to hide our ignorance under 

such expressions as the ‘plan of creation’, ‘unity of design’, etc., and to think we give 

an explanation when we only restate a fact.’ Darwin would say the same about ID 

today. 

There is a parallel between Darwin’s and Dembski’s arguments. As Darwin 

moves from Artificial to Natural Selection, Dembski moves from intelligent causes in 

forensic science, cryptography and archaeology to intelligent causes in the natural 

world. He argues if we accept intelligent causes in the former, we ought to consider 

them ‘a legitimate domain for scientific investigation’ for the latter.
49

 This has a 

considerable (rhetorical?) appeal but we must be clear how we can determine the 

intentional design of an Intelligent Designer or outside cause, beyond that of wonder 

and awe. That Dembski and others have failed to do. 

  

The problem of designed and undesigned Creation in Intelligent Design. 

 

Historical understandings of Genesis, creation and design 

 

During the last half millennium the Genesis account of Creation has been variously 

understood. The dominant view during the 16
th

, 17
th

 and 18
th

 Centuries was the Chaos-

Restitution interpretation, with an initial undefined period of Chaos, followed by a re-
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creation with several creative acts spread over six days.
50

 A minority, following 

Archbishop Ussher, reduced the period of Chaos to twelve hours, thus confining the 

time for all creation to six days. This was later adopted by a minority in the early 19
th

 

century and YECs today, though it would be truer to say that YEC stems from the 

Seventh Day Adventists.
51

 

 After the discovery of deep time by geologists at the late 18
th

 Century, the 

period of Chaos was extended indefinitely by Chalmers and his predecessors as the Gap 

Theory.
52

 Here, as in the Long Day interpretation of G. S. Faber
53

 and others, the 

number of creative acts had been multiplied indefinitely. By 1900 the Gap theory had 

become the preserve of “Fundamentalists” and many Christians took a figurative or 

mythical view of Genesis cutting the Gordian Knot on creative acts. However a 

significant proportion suggested three particular creative acts; for initial life, 

consciousness and for humanity. A good example was the Scottish theologian James 

Orr, but here they were in agreement with A.R.Wallace. (Wallace’s motivation was 

Spiritualism rather than Theism, which may be significant.) Whether there were a few 

creations during the Demiurgic Week, three Creations throughout geological time, or 

the myriad creations of Progressive Creation or just the one of theistic evolution, the 

common ground was that God was the Creator of all that is. To all Christians from 1650 

to 1900 all of Creation was designed. 

 

Split level Creation in Intelligent Design 

 

In their understanding of Creation IDCs open themselves to having a split-level 

understanding of Creation, as part designed and part not. Behe states that, “If a 

biological structure can be explained in terms of those natural laws, then we cannot 

conclude that it was designed.”
54

 To take one of Behe’s examples haemoglobin is not 

designed, but blood-clotting is. This is in contrast to Design of Paley and Buckland 
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where all is designed. Buckland took this to its extreme in his lecture on Megatherium, 

which as a sloth both Buffon and Cuvier thought was poorly designed. Buckland would 

have none of that and showed how such an apparently ill-designed beast was superbly 

designed ‘to dig potatoes’! I completed my paper on Buckland and Behe on an alpine 

holiday, and considered on the implications of Behe’s concepts of Design while 

ascending the Col du Lame at 3040 meters, which is overshadowed by le Petit Combin 

with its glaciers. Despite the steepness of some immense lateral moraines, I kept a good 

pace with the exhilaration of feeling fit with heart and lungs working well. Then I 

thought. Behe argued that haemoglobin is not designed and as I scrambled up the last 

few hundred feet of unstable scree, I thought, “Haemoglobin is not designed, thus my 

good aerobic condition is not God-given”. I then realised that if I slipped off the loose 

rock on to the glacier headwall below, I would have been shredded on the descent. And 

as I lay bleeding at the foot of the slope Design would come into action as my bleeding 

wounds began to clot! However I did not slip and at the summit I continued to think of 

Design as I considered the panoramic view with Mont Blanc to the west and the Great 

St. Bernard Pass below me. The beauty was breath taking, but to identify Design in 

such a complex and chaotic landscape was impossible. Awesome and wonderful, Yes! 

But designed? 

Undoubtedly glaciated scenery is an extreme case, but the question of Design 

must be considered. However the example of haemoglobin as Undesigned and blood-

clotting as Intelligently Designed poses a problem. In this case Intelligent Design will 

not satisfy any theist, but the perspective of Calvin and Orr would. Intelligent Design 

results in some of Creation being designedly created whereas the rest is undesignedly 

created. We end up with a two-tier Creation, with some life systems, which are due to 

the process of natural laws and are not designed and those which are supernaturally 

designed. The further question is whether inanimate bodies are designed or not. This 

Van Till has aptly named Punctuated Naturalism,
55

 whereby most processes are to be 

explained naturalistically (e.g. Haemoglobin and glaciers) but only some Theistically 

(e.g. blood–clotting). There was no two-tier Creation for Buckland; God had created 

(and thus designed – whatever that means) “all things, visible and invisible” including 
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Cuvier’s woeful Megatherium. Viewed teleologically apparently random and chaotic 

structures like glaciers may reflect what Polkinghorne terms the Inbuilt Potentiality of 

Creation and what Orr termed ‘ the order, plan, arrangement, harmony, beauty, 

rationality in the connection and system of things’. 

It is essential to see what exponents of Intelligent Design are saying. They adopt 

reverse engineering
56

, and where this accomplishes a reduction to unintelligent causes, 

as in the case of haemoglobin according to Behe, then that is NOT designed. Design is 

reserved only for those features, which cannot be explained by reverse 

engineering. By this they think they ensure a place for the creative activity of the 

Intelligent Designer – God. Our two advocates of reverse engineering; Buckland and 

Dennett would concur that ultimately a reason for any structure will be found. If the 

Intelligent Design argument is followed consistently the result is a two-tier Creation. 

To put matters as baldly as possible. 

 

Paley saw the demonstration of Design in explaining. 

 

ID sees the demonstration of Design in not-explaining. 

 

Orr’s comments apply even more to ID; ‘The chief criticism … upon the design 

argument, …is that it is too narrow. It confines the argument to final causes - … it is 

not the marks of purpose alone which necessitate this inference (of God) but everything 

which bespeaks of order, plan, arrangement, harmony, beauty, rationality in the 

connection and system of things.’ We are now back to Calvin, ‘the elegant structure of 

the world serving as a kind of a mirror, in which we may behold God, though otherwise 

invisible.’   

Finally one should ask whether Design on its own is a biblical idea. I think not 

and consider that an over-emphasis on Design, (Paleyan or ID) pushes the concept 

beyond breaking point, as Orr stressed in 1890. The emphasis should be on God the 
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Creator not God the Designer. If we follow the former and emphasise the Creator, we 

can say with Gerard Manley Hopkins; 

The World is charged with the grandeur of God. 

It will flame out, like shining from shook foil; 

It gathers to a greatness, like the ooze of oil 

Crushed. Why do men then now not reck his rod? 

 If we follow Intelligent Design, then we must parody Hopkins' poem; 

The clotting of blood is charged with the grandeur of God 

It will ooze out, like shining from shook foil. 

But haemoglobin is not charged with the grandeur of God. 

We know not when to reck his rod.
57

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Design is but one of the “natural” arguments for God and in its classic form evolves 

from the Physico-theology of the 17
th

 century. However, both in its classical form in 

Paley and in Intelligent Design, Design arguments have tended to avoid the issue of 

geological time. In Paley’s case this was because geological time and the succession of 

species was scarcely known. With Intelligent Design there is a deliberate strategy to 

avoid ‘subsidiary issues like the age of the earth’ – probably to retain the support of 

young earth creationists. It is essential to see the vast age of the earth and universe as a 

matter of “Rational Compulsion”, as opposed to Evolution which is an “inference to the 

best explanation”.
58

 It is because an evolutionary perspective on the succession of life 

provided a better “inference to the best explanation” in the 1860s that the Progressive 

Creationism of Sedgwick, Phillips and others was rejected. 

 The appeal for a theistic science begs many questions. In the hands of Johnson it 

tends to posit two polarised models of science – materialist and empirical – which does 

not allow the diversity of opinion over science. This results in a game of Ping-Pong
59

 

forcing an extreme either/or. These models do not survive historical scrutiny whether 
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we consider Ray, Sedgwick or Darwin himself. This Ping-Pong over ID is often used as 

a poor rhetorical device. 

 Finally here is Adam Sedgwick, after he supposedly gave up ‘the detailed 

hypotheses of catastrophist flood geology’ in 1831; 

 To the supreme Intelligence, indeed, all the complex and mutable combinations 

we behold, may be the necessary results of some simple law, regulating every material 

change, and involving within itself the very complications, which we, in our ignorance, 

regard as interruptions in the continuity of Nature’s work.
60

 

 That is a far better statement of the relevance of the classical theological 

understanding of Creation to science than the Punctuated Naturalism of Intelligent 

Design which inadvertently denies the involvement of the Creator in all creation.  
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