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The Intelligent Design Movement offers a compelling critique of the materialist 
metaphysical assumptions underlying much of modern natural science.  These same assumptions 
serve as a foundation for much of modern sociology, often making it hostile to a Catholic 
perspective.  The author examines the Intelligent Design Movement as a model for sociologists 
who attempt to practice their discipline within a Catholic framework.   
 

In his treatise on the “Journey of the Mind to God,” Saint Bonaventure explains that it is 

in reflecting on the vestiges or traces (vestigia) of God in the material universe that our hearts 

begin their ascent to God.1  The ancient idea that God’s creation can teach us about Him, much 

as the contemplation of a work of art can tell us about the artist, is well attested by the Church in 

both Scripture and the writings of the Church Fathers.2  Until recently it was also an assumption 

of scientists.3  However, the publication in 1859 of Charles Darwin’s Origin of Species 

articulated a perspective that sought to sever the connection between the creation and its Creator.  

Since that time many scientists, both natural and social, have come to assume that the mysteries 

of life and reality lie solely in the material realm. 

Yet the inadequacies of metaphysical materialism as a guide to science are being 

addressed with renewed vigor by an intellectual movement that presents convincing evidence 

that the universe is designed.  Scientists within this movement find that the characteristics of the 

natural world—its form, its organization, its intricacy, and even its beauty—display remarkable 

evidence of the action of God.  These “fingerprints of God,” the vestigia of Saint Bonaventure, 

are not limited to the natural world.  Many characteristics of the social world encourage the 

human person to thrive: faithful marriages, the self-sacrifice of parents for their children, loving 



 

 

rather than exploitative relationships in the economic sphere.  Social scientists today often 

dismiss these social patterns as overly restrictive or antiquated.  However, compelling scientific 

evidence of their benefit to the human person suggests that their consistent advocacy by the 

Church is due to something more than the general conservatism of institutional religion.  Rather, 

their presence implies that man really was created according to the design of his Maker, and that 

social science freed from materialism will find in the social patterns which promote the good of 

the human person evidence of God’s fingerprints in the social world. 

In this essay I will examine the intelligent design movement as a model for sociologists 

who attempt to practice their discipline within a Catholic framework.  Just as the commitment to 

metaphysical materialism blinds the life scientist to the weaknesses of the current theoretical 

orthodoxy, so it also distorts the social scientist’s understanding of the nature of man and human 

society.  The rejection of materialism, however, faces stiff resistance.  The experiences and 

strategies of the proponents of intelligent design may thus prove useful to Catholic social 

scientists who work in disciplines that are frequently hostile to a Christian perspective.  

 

A CHALLENGE TO CURRENT SCIENTIFIC ORTHODOXY 

Charles Darwin’s theory of natural selection is one of the most influential ideas in 

modern intellectual history.  Seeking to identify a material cause for the existing forms of life, 

Darwin claimed that chance variation among members of a species would furnish some members 

a reproductive advantage that would, through gradual and cumulative change over many 

generations, result in new species.4  No divine intellect was necessary to guide or design the 

forms of plants, animals, or man.  Chance alone was the force behind who we are.5 



 

 

Upon its introduction, the theory of natural selection inspired extraordinary controversy.  

Its scientific merit, of course, drew a large part of the criticism, but the religious implications of 

the theory provoked the most heated debates.   Even among scientists themselves, the most 

troubling aspects of the theory were its likely effects on religious beliefs and deeply held 

philosophical understandings of the nature of man.6  One of the most eminent of Darwin’s 

scientific critics, Adam Sedgwick, wrote to him that what he sought to do with his theory 

threatened to “brutalize” humanity, “sinking the human race into a lower grade of degradation 

than any into which it has fallen since its written records tell us of its history.”7 

 Yet in spite of the radical nature of the theory, it was accepted by much of the public and 

most of the scientific establishment within a decade of its publication.8    The younger scientists 

embraced it most quickly, perhaps because they were more loosely bound to the existing 

theoretical categories and because the theory gave them the opportunity to assert themselves in 

their fields over the “old guard.”9  

Nevertheless, throughout the century and a half since its introduction, the theory’s critics 

have persisted, both in the scientific community and the general population.10  Although today 

science educators speak as though the theory has been proven conclusively,11 they report with 

consternation that much of the American public remains unconvinced.12   Apparently, many 

people, though not informed by the scientific details of evolutionary biology, sense something 

about the theory that does not agree with their understandings of reality.  

Objection to the theory is sometimes based on a literalist reading of the Biblical account 

of the creation of man and the world, a perspective usually labeled “creationism.”  Over the past 

decade, however, an intellectual movement labeled “intelligent design” has entered the 



 

 

controversy with a different mode of engagement.  While proponents of intelligent design (ID) 

are opposed to the materialist and atheistic assumptions which they see at the base of Darwinism, 

the chief thrust of their argument is that the principal fault of the theory is its failure as science.13   

They claim that, because scientists are so bound to the materialist metaphysical assumptions of 

Darwinism, they are unable to judge the theory impartially on purely scientific grounds.  What 

the ID movement attempts to do is to free science from its unnecessary enslavement to 

metaphysical materialism, opening it to the possibility that the natural world is the product of an 

intelligent agent rather than mere chance, as claimed by Darwin’s theory.14 

Throughout the natural world there are countless examples of living organisms and 

physical systems that carry the distinct mark of having been designed.  Though we did not 

witness the construction of these systems, they exhibit a pattern that we cannot credibly attribute 

to chance.   Almost sixty years before Darwin published the Origin of Species, William Paley 

recorded the classic statement of this idea.  Paley supposes that, in the midst of a country walk, 

he stumbles upon a stone and asks himself how it came to be there.  His answer is that, for 

anything he knew to the contrary, “it had lain there for ever.”   But if later he finds a watch upon 

the ground and asks himself the same question, he would certainly not give the same answer.  

For, as Paley explains, “when we come to inspect the watch, we perceive (what we could not 

discover in the stone) that its several parts are framed and put together for a purpose... that the 

watch must have had a maker: that there must have existed, at some time, and at some place or 

other, an artificer or artificers who formed it for the purpose which we find it actually to answer; 

who comprehended its construction, and designed its use.”   But if this is true for the watch, a 

relatively simple device, then Paley reasons it must be far more true for the wonderful 



 

 

mechanisms in nature. “For every indication of contrivance, every manifestation of design, 

which existed in the watch, exists in the works of Nature; with the difference, on the side of 

Nature, of being greater and more, and that in a degree which exceeds all computation.”15 

William Dembski, a prominent figure in the modern ID movement, has systematized the 

identification of this design-like character with his concept of specified complexity.16  When an 

intelligent agent acts he often leaves a pattern that is not displayed by random events.  The 

pattern exhibits both a high level of complexity and also conforms to a preexisting (specified) 

configuration.  Random events may be complex in that they contain many discrete parts or 

actions; but that chance could give rise to a complex configuration that at the same time 

conforms to a previously specified pattern is highly improbable.   

There are, for example, organ systems such as the eye or the bacterial flagellum that 

contain many specific parts, all of which are required for the mechanism to function 

successfully.17  The Darwinian explanation assumes a gradual accumulation of the parts of such 

a system, but unless each part contributes to the survival of the organism, the mechanism of 

natural selection has nothing to act upon.  That all the parts would by chance come together in 

just this specified pattern is extremely improbable.  That improbability vanishes, however, if the 

parts have been intentionally combined according to a design. 

It is not only among living organisms that we find evidence of intelligent design.  

Physicists have long noted that the universe exhibits many characteristics that give it the 

appearance of being “fine-tuned.”  The remarkable mathematical orderliness of the universe, the 

precise values of the universal constants necessary to sustain life, the delicate balance necessary 

among the physical forces of the universe, all strongly suggest that the universe was designed by 



 

 

a magnificent intelligence.18   Such incredible coincidences create great difficulties for those who 

wish to maintain a solely materialist explanation of the universe.  Yet proponents of Darwinian 

orthodoxy continue to defend their position, occasionally going to such lengths as to posit the 

existence of an infinite number of unobservable parallel universes, a conjecture that, because it 

cannot be tested empirically, is thoroughly unscientific.19 

In his examination of science and its limits, Stanley Jaki explains that science has an 

unsurpassed ability to examine systematically the hard-edged, clear-cut concepts called 

quantities.  However, as important as quantitative concepts are, they cover only a small part of 

our understanding of reality, and questions of a non-quantitative nature are beyond the limits of 

science.  For example, while science may provide the instruments to measure with great 

precision the intensity of light or the frequency of electromagnetic waves, questions about the 

existence of these phenomena are philosophical queries that no amount of scientific 

measurement will answer. 20 

Scientists are prone to claim a great deal more for their discipline than is justified, even to 

the point that some presume that whatever cannot be measured or expressed in quantitative terms 

is illusory.  Father Jaki notes this tendency especially among mainstream biologists.  

“Evolutionary biologists,” he explains, “have only contempt for philosophy, although it alone 

can justify their great unifying vision, which is much more than science, strictly speaking.  What 

they do is climb the rungs of an essentially philosophical ladder in order to see much farther than 

would be allowed, strictly speaking, by the data at hand.  However, once at the top of the ladder, 

they haughtily kick it away.”21 



 

 

The difficulty, therefore, is not that a metaphysical position serves as the basis for the 

practice of science, but rather that the metaphysical position is mistaken for the science.   

Darwinists fail to see that materialism is not a necessary foundation for scientific explanation and 

that other metaphysical positions can serve as well or better.  The contribution of the ID 

movement is its demonstration of the fact that metaphysical materialism actually stifles the 

scientific enterprise.22  

 

APPLICATION TO SOCIOLOGY 

Sociology was institutionalized in the late 19th and early 20th centuries within a society 

that had accepted Darwin’s theory.   The effect of Darwin’s ideas on social theory was profound, 

and in some cases even led to the explicit adoption of a Darwinian-inspired theoretical model.  

Numerous examples, from social Darwinism to sociobiology, demonstrate the influence of 

Darwin’s ideas on social theory. 

Yet more important than these theoretical derivations, many of which have been 

discredited, was the impact of Darwinism on the underlying assumptions of sociologists.    In 

Darwin’s model, man evolved by natural selection in precisely the same manner that all animals 

evolved.  Like other animals, he is the product of merely natural or material forces.  Any end or 

purpose to man’s existence, therefore, originates with man.  For most sociologists, the only 

intelligent designer behind human behavior is man himself. 

Disclaiming any divine or transcendent purpose for man has important consequences for 

the social scientist, particularly the social engineer.  If man is the product of blind forces of 

nature, merely modified by the social conventions that happen to exist in a particular time or 



 

 

place, is he not justified in refashioning himself in any new image?   Unconstrained by a 

transcendent understanding of the nature of man, there are few limits to the forms of social 

arrangements that can be generated.   In the absence of secure principles, fashion and sentiment 

will guide the process.  If we find distasteful, for example, a father’s authority in the family, we 

can introduce programs to weaken that authority and even make the father superfluous.  If we 

believe that the institution of marriage is too exclusionary because it is limited to couples of the 

opposite sex, we can redefine it to include partners of the same sex or groups of more than two.  

If we resent the limitations placed on a woman’s sexual freedom from unwanted pregnancy, we 

can make abortion readily available and encourage her in its use by claiming that it is only a 

medical procedure.  In all of these actions, the Catholic understanding of a human nature 

designed by God is dismissed in favor of a mere disposition that can be altered in response to a 

change in fashion.  

Yet, when not driven by particular political agenda, social research has demonstrated that 

these novelties in social relationships can cause considerable suffering.  As the level of divorce 

in the U.S. climbed to new heights in the 1970s, many social scientists did their best to minimize 

and even deny its detrimental effects.23  However, an impressive body of research over the past 

decade has refuted those earlier claims, demonstrating dramatically the impact of divorce and 

fatherlessness on poverty, child abuse, teenage pregnancy, juvenile delinquency, school failure, 

and children’s physical and mental health.24 

Perhaps the most heated controversy in contemporary society is the legalization of 

abortion.  Proponents of abortion have long maintained that its legalization is a great benefit to 

women.  This is overwhelmingly the perspective adopted by the most popular sociology 



 

 

textbooks and probably reflects the opinion of most social scientists today.25  However, a 

growing body of research demonstrates that for women abortion is not the benign procedure 

claimed by its practitioners, but a practice with grave and, often, hidden physical, psychological, 

and social costs.26  Those who resist attempts to limit abortion have tried to ignore or impugn this 

research, but the growing number of high quality studies makes this increasingly difficult to do.   

Other examples could be cited.  Cohabitation is thought by a majority of young adults to 

be “a good idea” for young couples prior to marriage.  Indeed, over half of first marriages today 

are preceded by some period of cohabitation.27  Yet research has for years demonstrated a 

marked increase in the likelihood of divorce for couples who cohabit prior to marriage.28  In 

addition to all the costs associated with divorce, cohabitation appears to be one of the most 

significant determinants of child abuse.29   Another important issue is homosexuality, although 

the ideological conflict here is so intense that sound research is especially difficult.  Media and 

academic elites have redefined homosexuality and many other forms of sexual deviance as 

simply alternative life styles.  In fact, the very concept of deviance has been all but eliminated 

from the social sciences.30  Yet it is estimated that through elevated risks of disease and violence, 

homosexual males suffer a twenty- to thirty-year loss in life expectancy.31 

These and other examples of good social research confirm the wisdom and benefit of 

Catholic teaching about appropriate social and behavioral patterns.  This is precisely the point 

made by Patrick Fagan as he described the Heritage Foundation’s web site, the “Family and 

Society Database.”  Gathering hundreds of individual findings for inclusion into the database 

convinced him that “the social sciences well done can not help but support divine natural law.” 32  

In other words, the most successful social arrangements–the ones that promote most consistently 



 

 

the good of the social actors–are those that conform to the pattern that the Church identifies as 

being instituted by God, our Designer. 

If man is merely the product of random and purposeless natural forces, why are the novel 

approaches to social arrangements not more successful?  Why is it that the social patterns that 

appear to be most conducive to man’s happiness have been advocated above all by an institution 

that claims to have been established by God?  This ancient body, the Church, has promulgated 

her teaching without the benefit of modern science, yet she presents a set of principles for 

regulation of social life that are far more successful than those of the most highly trained social 

engineers.  The modern world may be embarrassed at the refusal of the Church to update her 

teachings with a new set of truths, but why does careful social research corroborate so exactly 

the instruction of this “outdated” institution? 

Of course, faithful Catholics will find nothing strange in the fact that the enduring 

teachings of the Church promote the fulfillment and happiness of her people.  But what is 

especially interesting is how the findings in the social sciences, like those in the natural sciences 

presented by the proponents of ID, seem unintentionally to point to the design and action of God 

in the world.  The social research cited above was not undertaken in order to argue for any 

particular metaphysical position; nevertheless, the almost uncanny congruity of these findings 

with the Catholic understanding of man puts in great doubt the materialist assumptions of 

purposelessness and chance. 

The indicators of intelligent design, the vestiges or fingerprints of God, are more obscure 

in the social than in the natural world.  For the non-human world has no choice but to act 

according to the nature assigned by God.  The characteristics of the natural world that so readily 



 

 

suggest His design cannot be hidden because an organism refuses to act according to its nature.  

But God created man with free will, which gives us the choice either to live according to His 

design or in opposition to it, to cooperate with His grace or not.  Thus, the common behavior in 

many human families, broken by infidelity and selfishness, will hardly leave an observer with a 

sense of God’s involvement.33  Yet when human beings live with each other according to God’s 

will, His design is far easier to detect. 

 

LESSONS FROM THE ID MOVEMENT FOR A CATHOLIC SOCIOLOGY 

There are lessons that those who attempt to do social science from a Catholic 

metaphysical position can learn from the ID movement in the natural sciences.  One lesson is 

that freeing oneself from the metaphysical shackles of Darwinism can improve the scientific 

enterprise.  The reflexive defense of Darwinian orthodoxy hinders, rather than helps, the attempt 

to do science well.  In the same fashion, if sociologists repudiate the common materialist 

assumptions of their discipline, they can more readily produce social research that is helpful to 

human society because it is true to the nature of man.  The increasingly open response to some of 

the research examples cited above suggests that research of high quality will often–and, we hope, 

inevitably–break down opposition that is based on metaphysical predispositions. 

Second, it is not a goal of the ID movement to create a “Christian biology,” if one means 

by that phrase a science whose findings are derived from or necessarily in accord with Christian 

theological or doctrinal statements.  This fact distinguishes the ID movement from what is 

labeled “creationism,” for the latter approach is based on a forced concordism, and frequently 

exhibits an anti-intellectual bias and a fear of the empirical findings of science.  Metaphysical 



 

 

assumptions, Catholic or otherwise, are not, strictly speaking, a part of science itself.  In that 

sense, there is no more a Catholic psychology or a Catholic sociology than there is a Catholic 

physics.  But all sciences are founded upon metaphysical assumptions, and these assumptions 

can be false, as they are with materialism.  When we speak of a Catholic sociology, therefore, we 

ought to mean that the practice of the science follows its own logic but is guided by a Catholic 

understanding of human and social reality. 

Metaphysical materialism has become so closely tied to modern science that some 

maintain that it is integral to it.  Yet rejecting materialism as a basis of either the natural or social 

sciences does not signify that one has adopted an anti-scientific “creationist” or “fundamentalist” 

perspective, although those who defend Darwinism would like us to assume that it does.34  The 

fear of such a charge may tempt some to dismiss the argument of the ID movement, both in its 

application to the natural sciences and to the social sciences.  But as Father Richard Neuhaus has 

written: “When it comes to cultural and academic respectability, Christians who are insecure 

about what they view as their newly won ‘place at the table’ are terrified that they might be 

suspected of harboring ‘creationist’ sympathies. They should get over it.” 35 

“To get over it” is not advice that is easy to follow.  There are many barriers in the 

academic world to those who would challenge the common materialist assumptions, particularly 

if one does it from a Christian orientation.  Peer review is crucial in many areas of professional 

life, and most of one’s colleagues are likely to hold to the modern orthodoxies.  Social scientists 

pride themselves on being progressive and “counter-cultural,” but when the challenge comes 

from an authentically Christian world-view, they defend obstinately the status quo.  Peer 

evaluation in promotion and tenure decisions, in the submission of material for publication, in 



 

 

honors and grants, exercises a powerful restraint on the actions of those who do not conform.  

This fact reminds us once more that courage is a necessary virtue in the Christian life, in the 

academic world as much as anywhere. 

         

CONCLUSION 

Science, natural or social, cannot prove that the universe is the product of God’s design 

rather than the purposeless result of blind chance.  To attempt to do so, first of all, would defy 

the limitations of science, which is uniquely suited to measure the quantitative properties of the 

material world but miserably inept at explaining its origin or existence.   But more importantly, 

science cannot provide irresistible proof of the action of God in the world because to do so 

would repudiate one of God’s greatest gifts to man, his free will.  Particularly in our era, when 

science is misconstrued as the final arbiter of truth, scientific certainty would overwhelm our 

freedom to accept or reject God’s revelation and so make faith unnecessary.36  

Yet the observations of science can, when not obscured by metaphysical blinders, point 

to the One who created us and sustains us.  The natural world is filled with elements of beauty 

and order that point to the loving hand of our Designer.  Human society also reveals the 

fingerprints of God, though the traces are often masked by our sins.  But by keeping our eyes and 

minds open to the evidence of God’s action in the social world, we may overcome the blindness 

of materialism and produce social research of higher quality because it is true to the nature of 

man. 
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