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Analyzing the Communication Strategy of the Intelligent Design Movement


The controversy surrounding Intelligent Design is front and center in the news these days, and nothing could make its proponents any happier. In fact, the controversy and the attention fit right in with the Five Year Plan, originally published in 1999, of the Discovery Institute’s Center for the Renewal of Science and Culture, one of the driving forces behind Intelligent Design. The methods by which this alternative theory to the widely accepted theory of evolution have been created, transformed, and promulgated make a fascinating study in Mass Communication. This paper will explore just what Intelligent Design is, where it springs from, who its proponents are, and how they have set about achieving their goals to make it the dominant scientific theory explaining the creation and development of human life. Throughout, I will discuss the relationship between these topics and the concepts and theories of Mass Communication.


The theory of Intelligent Design claims that life is too complex to have evolved as a result of random biochemical changes and mutations alone, and that because of this complexity, there had to have been an “Intelligent Designer” guiding the process. Just who is that designer is left to the imagination of each individual, though the common term for this human stylist is “supernatural entity.” This will be discussed in greater detail later.

It is important to note that while its advocates now deny it, Intelligent Design directly evolved from an earlier version of this theory, called Creation Science. Creation Science was developed to find evidence to support the Christian story of creation (Holmes and Randerson, 10). Formerly, this was known as Creationism, and its believers, mostly fundamentalist Christians, worked tirelessly with the end goal of replacing the teaching of the Theory of Evolution in public school science courses with the biblical story of creation as the true beginning of life on earth. One major problem with Creation Science is that because it starts from a fixed conclusion and selectively uses evidence to back it up, it is contrary to accepted scientific methods (Holmes and Randerson 10). Efforts to replace evolution with creation science were routinely overturned in court cases based on its clearly religious foundation, under the precepts of separation of church and state. 

It became clear to proponents of creationism and creation science that in order to be accepted by the mainstream, it would need to be repackaged in such a way that it more closely resembles science. This means that it would need to be verifiable through means coming as close as possible to the accepted scientific method of formulating a question, collecting data through observation and experiment, and testing a hypothesis. This process of transforming creationism into science has been going on since the 1990s, and it is precisely the evolving product of this effort that is now being aggressively ‘marketed’ by those who want to see this new “theory” applied in the fields of “molecular biology, biochemistry, paleontology, physics and cosmology in the natural sciences, psychology, ethics, politics, theology in the humanities, and to see its influence in the fine arts” as well as “to see design theory permeate our religious, cultural, moral, and political life” (Discovery Institute, “Wedge Strategy,” Twenty Year Goals). According to the distinguished critical scholar of modern mass media, Herbert Schiller, this country’s media managers control the information that shapes “our beliefs and attitudes, and ultimately, our behavior.” He goes on to explain that when messages are intentionally created and disseminated that are incompatible with the “realities of social existence,” these message producers become mind managers. He says, “Messages that intentionally create a false sense of reality and produce a consciousness that cannot comprehend or willfully rejects the actual conditions of life, personal or social, are manipulative messages” (Hanson and Maxcy, 188). I contend that this accurately describes the nature of the Intelligent Design movement.

The language and strategy on the Discovery Institute’s Center for the Renewal for Science & Culture’s website today is thoroughly scientific and secular in character. On their Q&A page, in answer to the question regarding whether Discovery Institute is a religious organization, the response is that D.I. is a “secular think tank, and its Board Members and Fellows represent a variety of religious traditions” (www.discovery.org, 11/25/05). It does concede that although it is not a religious organization, the Institute has “a long record of supporting religious liberty and the legitimate role of faith-based institutions in a pluralistic society.”  They claim to be a non-partisan, non profit program that “encourages schools to improve science education by teaching students more fully about the theory of evolution, as well as supporting the work of scholars who challenge various aspects of neo-Darwinian theory and scholars who are working on the scientific theory known as intelligent design.” They state that “the theory of intelligent design holds that certain features of the universe and of living things are best explained by an intelligent cause, not an undirected process such as natural selection.” They claim that Intelligent Design is not based on the Bible, and it is not the same thing as Creationism. They explain, “Creationism is focused on defending a literal reading of the Genesis account, usually including the creation of the earth by the Biblical God a few thousand years ago. Unlike creationism, the scientific theory of intelligent design is agnostic regarding the source of design and has no commitment to defending Genesis, the Bible or any other sacred text.” One might believe this is true, if not for the publication on this very website of a document entitled, “The Wedge Strategy.”

The transformation from Creationism to Creation Science to Intelligent Design is an amazing example of the power of honing and shaping a message by the smaller, “bounded culture” (Baran, 13) known as Evangelical Christians, a.k.a. the “Religious Right,”  in the process of using mass communication to popularize a set of ideas that fit their own version of reality. In this case, this cultural group is bounded not by a neighborhood or a place, but by a set of ideas not shared by the larger culture that places God as the controller of all activity in the universe. 

As mentioned previously, the entire plan for transforming creation science into a more palatable and marketable scientific theory was laid out in a document called “The Wedge Strategy,” published in 1999 by the Center for the Renewal of Science and Culture. This six page document that formed the basis of the entire Intelligent Design movement no longer appears in any form on the Center’s website. In fact, the messages on the website directly contradict this document, with no references to the Wedge Strategy or explanations as to their change in message. The only source that still contains the entire document entitled “The Wedge Strategy” is a website called www.antievolution.org, which claims to provide “concise and accurate information for those who wish to critically examine the antievolution movement.” In their article entitled “A Sceptic’s [sic] Guide to Intelligent Design” published in New Scientist, authors Bob Holmes and James Randerson report that the Discovery Institute now say that the Wedge Strategy was simply a fundraising tool and “should not be portrayed as some kind of sinister master plan” (10). One needs only to read this document, however, to see it for the step by step plan it is to propagate the belief in a master planner, a supernatural entity, otherwise known as God, into the science surrounding the creation and development of life in the universe.

The Wedge Strategy includes an outline of the three phase process for developing and insinuating the messages of Intelligent Design into the mainstream, governing goals, as well as five and twenty year goals and objectives, program activities leading to the goals and objectives, and a progress summary at the time of publication. The transformation of the message from the publication of the Wedge Strategy to the current content on the website for the Center for the Renewal of Science & Culture is the transformation of a message that once stated that the Center “seeks nothing less than the overthrow of [scientific] materialism and its cultural legacies” (1) and a reopening of “the case for a broadly theistic understanding of nature” to a message written strictly in the language of modern science, with no reference to God as the Creator. The Wedge Strategy uses language such as “the proposition that human beings are created in the image of God is one of the bedrock principles on which civilization was built,” and “design theory promises to reverse the stifling dominance of the materialist worldview and to replace it with a science consonant with Christian and theistic convictions” (2)(Discovery Institute, “Wedge Strategy”). The third Governing Goal in the Wedge Strategy document is to “replace materialistic explanations with the theistic understanding that nature and human beings are created by God.” One of their stated objectives is a “positive uptake in public opinion polls on issues such as sexuality, abortion, and belief in God” (3). Phase II includes a plan to “build up a popular base of support among our natural constituency, namely Christians”. They propose the use of “apologetic seminars” to provide believers with new scientific evidence that “supports their faith” and allows them to “popularize” their ideas in the “broader culture”.

The drastic change in the language of Intelligent Design evolved after several legal challenges brought by advocates of injecting Creation Science into the science curriculum in public schools were defeated in court on the basis of its blatant religious core. The US Supreme Court ruled against the “Louisiana Creationism Act” in 1987, claiming that it violated the first amendment by seeking to “employ the symbolic and financial support of government to achieve a religious purpose” (Biever, 6). This act sought to impose a law enforcing equal time for Creation Science in science curriculum, right along side the teaching of evolution.  The court ruled that because Creation Science could not withstand the application of accepted scientific methods, and that its purpose was to seek evidence in support of the Christian-based story of creation, it was not a science, but rather an obvious attempt to introduce religion into the schools (Biever, 6).

We will now examine the progress regarding the goals and objectives of the Intelligent Design movement that were outlined in the Wedge Strategy document in the six years since it was originally published. As discussed earlier, the Wedge Strategy is divided up into three distinct phases which are “roughly but not strictly chronological” (Discovery Institute, “Wedge Strategy,” 1999). Phase I and II roughly fall into their Five Year Goals. Phase I seeks to establish a solid foundation of research and writing to ensure that the messages of the ID movement are seen to persuade rather than indoctrinate. In this phase, the emphasis is on supporting research and publication of work, primarily in biology and paleontology that corroborates their contention that there is a master designer guiding the development of life. 

To this end they have set up research institutes devoted to this purpose and actively recruit Fellows to work on these issues. The Discovery Institute’s own “Center for the Renewal of Science and Culture” is one of these Foundations. Another is the “Undergraduate Intelligent Design Research Center,” sponsored by its parent organization, the “Access Research Network” (www.arn.org) who state that while their mission is “providing accessible information on science, technology and society,” “science and technology are only half the picture.” They claim to put science in perspective by “looking at related political, ethical and philosophical issues--so you can get a well-rounded understanding of the hot issues.” In addition, there are Intelligent Design research centers at several colleges and university, including Baylor University. Collectively, these projects and institutions are actively pursuing research to support Intelligent Design Theory. 

The second phase of the Wedge Strategy is to “prepare for the popular reception of our ideas” through publicity and opinion-making, and to this end, the research fellows supported by the aforementioned institutions have published scores of academic papers, books and articles on these topics. Another important measurement milestone in Phase II is to have a documentary film supporting implications of Intelligent Design appear on PBS. Despite the Access Research Network press release on April 27, 2003 announcing that the documentary was being made available through an uplink satellite feed to PBS stations around the country, I have been unable to find any evidence that this program, called “Unlocking the Mystery of Life: The Scientific Case for Intelligent Design,” has been shown on any PBS station. Its distributor, Illustra Media (http://www.illustramedia.com/PBSpage.htm), have a statement on their website that the program is not currently scheduled on any PBS station, and urges supporters to contact their local stations to request that they air the documentary. Interestingly, the Access Research Network now has an entire section on their website with “critical analysis” devoted to debunking a “pro-evolution” documentary series that PBS did run on its stations throughout the country. These are reprinted from other pro ID sites, and include titles such as “Fatuous Filmmaking,” “The Magnum Opus of a Dying Theory,” and “PBS’s Documentary Series, ‘Evolution,’ is Propaganda, Not Science” (http://www.arn.org/pbs_evolution0901.htm).

Finally, one of the most worrisome aspects of Phase II of the Wedge Strategy is their stated objectives to “cultivate and convince influential individuals in print and broadcast media, as well as think tank leaders, scientists and academics, congressional staff, talk show hosts, college and seminary presidents and faculty, future talent and academic allies” in an effort to popularize their ideas. Print and broadcast media and the majority of scientists and academics have not been receptive to their message. However, the leaders of the ID movement have managed to influence a crucial segment of their target audience, namely certain members of Congress, much of the Republican Party, and most of the current administration in the White House, who through their influence, personal belief in God and the Bible, and with the authority to legislate are in the process of attempting to pass laws and statutes that contain language that will prepare the way for Intelligent Design to gain acceptance into the mainstream of American society. With vocal supporters such as Tom Delay, Bill Frist, Rick Santorum and others, as well as statements by President Bush such as “the jury’s still out on evolution” (Slevin, 3/14/05) and “both sides ought to be properly taught…so that people can understand what the debate is about” (Slevin, 11/9/05) the ID movement is gaining a foothold. Rick Santorum, a Christian who according to the Washington Post draws on Discovery Institute’s publications, drafted language to go with the “No Child Left Behind” law that said students should be exposed to “the full range of scientific views that exist.” This language is now being used by school boards controlled by members of the religious right to attempt to set new teaching standards that allow for the teaching of the controversy between Intelligent Design and the Theory of Evolution (Slevin, 3/14/05).

I believe that when the dust settles on this controversy, regardless of how it is decided (and in this current political climate, nothing is certain), the effort to create and popularize Intelligent Design Theory will be considered a textbook case in the use of Mass Communication to influence society by a small group of dedicated believers. Since proponents of I.D. are not the media, they did not have direct access to the public, and had to find creative strategies for spreading their message. They have gone about accomplishing this by creating their own institutes, such as the “Discovery Institute’s Center for the Renewal of Science & Culture;” educational organizations such as the “Intelligent Design Undergraduate Research Center” sponsored by the “Access Research Network;” religious programming on television and radio, such as Pat Robertson’s 700 Club which analyzes the political implications of religion in society and Focus on the Family’s founder Dr. James C. Dobson through his daily radio program;  and through publication of their own works, such as non-peer reviewed “academic” articles, and even textbooks supporting Intelligent Design theory such as Paul Nelson’s Of Panda’s and People. However, because the backers of these institutions created to disseminate information on Intelligent Design are not “the media,” their efforts have not been subject to the regulations and standards that have been imposed and self imposed on the conventional media by the Social Responsibility Theory to ensure fairness, ethical standards and practices. Their attempts around these standards have to a certain extent raised the hackles of the mainstream media, who have generally sided with the mainstream scientific community, who have themselves imposed strict moral and ethical standards on their practices. Evidence of the lack of support for the ideas of ID can be seen in the almost complete lack of information supporting it in the cultural forum of the various channels of the mainstream media including print, television, radio, etc.

We will now explore the reasons why the mainstream media tend to side with the mainstream scientific community on issues regarding Intelligent Design, and simultaneously explore the concepts of mass communication that come into play in the media’s role in investigating and conveying the theory of Intelligent Design to the public. 

The backers of the Intelligent Design movement have displayed a keen understanding and use of Media Literacy in their efforts to use the tools of mass communication to spread their message. In order to effectively communicate through mass communication channels, an individual or group must have a thorough understanding of how messages are received and interpreted. In this case, it is taking the five fundamental aspects of media literacy published by Art Silverblatt in 1995, and turning them inside out. For example, Silverblatt’s first fundamental element of media literacy is having an awareness of the impact of media. He talks about the fact that if we do not pay close attention to the messages we are receiving, we run the risk of those messages controlling us rather than us controlling the message (Baran, 35). The ID proponents have taken advantage of the fact that many consumers of mass media do not actively participate in making meaning of incoming messages, but instead, passively receive the messages without applying critical skills to analyzing those messages. This is especially true for many fundamentalist Christians who have been taught an underlying message of following leaders and in the literal translation of the bible.  Therefore, if the ID message comes from a religious authority, say a church pastor or a televangelist, or from the President of the United States, it increases the likelihood that it will be accepted uncritically. 

This last point is closely related to Paul Lazerfeld’s Two-Step Flow theory. Similar to the Mass Society Theory discussed later in this paper, the Two-Step Flow theory seems to be embraced as a tactic of the Intelligent Design movement, despite its decline in popularity among those who study the patterns of mass communication. According to Baran, the Two-Step Flow theory is an example of a limited effect theory developed in the middle part of the twentieth century. This theory states that the media’s role in determining public opinion is mediated by “opinion leaders,” who study the messages of the media and then shape and interpret those messages for “opinion followers” based on their own beliefs and values (422). This is demonstrated in this case by the Intelligent Design movement’s primary strategy of using religiously based television and radio programs, such as the afore mentioned 700 Club syndicated television program and Dr. James Dobson’s Focus on the Family radio program, along with their own institutions and publishing houses, to disseminate the fundamental principles of design theory. By doing this, they are building a solid foundation of support through those people who are already predisposed to their messages before beginning an all-out effort to reach the rest of society.  

Another aspect of media literacy that comes into play is having an understanding of the process of mass communication. Silverblatt asks us to develop an understanding of the components of the mass communication process and how they relate, so we can understand how they serve us. He asks us to understand, among other things, what the media’s obligation is to the audience. According to Social Responsibility Theory, the media fulfills its obligation to the society it serves by “setting high standards of professionalism, truth, accuracy, and objectivity” (Baran, 473). Because the pseudo media created by the backers of ID are outside the realm of the control of government or corporate interests, it seems that they are not obligated to conform to these professional standards. An example of this is Discovery Institute’s current denial of any connection between the Intelligent Design Movement and God as the designer of life. They are steadfast in their denial, despite publication of their own Wedge Strategy document, which clearly outlined the theistic goals of the ID movement, on their own website just over five years ago.  

Despite its decline in popularity among the mainstream culture, proponents of Intelligent Design, including the fundamentalist Christian component, appear to demonstrate the fundamental assumptions of the Mass Society Theory which saw its hey day in the first decades of the last century. The idea behind this theory is that the mass media caters to the basest elements of society, the lowest standards, reflecting the interests of those who want to undermine the traditional, (and in this case, theistic) basis of our social order (Baran, 420). To supporters of ID, this would explain the reasons why the secular scientific community set about replacing the biblical teachings of creation with a theory that may deny God’s role in the process – not because discovery and advances in science coupled with the strict scientific method proves evolution to be an accurate interpretation of the origins of life, as true scientists would claim, but instead, because the atheistic scientists are threatened by the idea that someone or something greater than ourselves is truly in charge. It is perceived as a struggle between the believers and the non-believers for the control of the minds and actions of the populace. To the Intelligent Design strategists, average people are defenseless on their own against the relentless messages of the secular scientific community, which, through the American media, repeatedly reinforces the messages of secular humanism. Their attempts at insinuating the idea of a guiding hand, or guiding force into scientific explanations of the workings of the universe is nothing less than a paving of the way for their message of God as Creator of the Universe. This brings into play the hypodermic needle and silver bullet theories, which in this case convey the message that average people are defenseless against these relentless anti-Christian views in the media which are injected into their hearts and minds through books, television, radio, movies, newspapers, magazines, the Internet, and other sources, and without the counter messages of the Intelligent Design movement (think “antidote”), the public will succumb to this chronic disease. 

In conclusion, the Wedge Strategy states that due to his “long tenure in politics, journalism and public policy, Discovery [Institute’s] president Bruce Chapman brings to the project rare knowledge and acquaintance of key op-ed writers, journalists and political leaders. This combination of scientific and scholarly expertise and media and political connections makes the Wedge unique….” I believe that Mr. Chapman’s involvement in shaping the strategies of the Intelligent Design movement goes a long way to explaining the highly sophisticated manipulation of the tenets of the American media to get them to the level they have thus far managed to achieve. However, applying the concepts and theories of Mass Communication can only go so far; the influence of the Intelligent Design movement has not taken hold in the mainstream culture outside of the domain of the right wing Christian conservatives in the first five years since the publication of the Wedge Strategy. Therefore, I believe, the strategists are now in the process of moving to Phase III, which involves direct confrontation with their detractors in the academic community as well as pursuing legal actions to counter resistance to assimilating design theory into the public school science curricula. This is evidenced by recent court cases in Kansas and Pennsylvania to allow the “teaching of the controversy over evolution” in the public schools (Slevin, 11/9/05). The outcome of these cases will determine their next step in this fascinating example of the use of mass communication to influence the values of an entire culture.
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