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Phillip Johnson is well known for his efforts to build a movement that opposes scientific

naturalism and embraces the notion of intelligent design. Movements, however, do not emerge

out of thin air, and rarely are they simply the product of one man’s vision; they emerge out of

an historical context. For intelligent design, that context was a loose collection of people, ideas,

and organizations all sharing a desire to question an established scientific paradigm on

primarily scientific and philosophical grounds rather than on the basis of biblical authority.

Johnson arrived on the American intellectual cultural scene with an argument and strategy

well suited to mold these various impulses into a movement that captured considerable

attention in the origins debate of the mid- to late-1990s.

I
n 1991, a brilliant, pugnacious Berkeley

law professor burst onto the scene. His

book, Darwin on Trial,1 was a surprise

bestseller, and within a year or two after its

publication, Phillip E. Johnson was a contro-

versial fixture within American intellectual

culture. He championed a “new” approach

to the origins debate—dubbed intelligent

design2—which, despite the academy’s firm

commitment to the validity of naturalistic

explanations and methodologies, has shown

few signs of going away. Ten years after

Darwin on Trial, design theory is making

headlines, all but replacing creation science

in the public discussion of origins. In April

2001, The New York Times ran a front-page

story on the intelligent design movement

that, according to prominent science writer

Robert Wright, “granted official significance

to the latest form of opposition to

Darwinism.”3

An indicator of the importance of intelli-

gent design theory in the contemporary ori-

gins debate is the number of books and

essays that have hit the presses in the last

five years assessing the merits of design

theory.4 These assessments along with a

growing body of literature by design

advocates5 tend to focus on the scientific,

philosophical, and even cultural merits and

implications of design. Rarely, however, do

writers addressing the design argument give

sufficient attention to the historical account

of the emergence of an intelligent design

movement with Phillip Johnson in the fore-

front. Like so much of the remembered past,

it is an interesting narrative, one that sug-

gests the importance of human agency and

the contingency of events.

Using the historian’s most powerful and

potentially distorting device—hindsight,6

it is possible to detect at least three streams

that fed into the contemporary intelligent

design movement.7 During the 1980s, new

concerns were expressed about the under

determination of several aspects of evolu-
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tionary theory. At the same time, cos-

mologists were suggesting that a strong

teleological thread seemed to be running

through cosmic history. So-called anthropic

arguments gave encouragement to those

inclined to recoil from the stark materialist

assumptions of some spokespersons of sci-

ence. Also during the 1980s, there were a

growing number of neocreationists whose

objections to scientific naturalism and aspects

of evolution were as much religious as they

were scientific, but for whom the approach

of creation science was woefully inadequate.

In the 1990s, Johnson was able to bring these

streams together under the banner of intelli-

gent design.

In the mid-1980s, the neo-Darwinian

synthesis of Dobzhansky, Mayr, and others

came under attack, most notably in two

books that provided impetus to a new

approach in the creation-evolution debate.

Charles Thaxton (a biochemist), Walter

Bradley (a materials scientist), and Roger

Olsen (a geochemist) wrote a seminal book,

The Mystery of Life’s Origin, which cast doubt

that “simple chemicals on a primitive earth

did spontaneously evolve (or organize

themselves) into the first life.” Moreover,

they concluded that “the undirected flow

of energy through a primordial atmosphere

and ocean” is a “woefully inadequate

explanation for the incredible complexity

associated with even simple living sys-

tems.”8 The authors noted that DNA is

information or intelligence encoded in the

biological structure. Such intelligence

implies an intelligent agent. Their argument

was not entirely novel; Henry Morris and

A. E. Wilder-Smith had anticipated parts of

it already.9 What was noteworthy, however,

about this book is that the authors, while

themselves Christians, attempted to argue

against biogenesis not from biblical author-

ity but exclusively on scientific grounds.

The Mystery of Life’s Origin was followed

in 1986 by Michael Denton’s Evolution: A

Theory in Crisis. Denton, an Australian

molecular geneticist and an agnostic, pro-

vided further ammunition for those whose

objections to evolution were as much philo-

sophical and cultural as scientific. He

presented a bold and controversial anti-

evolutionary thesis that life might very well

be a “discontinuous phenomenon,” rather

than a continuum. Denton was well aware

that this assertion challenged the whole

thrust of modern biological thought. But

he concluded that the fundamental axioms

of macroevolution—the idea that there is a

“functional continuum of all life forms link-

ing all species back to a primitive cell” and

the belief that blind random processes are

the author of biological design—have never

been substantiated by direct observation or

empirical evidence and remain matters of

scientific faith.10

Invoking Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of

Scientific Revolutions, Denton charged the

scientific community with embracing the

evolutionary paradigm to the exclusion of

mounting evidence to the contrary in his

field of molecular biology. The reasons for

this were clear, he argued. There are no

scientific alternatives to Darwinism; it has

dominated biology more by default than

merit. And, more importantly, evolution

forms the keystone of the entire modern

world view. Consequently, evolution holds

tremendous cultural importance as “the

centrepiece … of the naturalistic view of

the world.”11 Darwin’s theory of evolution

has become the foundation for the material-

ism of the twentieth-century West. And it

now served as a “great cosmogenic myth”

satisfying modern humanity’s need for an

explanation of origins. Denton’s conclusion

clearly warmed the hearts and emboldened

the spirits of those who had been looking for

a different approach with which to combat

Darwinism.12

In 1955, G. J. Whithrow published a

paper in the British Journal of the Philosophy of

Science in which he argued that a “variety

of astronomical conditions must be met if

a universe is to be habitable.” Over the

next decades, other cosmologists extended

this line of thinking so that by 1986 British

astronomer John Barrow and American

mathematical physicist Frank Tipler could

publish a dense book entitled The Anthropic

Cosmological Principle. In it, Barrow and Tipler

suggested that there were a surprising num-

ber of physical features of the universe—

brute contingent facts—that cooperate to

make life possible. While many leading

scientists rejected the argument that the

finely-tuned structure of the universe could

be taken as evidence that there was some

purpose or telos behind it all, others saw a

compatibility between so-called “anthropic
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coincidences” and the view that the universe was in fact

designed.13

In 1977, well before The Mystery of Life’s Origin, Evolu-

tion: A Theory in Crisis and The Anthropic Cosmological Prin-

ciple were written, a group at the University of California

at Santa Barbara founded Students for Origins Research

(SOR) as “an alternative viewpoint” to that of Henry Mor-

ris’s Institute for Creation Research (ICR), on the one hand,

and the prevailing science establishment, on the other. The

founders of SOR, according to Dennis Wagner, editor of its

journal Origins Research, disagreed with the ICR and other

creationist groups primarily over the issues of authority

and style. In addition to its marriage to only one model for

the age of the earth, creation science argued on the basis of

the authority of Scripture. This stance would never permit

a genuine dialogue over origins since biblical authority

was not accepted by the secular academy. Too frequently,

creationists were attempting to advance “a fiat creation

alternative” without sufficient attention to the type of sci-

entific evidence needed to engage the academic and scien-

tific communities. Beyond that, SOR founders wanted to

be less polemical and to adopt a stance more marked by

dialogue than debate. SOR launched Origins Research as a

forum wherein proponents of both sides could put forth

their best arguments “leaving readers to draw their own

conclusions.”14 While Origins Research attempted to focus

attention on the scientific evidence and major arguments

in the literature of the evolution/creation debate, SOR was

self-consciously engaged in what Wagner termed the

“struggle of world views between the theist and the mate-

rialist” that was at the heart of the “large scale ‘world

view’ war in our society.”15 What this neocreationist per-

spective craved was credibility in the marketplace of

ideas. Clearly, the ICR had no standing in the academy,

but the newer, more irenic stance of the SOR needed some

way to break out of the creationist ghetto.

Enter Phillip E. Johnson. He quickly became the spokes-

person for a new approach, which drew from this loose

collection of ideas, thinkers, and organizations that had

been percolating during the 1980s. Wagner claims that

SOR, for example, “wandered around” in the 1970s and

1980s attempting to refine its approach and focus. But

“things really came together in the early [19]90s with the

emergence of Phil Johnson, a strong, recognized voice in

the secular university who was a strategic thinker and able

to focus the discussion around a few key issues.”16 Within

a couple of years, Johnson had galvanized various ele-

ments into a self-proclaimed “movement,” rallying behind

the banner of the intelligent design argument. Books and

articles appeared in increasing numbers; an institutional

infrastructure was created; bright young scholars were

brought into the fold; and a movement was born or, at

least, announced.

In the late 1980s, Johnson was a recognized authority in

criminal law, a tenured professor at Boalt Hall, the law

school of the University of California, Berkeley. Born in

1940 in a small midwestern town, he had received a B.A. in

English Literature from Harvard and a J.D. from the Uni-

versity of Chicago. He had been a clerk for United States

Supreme Court Chief Justice Earl Warren. But he was a

mid-career professional, somewhat restless with the stan-

dard trajectory of a law professor’s career. A decade

earlier a personal crisis prompted a profound change in

his life. Johnson became a committed Christian (Presbyte-

rian) and gradually found that his intellectual interests

were changing.

Johnson quickly became the spokes-

person for a new approach, …rallying

behind the banner of the intelligent

design argument.

During the 1987–88 academic year, Johnson left Boalt

Hall to become a visiting professor at University College

in London, where he found himself in an academician’s

heaven. He headed into his office three days a week and

traveled with his wife the rest of the time. The route to

his London office took him past a scientific bookstore,

wherein he encountered Richard Dawkins’ polemic The

Blind Watchmaker. Johnson concluded that Dawkins’ argu-

ment was carried by the same kind of brilliant rhetorical

devices that gifted lawyers employ to overcome insuf-

ficient evidence. With ample time to devote to reading

whatever caught his fancy, Johnson began devouring

other popular scientific accounts of evolution by Denton,

Stephen Jay Gould, and John Maynard Smith. As Johnson

recounts it, he told his wife one evening that “I think

I understand the problem with this whole field. But, fortu-

nately, I’m too sensible to take it up professionally or to

write about it. I’d be ridiculed. They would say, ‘You’re

not a scientist, you’re a law professor.’ It would be some-

thing once you got started with it, you’d be involved in

a lifelong, never-ending battle.” Johnson, however, found

the temptation irresistible. He began writing the next day.17

Upon his return to Berkeley, Johnson continued to read

and write, soon creating a manuscript that would undergo

steady revision and appear three years later as the influen-

tial manifesto of the intelligent design movement, Darwin

on Trial.18 The process of refining his thoughts and search-

ing for a publisher gave exposure to Johnson’s ideas in

anti-evolutionary19 and neocreationist circles. Two events

prior to the appearance of Darwin on Trial were particu-

larly important in the emergence of Phillip Johnson as

chief spokesperson for this group: a gathering in late 1989

at the Campion Retreat Center in Weston, Massachusetts,

and another in Portland, Oregon, in 1990.
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In the wake of the 1987 United States

Supreme Court decision of Edwards v.

Aguillard which banned the teaching of cre-

ation science in science classes, a small ad

hoc group of concerned individuals began a

dialogue about how to ensure that science

and religion had appropriate places in the

secondary curriculum of American public

education.20 The group noted that there

were fears that scientific creationists might

attempt to mount end-runs around Edwards

v. Aguillard, while the scientific community

might try to expel religious world views

from school curricula altogether. So they

organized a private conference, “Science and

Creationism in Public Schools,” and invited

some of the top scholars in the United States

to discuss these matters in December 1989 at

a Jesuit retreat center run by Boston College

geologist and Jesuit priest, James Skehan.21

Participants included University of Chicago

paleontologist David Raup, University of

Chicago theologian Langdon Gilkey, Harvard

astronomer Owen Gingerich, Cornell geolo-

gist E-an Zen, biochemist Charles Thaxton,

first amendment lawyer Michael Woodruff,

Harvard paleontologist Stephen Jay Gould,

and Phillip Johnson.22

While the gathering focused on the impli-

cations of Edwards v. Aguillard, there was

also some discussion of Johnson’s critique of

evolution.23 Several participants recall a spir-

ited exchange between Johnson and Gould.

According to Johnson, Gould had read his

paper attacking Darwinism, and the two of

them squared off at the urging of the assem-

bled group.24 It would be tempting to depict

the ensuing encounter as something of a cul-

ture wars High Noon, but several participants

consider such a characterization hyperbolic.

According to Johnson, Gould was literally

shaking; he was so upset at his argument.

From Johnson’s perspective, Gould had

attempted to overwhelm him “with a full

court press of intimidation.” Johnson recalls

little else about the details of the exchange

other than that Gould assailed him on his

lack of scientific sophistication. He does

remember, however, that David Raup inter-

vened at one point and stated that while one

could certainly disagree with Johnson’s con-

clusions, he had gotten the science right.

The exchange ended apparently in a

draw. While it must have been a colorful

event to witness, the specific outcome of the

Johnson-Gould encounter at the Campion

Retreat Center was fairly unimportant. What

in hindsight was truly significant, however,

was that, in the estimation of those at the

Campion meeting who were sympathetic to

his arguments, Johnson had demonstrated

that he could hold his own in debate with

arguably the most prominent evolutionary

scientist in America. Perhaps now the critics

of a reductionistic scientific materialism had

an eloquent champion who could engage the

scientific establishment on its own terms. But

there was as yet no strategic plan or infra-

structure in place to enable Johnson-type

arguments to gain even a modest level of

credibility in American intellectual culture.

While Johnson was on sabbatical in

England, a mutual acquaintance introduced

him to a young American working on a

doctorate in philosophy at Cambridge

University, Stephen C. Meyer. Meyer was

writing a thesis that analyzed methodologi-

cal issues in origins sciences. The two were

kindred souls and hit it off famously. Meyer

later noted that in Johnson he had “encoun-

tered a man of supple and prodigious

intellect who seemed in short order to have

found the central pulse of the origins

issue.”25 Johnson not only impressed Meyer

with his grasp of the issues, but also with his

ideas about how to get their notions a more

successful hearing. Meyer was connected

with a group in the Northwest which,

according to Johnson, was attempting to

forge a stance and organization based upon

Thaxton, Bradley, and Olsen’s, The Mystery

of Life’s Origin.

In 1990, Meyer invited Johnson to Port-

land and introduced him to his associates,

the nucleus of the future Discovery Institute.

Johnson’s engaging and confident personal-

ity and his advocacy of a new approach won

the group over, and ever since he has been

the public leader of the intelligent design

movement. Like many anti-evolutionists

and neocreationists, Johnson believed that

the fossil evidence did not substantiate the

Darwinists’ claims. But he challenged them

to ditch the notion that this was essentially

a scientific problem. Rather, Johnson advo-

cated the strategy of an aggressive assault on

the materialist philosophy underpinning the

scientific theorizing. In his own words, he

brought a “big case litigation point of view”

to the issue. Those who would challenge
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the scientific establishment must not fool themselves into

thinking that evolutionists or even theistic evolutionists

would welcome an open exchange about the scientific evi-

dence. Their minds were already set, Johnson claimed.

Attack the jugular: the materialist philosophical assump-

tions!26

In 1991, Regnery Gateway published Johnson’s Darwin

on Trial, a milestone in the emergence of the intelligent

design movement. In it Johnson put forth with aggressive

eloquence his thesis that Darwinism was essentially

applied materialist philosophy. He had attempted to get it

into print with a major trade publisher, but he was told

that evolution was a dead issue in America. Nothing more

needed to be said about it, especially from a law professor.

The Christian publisher InterVarsity Press and the conser-

vative-oriented Regnery Gateway Inc., however, expressed

interest in the project. Johnson decided to go with

Regnery, since he believed that it was important for the

book to be published by a secular press. The book took off,

and Regnery sold 50,000 copies. Regnery and InterVarsity

reached an agreement whereby InterVarsity bought the

rights to distribute the book in the evangelical Christian

market. It has since been translated into several languages

and has sold hundreds of thousands of copies.27

The unexpected success of Darwin on Trial catapulted

Johnson, who had heretofore been a behind-the-scenes

voice, to national prominence. But his initial success was

only one of a series of developments that contributed to

the emergence of the intelligent design movement out of

the various intellectual currents of the 1980s. That story—

which includes the development of an institutional frame-

work (Access Research Network and the Discovery

Institute and its Center for the Renewal of Science and

Culture), the formulation and articulation of Johnson’s

“Wedge strategy,” and the subsequent work of Michael

Behe, William Dembski, Stephen Meyer, et al.—is beyond

the modest purview of this article. Moreover, we lack the

distance to be able to determine whether the intelligent

design argument warrants being considered a bona fide

scientific movement. To be such, it must be able to sustain

a rigorous research program or, at the very least, inform

empirical research in a demonstrable way. Much hard

theoretical and empirical work remains to be done, and

the jury is still out.

But what is indisputable at this point is that Darwin on

Trial and the events leading up to its publication were cru-

cial in the transformation of a loose collection of scholars

and their ideas into a nascent movement based upon anti-

materialistic and design notions. Johnson provided that

movement not only with a manifesto and a strategy but

also with a powerful voice. Movements, however, do not

emerge out of thin air, and rarely are they simply the prod-

uct of one person’s vision; they emerge out of an historical

context. For intelligent design, that context was the grow-

ing awareness in the 1980s that continuing the origins

debate in American intellectual culture from the stance of

biblical authority was unlikely to be effectual. Johnson

arrived on the scene with an argument, strategy, and tem-

perament well suited to mold these impulses into a

movement that captured considerable attention in the ori-

gins debate of the mid- to late-1990s. More than any one

person Phillip Johnson shaped the course of the origins

debate in the 1990s.28 �
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