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Abstract 
It is a common assumption that biological organisms appear as though they were designed. Prior to the Darwinian 

revolution, the order of biological organisms was often taken as a sign of their divine Creator. It is also commonly 

argued that Darwinian evolutionary theory as a good explanation for the adaptive complexity of biology reveals this 

appearance to be merely an illusion. However, in recent philosophical discussion several defenses of the compatibility 

of divine design and Darwinian evolution have emerged. These defenses argue that not only are divine design and 

evolution compatible, but even that biological organisms can continue to function as pointers to the Creator even in a 

Darwinian cosmos. This article explores and extends these recent arguments. I analyze four different strategies for 

arguing that the wisdom of the Creator is apparent in biological organisms. The basic underlying assumption is that the 

products of some larger whole can reflect the rationality and designedness of that whole.  

  

 

 

Introduction: The Idea of Biological Design  
 

In his Natural Theology (1802), William Paley argued that when we recognize the divine origins of 

the biological complexity that surrounds us, “the world from thenceforth becomes a temple, and life 

itself one continued act of adoration. The change is no less than this, that whereas formerly God 

was seldom in our thoughts, we can now scarcely look upon anything without perceiving its relation 

to him. Every organized natural body, in the provisions which it contains for its sustentation and 

propagation, testified a care on the part of the Creator expressly directed to these purposes.” 1 In 

Paley´s vision of the world, biology becomes a kind of sacred science. The world is a temple and 
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biological organisms are the icons in it, through which the wisdom of the Creator can be indirectly 

perceived. 

At least on the surface level, it seems that Paley´s understanding of biological design 

arguments is made obsolete by evolutionary biology. Paley’s Natural Theology was familiar to 

Charles Darwin, who had read and loved the book already as a student in Cambridge. But later 

Darwin would come to reject Paley´s arguments. In a famous passage in his autobiography, Darwin 

wrote that “the old argument of design in nature, as given by Paley, which formerly seemed to me 

so conclusive, falls, now that the law of natural selection has been discovered. We can no longer 

argue that, for instance, the beautiful hinge of a bivalve shell must have been made by an intelligent 

being, like the hinge of a door by a man.” 2 Michael Ruse notes that Darwinian evolutionary biology 

does in a way continue the legacy of Paley, since it also acknowledges the reality of biological 

“teleology” or “teleolonomy”: biological organisms are full of amazing adaptive complexity that 

needs to be explained somehow. However, rather than explaining the appearance of teleology by 

reference to a Creator, Darwinian evolutionary biology explains adaptive complexity as the result of 

the law of natural selection working on accidental, hereditary mutations.3 

This has formed the basis for the rejection of the appearance of design in biology as an 

illusion. For example, Richard Dawkins argues that Darwinian evolutionary theory shows that the 

apparent of design emerges without the need for any Creator.4 Many theistic evolutionists have 

agreed that though a theological and philosophical belief in the createdness of nature remains 

possible with evolution, it is now difficult for us to see the order of biological organisms as a 

pointer to God. For Francisco Ayala, this is even a blessing, since attributing the order of the 

organisms to the design of the Creator would also make the Creator responsible for the poorly 

designed features of biological organisms. Darwin´s gift to religion is to show how the order of 

biology can be explained without the Creator´s intervention.5 

Clearly, theistic evolutionists cannot argue that organisms are designed in the same way as 

human craftsmen make door hinges. To be fair, Paley himself also would not have thought that God 

created the organisms in precisely the same way as humans design things. For all his faults, it is 

clear from his Natural Theology that Paley also believed in God´s transcendence. But there does 

seem to be a tension between Paleyan design arguments and evolutionary biology, because Paley 

formulated his argument in competition with natural explanations. In his Natural Theology, Paley 

seems to regard the lack of natural explanations for biological complexity as an important merit of 

his design argument.6 So in this respect the emergence of a plausible naturalistic explanation for 

life’s adaptive complexity is certainly relevant for Paley’s argument. It is also relevant for critiquing 

ID´s arguments, which are typically formulated in competition against naturalistic explanations.7 

However, in recent discussion the possibility that biology could still point to the Creator even 
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in an evolutionary cosmos has been defended by several philosophers, such as Alvin Plantinga, Del 

Ratzsch and Mats Wahlberg. Their arguments for the compatibility of design are philosophical, and 

are not meant to challenge evolutionary biology. The purpose of this article is to explore these 

arguments that there could still be a more subtle or indirect sense in which biological organisms are 

designed, and point to the Creator even in an evolutionary cosmos.  

The argument is also related to the theistic argument from beauty: theists often feel that the 

existence of God can make sense of the beauty of nature´s order, such as that seen in rainbows and 

snowflakes. If such phenomena can be at least weak evidence for theism despite our ability to 

explain them as a result of the laws of physics, then it seems intuitively possible that the phenomena 

of life could also be such evidence. Charles Kingsley famously wrote: “we knew of old that God 

was so wise that he could make all things: but behold, He is so much wiser than that, that he can 

make all things make themselves.”8 As Wahlberg writes on this: “If it takes more wisdom to create 

through an evolutionary process than by hands-on-design, and if structures created by hand-on-

design by humans are expressive of human intent and intelligence, why could not structures created 

by God in that more wisdom-demanding way reflect divine intent and intelligence?”9 The main 

question of the paper is: might design as a pointer towards the Creator be coherently reconciled with 

evolutionary biology? 

The question is separate from the overall compatibility of evolution and creation. In my view, 

this has already been firmly established in the theology and science literature. For example, it is 

clearly possible to argue that the Creator has invisibly directed the evolutionary process, such as 

through directing mutations by working on the quantum level.10 Theistic evolutionists can combine 

belief in design and evolution in a theology of nature. In this way, it is possible to argue that 

biological complexity is not itself a sign or evidence of the Creator, but that theists can believe for 

some other reason (for example, based on the Biblical scriptures) that God has directed evolution in 

a way that is invisible to us.  Within theistic natural theology, a typical way of defending design 

arguments has been to shift the level of discourse away from biology to the preconditions of 

biology. One can argue that evolution does not solve the problem of design completely, but simply 

pushes it back to the laws of nature. So, theists can still argue that the data of fine-tuning and the 

rationality of the cosmos, for example, make better sense on a theistic perspective than on the 

atheistic one. Or theists might argue that evolution overall displays some direction towards 

increased complexity and intelligence, and this might make more sense on the theistic perspective. 

But these proposals are not under consideration here: I am interested in the idea that the order of 

biological organisms itself might still function as some kind of pointer to the divine reality even in 

an evolutionary cosmos.11 

So, the question is if we can have evidence of the Creator through biological organisms, rather 
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than simply believing in the Creator´s involvement because of our other theological views. 

Naturally, within theistic evolutionism any interpretation of biological adaptive complexity as a 

pointer towards the Creator will have to be understood as a philosophical or theological 

interpretation, rather than a scientific viewpoint. Theistic evolutionists generally accept some form 

of methodological naturalism, and do not wish to insert design as an explanation into the natural 

sciences, or to argue that the Creator must have intervened in the evolutionary process. So, the 

challenge for these theistic evolutionists is also to formulate their belief in biological design in a 

way that does not violate methodological naturalism, and so does not become a form of Intelligent 

Design or “scientific creationism”. 

How then might biology still manifest the Creator in an evolutionary cosmos? In this paper, I 

will consider two main strategies for answering the question: (1) the defense of design as a 

perceptually based belief, instead of an argument, and (2) the modification of biological design 

arguments using the strategy of shifting the level of explanation. I will then consider the relevance 

of the fine-tuning required by evolution, also showing how some of the ID movement´s arguments 

might be turned around to support a form of theistic evolution instead. I will mostly leave aside the 

consideration of other objections to the design argument which are independent of the Darwinian 

objection.12 

The two strategies for defending the compatibility of evolution and manifest design do not 

necessarily need to be opposed: it is often the case that we can support a perceptually based belief 

with further arguments, and relating such beliefs to our broader knowledge is useful. Actually, all 

the thinkers under consideration here agree that design beliefs are intuitive for humans. In the 

discourse on natural theology, it is often also argued that the many of the arguments of natural 

theology develop certain human intuitions about the world into arguments, and thus help expand 

and evaluate the basis of our intuitive beliefs.13 The credibility of our commonsense beliefs can 

often be tested by reflective thinking. So, even if belief in design gains some prima facie credibility 

from being akin to a perception, it does not follow that the strength of our beliefs in design could 

not be influenced by arguments. Our beliefs could be motivated by a mixture of inferential and non-

inferential support, rather than having to choose either one as the exclusive method of reasoning. 

Intuitively accepted beliefs can gain or lose support based on what further research and analytic 

arguments show about the same issue.14 This means that both supporters and critics of design 

arguments can find value in studying and discussing design arguments, even if they accept the idea 

that the design intuition grants prima facie plausibility to design. Supporters can argue that the 

reliability of this intuition can be further supported by arguments, while critics can attempt to show 

the unreliability of the initial perception of design with further evidence. 
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“Design Discourse” Instead of Design Arguments 
 

The first strategy for combining evolution and design which I will consider is based on the idea that 

design can be manifest in biological organisms without requiring the defense of a design argument. 

Already Thomas Reid (1710–96) argued that belief in design is based on a non-inferential capacity 

to detect design that all humans have and that is required to detect even the intelligence of other 

humans. Just as we perceive that other humans have minds, and that human artifacts are 

purposefully created, so too we also perceive that there is a Creator of nature. According to Reid, 

design arguments can act to reinforce the reliability of this initial perception, but such arguments are 

not necessary for belief.15 In the recent discussion, Alvin Plantinga, Del Ratzsch, Mats Wahlberg 

and John Mullen and Mats Wahlberg have followed Reid´s general line of argument, and have 

claimed in different ways that belief in the designedness of biology can be based simply on the 

human perception of biology as designed, without requiring further argument. Usually, perceptually 

based beliefs such as “I see a tree outside of my window” are believed to be true without argument, 

as long as we do not have other reasons to distrust the reliability of our faculties. These thinkers 

argue that we are similarly prima facie rational to trust our cognitive faculties when these faculties 

tell us that biology is designed. I will concentrate here particularly on Plantinga´s statement of this 

strategy. 

Plantinga is supportive of the Intelligent Design movement´s arguments, and is not fully 

convinced of the truth of evolutionary explanations. Nevertheless, as a philosophical point, 

Plantinga does not believe that even the success of evolutionary biology should threaten belief in 

biological design. This is because for Plantinga, belief in design is not based on arguments, but 

rather on the normal functioning of our cognitive faculties. When we perceive the nature of 

biological systems, the belief that these systems are designed simply seems to spontaneously arise 

in us. Just as we normally trust in the deliverances of our memory, perception, logical intuitions and 

so, we should also normally trust in our capability to detect design.16 In Plantinga´s epistemology, 

we are justified in accepting the beliefs formed by our faculties, if we do not encounter a strong 

enough reason to disbelieve them. Such beliefs are formed without arguments, and are called “basic 

beliefs” in Plantinga´s terminology. The reasons to give up such beliefs are called “defeaters”. So, 

in order to show that we can justifiably see biological organisms as designed, this strategy simply 

requires us to show that (1) the normal functioning of our cognitive faculties seems to produce 

belief in the createdness of biology, and (2) that none of the proposed defeaters for this belief, such 

as Darwinian evolution, actually refute design.17 

Related to the first point, it is not difficult to find prominent thinkers claiming that biology 
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appears to be designed. The Duke of Argyll´s account of a conversation with Darwin is famous:  

 

“In the course of that conversation I said to Mr. Darwin, with reference to some of his own remarkable 

works on the Fertilisation of Orchids, and upon The Earthworms, and various other observations he made 

of the wonderful contrivances for certain purposes in nature – I said it was impossible to look at these 

without seeing that they were the effect and the expression of Mind. I shall never forget Mr. Darwin´s 

answer. He looked at me very hard and said, ‘Well, that often comes over me with overwhelming force; 

but at other times’, and he shook his head vaguely, adding, ‘it seems to go away.’”18  

 

In many account, the feeling that biology is designed is described as having a “force like that of 

sensation”, to use David Hume´s phrase in the Dialogues.19 Mats Wahlberg notes that in such texts, 

the observer of nature is described in passive terms, with the perception that nature is designed 

coming from the outside, overwhelming the observer.20 Following work in the cognitive sciences of 

religion, it has recently been often argued that agent-based explanations are natural to us humans in 

the sense that they accord with our natural cognitive tendencies, and so are easy for us to accept. 

Some even argue that children are ‘intuitive theists’. Even adults appear to have the same intuitive 

tendency to explain things by reference to purposes.21  

These results seem to support the idea that “design thinking may be natural to our sorts of 

intellects”, as Del Ratzsch puts it.22 But others have used the results of the cognitive sciences of 

religion to it has been argued that (1) the design-detection mechanisms have evolved to be useful 

for detecting human agents, so we cannot assume their reliability regarding non-human agents, (2) it 

might be evolutionary useful for the mechanism to detect agents hyperactively; it might have even 

aided the survival of the species to believe that non-existent supernatural agents exist. There has 

been much discussion of these and other critiques, and it is my opinion that good answers to these 

“debunking arguments” exist.23 

For example, regarding the first critique, it is plausible to assume that a cognitive mechanism 

can also be useful and truth-tracking outside of the original context in which it evolved. Thus 

though the human capacity to detect agents has originally evolved in a context where detecting the 

operation of other human agents and predators was paramount, it could in principle also be able to 

detect the existence of extraterrestrial agents, if we were to meet any. And if supernatural agents 

sometimes act in a way that is in somehow analogous to human agents, then it seems reasonable to 

assume that we could also detect supernatural agents.24 Furthermore, defenders of the reliability of 

detecting design can argue that the hypothetical agency detection device seems reliable in most 

cases, so without further reason to doubt its reliability we should also begin by assuming its 

reliability in the case of nature´s order, or at the very least not wholly dismiss its testimony as 

evidence of a Creator.25 
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One does not need to accept the entire Reidian epistemological approach to grant that we 

indeed do have many justified beliefs that are formed without arguments, simply on the basis of the 

normal functioning of our faculties or “common sense.” For example, evidentialists like Richard 

Swinburne and Trent Dougherty also have much good to say about trusting in the general reliability 

of our common sense. Without such a trust, it is difficult for any discussion, including scientific 

discourse, to get started at all.26 If we do have a design detection module, as is posited in some 

research in the cognitive sciences of religion, then it does seem rational to begin by assuming its 

reliability, until we gain evidence against it. But as with other commonsense beliefs, it should 

indeed also be possible to disprove intuitions about biological design. In addition to the results of 

the cognitive sciences of religion, proponents of this perceptual approach must also show that 

Darwinian evolution does not provide a defeater for the perceptual belief.  

Is evolution then a defeater for design beliefs? Here it is important to note, following 

Wahlberg, two different senses in which evolution could be such a defeater.27 First (1), it could be 

argued that there is a contradiction between evolution and design, such that both cannot be true at 

the same time. Against such critiques, Plantinga and the other defenders of design as a perceptual 

belief can appeal to all the common defenses of the compatibility of evolution and creation; there 

appear to be many ways in which the Creator could have used an evolutionary process to create life. 

For example, the Creator could have set up nature in the beginning in such a way that evolution 

would occur, or the Creator could have invisibly directed the course of evolution. The second 

critique (2) is the more difficult one: evolution could be argued to make design as an explanation 

unnecessary for the features of biology. According to this critique, though evolution does not falsify 

the existence of the Creator or his involvement even in biology, evolution does falsify the idea that 

biology is somehow expressive of the Creator.28 

Plantinga´s own responses to evolution as a defeater concentrate on showing that evolution is 

compatible with design. He argues that the unguidedness of evolution is not a part of evolutionary 

biology itself, but rather merely a metaphysical interpretation of evolution. Evolutionary science 

itself does not rule out the possibility that many mutations in the history of life could have been 

divinely guided, and so it is in principle compatible with design. So, evolution does not show that 

design is false.29 But this response leaves evolution intact as a defeater in the second, weaker sense. 

The intuitive belief in design arises in Plantinga´s design discourse as a response to certain features 

of organisms, such as their adaptive complexity. It seems that at least part of the intuition is that 

these organisms cannot be explained without design. If evolutionary biology shows that these 

features are plausibly explained without any need for intelligent guidance, is this truly not at all 

relevant to how well grounded these believer´s ideas about design are? It seems to me that to defend 

the rationality of this design discourse, it is needed to go beyond the mere in principle compatibility 
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of evolution and design to showing how evolution depends on design. It is needed to show that 

design and evolution function somehow on different levels of explanation, so that evolution does 

not eliminate the grounds of the design perception. But before discussing this issue further, I need to 

also introduce the discussion over biological design detection as an argument, not just a perception. 

 

Design and Levels of Explanation  
 

The broad compatibility of design and natural causes is a given in the history of design arguments. 

Plato’s demiurge, for example, created by using matter’s existing properties, not out of nothing or 

contrary to laws of nature. For the death of Socrates, Plato saw several causes. While the poison 

drank by Socrates was the material cause of his death, it would have been an error to see only this 

side of the issue. Instead, the political situation of Athens and the plans and purposes of both 

Socrates and his opponents were also important to note. For Plato, material and teleological 

explanation were thus complementary levels of explanation. On this model, a design argument is 

not necessarily in conflict with material explanations.30 Similarly, Thomas Aquinas separated 

between primary and secondary causes, arguing that God often works in nature through secondary 

causes.31 In the human context, we might think that an architect is still responsible for the overall 

structure of the house she designed, even if the construction work is done by others. 

Nevertheless, biological design arguments have historically been usually formulated in 

competition with natural explanations. Though there are several different formulations of the 

argument, typically they proceed roughly in the following manner. First, some property is identified 

as a marker of intelligent design based on our own experience of that property and our 

understanding of its nature. For example, teleology as the purposeful arrangement of parts and 

functional information can be argued to be such markers of design, properties for which design is a 

particularly good explanation. Second, it is argued that biological organisms are full of such 

properties. Third, it is argued that there are no credible natural explanations for these properties of 

organisms, and so design is the most credible explanation of some features of biological organisms. 

However, if we accept the success of Darwinian evolutionary explanations for biological teleology, 

this poses a challenge to these design arguments. These arguments occupy the same explanatory 

space as evolution, so that design and evolution function as competing explanations for the same 

data. Evolution also functions as a defeater for the claim that the apparent teleology of organisms 

requires design to produce. How then might we modify biological design arguments to defuse this 

conflict with evolution?32 

Clues might perhaps be gleaned from the discussion over cosmological fine-tuning 
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arguments, in which it is claimed that the laws, constants and conditions of the cosmos are fine-

tuned for allowing the existence of complex life and scientific discovery. Life and its evolution 

require the fulfilment of many highly demanding conditions. I take the basic idea that fine-tuning 

exists to be fairly uncontroversial, as it is acknowledged by scientists with highly varying 

worldviews.33 The explanation of fine-tuning is more controversial. Many argue that if there were 

an enormous amount of universes with varying constants and laws of nature, then it would be 

credible that some of the universes would have just the right kind of laws to allow for the existence 

of complex life even without God. Defenders of the fine-tuning argument have made several 

different responses to the problem, but the one that interests me here is the argument that the 

multiverse hypothesis does not actually solve the problem, but merely pushes it back. For example, 

Robin Collins argues that proposed multiverse hypotheses require precisely fine-tuned laws of 

nature to generate the universes and their varying natural constants. So, the multiverse hypothesis 

does not explain the existence of the fine-tuning required for a multiverse capable of generating 

life-supporting conditions. But this means that the grounds for the fine-tuning argument remain.34 

Ratzsch and Koperski have called this kind of defense of design arguments “level-shifting”, 

identifying both plausible and implausible examples of level-shifting. On the one hand, suppose that 

an elderly uncle dies in suspicious circumstances, and relatives suspect the niece killed the uncle. 

Police investigations, however, reveal a natural cause for the death: the uncle’s medication was 

mixed up. The relatives can plausible claim that the niece killed the uncle by mixing up his 

medication, thus moving their design-explanation up one level. Here the natural explanation does 

not eliminate the evidence for design. On the other hand, suppose that crop circles (which some 

UFO enthusiasts suppose are produced by aliens) are proven with video evidence to be made by 

humans. An UFO enthusiast could respond to this alternative explanation by claiming that the aliens 

must be mind controlling the humans. However, here level-shifting is clearly implausible, and the 

hypothesis of aliens has become unnecessary for explaining the data.35 The central factor separating 

plausible and implausible level-shifting in these examples seems to be whether the natural 

explanation eliminates the reason why the design hypothesis was made in the first place. 

David Glass uses the concept of “explaining away” to describe this kind of elimination. 

Whether something can be explained away depends on if we have access to a well-established 

hypothesis that can explain all of the evidence. As Glass notes, “in most cases design is compatible 

with the alternative explanation, but if this is so, why not accept both design and the alternative 

explanation? The obvious answer is that there is no need to infer two explanations when one will 

do. When I learn that my children were playing in the study, the hypothesis that there has been a 

burglary becomes redundant as an explanation for the untidiness. In general, however, there is a 

question as to when one explanation is good enough to render the other redundant.” 36 Applied to the 
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question of design in biology, the question is: Does explaining biological adaptive complexity by 

reference to natural evolutionary mechanisms leave any grounds for design as an explanation, or is 

the evidence of design explained away? If grounds for design-based explanations remain, then a 

design argument can work without gaps. If alternative explanations more plausibly explain away the 

data that were originally the basis of the design argument, then no good grounds for such a gapless 

design argument remain. 

Ratzsch makes many further analogies that are helpful at this point. For example, Ratzsch 

asks us to image that we found the text of John 3:16 written on the surface of the moon. This would 

be powerful evidence of design, even in the absence of any “gaps” or counterflow in nature´s 

processes. Even supposing that we were able to explain the text as an event caused by meteor 

strikes, and were able to trace its origin back to the Big Bang, it seems that this would still not 

eliminate the evidence of design. Rather, it would simply push back the problem. In this case, it 

seems that natural explanations and design simply function on different explanatory levels.37 

Based on Ratzsch´s analogy, one could argue that that finding the physical causes responsible 

for the formation of living organisms, and being able to trace these back to the Big Bang, would 

nevertheless not necessarily eliminate the evidence of design that living being exhibit. On this 

understanding, evolution does not need to eliminate evidence of biological design.38 

Ratzsch also asks us to consider the possibility of a fully automated factory producing VCRs 

(video cassette recorders). In this case one could give a complete causal account of the production 

and physical properties of the VCR´s from the initial factory state. On the level of a physical 

science studying the processes of the factory, there would be no absolute need to refer to designers. 

But as Ratzsch points out, “we’d still feel that something was missing – that there was something 

about the factory itself, perhaps implicit in the “givens” that demanded special explanation.” 39 

Explaining the VCR´s production in terms of the properties of the factory would leave something 

unexplained that we would still have to explain through design. If the properties of the factory itself 

are designed, then this designedness “is not a simple causal irrelevance, given that without that 

factory’s designedness the [products] would fail both to exist and to have key physical properties 

they in fact have.” 40 

Just as the properties of the factory are not irrelevant for explaining the properties of the 

VCR´s, so also it seems that the properties of the laws of nature are not irrelevant to explaining the 

properties of biological organisms. The rationality of the factory and so the design behind this 

rationality is also visible in the VCR´s, even though no interventions into the processes of the 

factory were made. In the same way, the rationality of the Creator could be visible in biological 

organisms, even if the Creator works through natural processes. 

One central objection to this type of argument comes immediately to mind: in the case of the 
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text of John 3:16, nobody would claim that physics alone could explain this rational pattern. 

Though physics could trace the causes of the physical pattern back to the Big Bang, this would still 

leave the origin of the semantic content of the pattern completely unexplained. However, the case is 

claimed to be different in biology. Evolutionary biology also attempts to explain the rationality of 

organisms as the result of chance mutations and natural selection, which cause adaptation to the 

environment. So, unlike in the case of physics, evolutionary biology attempts to explain just the 

features which are also the grounds of the traditional design arguments. Furthermore, in some 

understandings of evolution, what happens in evolution is highly contingent, rather than being 

determined by the preconditions of the process, which also makes evolution different from 

Ratzsch´s analogies.41 Importantly, even after these critiques, the basic point of the analogy remains 

sound: the products of a larger whole can reflect the designedness of that whole. However, to 

defend the claim that the biological organisms in our world can also reflect the designedness of that 

whole, it needs to be shown that in some sense, evolution pushes the problem of the origin of 

biological forms back to the laws of nature. Evolution also must not demonstrate that teleology can 

emerge without a designer.  

 

Biological Design, the Extended Synthesis and Intelligent 

Design 
 

As noted, for defending the reliability of the design perception it needs to be argued that life can in 

some way make manifest the properties of its Creator, even if there is no need to refer to a Creator 

when explaining the proximate causes of biological order. And to defend biological design 

arguments through level-shifting, it must be argued that evolution does not defeat the link between 

teleology and design. The problem is the same in both cases, and responding to it is challenging, 

because evolutionary mechanisms have typically been posited to explain the order of life as a 

contingent result of the operation of natural selection working on random hereditary mutations. 

However, it seems to me that recent developments, particularly the recognition of the fine-tuning 

required by evolution, provides grounds for arguing that the mechanism of mutation and selection 

indeed does not explain the evidence of design alone, but only in conjunction with the fine-tuned 

natural laws.  As Christian de Duve pointed out already in 1984, evolutionary “chance did not 

operate in a vacuum. It operated in a universe governed by orderly laws and made of matter 

endowed with specific properties. These laws and properties are the constraints that shape the 

evolutionary roulette and restrict the numbers that it can turn up.” 42 
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As stated, I take the general idea of fine-tuning to be fairly uncontroversial. The extent to 

which the course of evolution is actually predetermined in the laws of nature is a more controversial 

matter. Some argue for a high degree of direction, others for less. For example, paleontologist 

Simon Conway Morris argues that the phenomenon of convergence in particular reveals the lawlike 

nature of evolution, though there remains much room for freedom and contingency in the process. 

Conway Morris argues that the evidence points to “the existence of something analogous to 

‘attractors’, by which evolutionary trajectories are channeled towards stable nodes of 

functionality.” 43 The phenomenon of convergent evolution, where similar features evolve in many 

separated lineages, seems to show that evolution repeatedly keeps finding the same solutions. 

According to Conway Morris, it is plausible that the possible biological forms, and so also the form 

of the tree of life, are to some degree determined in the laws of nature.44 

The significance of this for defending biological design is that if Conway Morris and others 

are correct, then evolution itself depends on the broader laws of nature. As Nicole Hoggard Creegan 

puts the point, “While teleology strained against the grammar of natural selection alone, it is not at 

all a foreign or difficult concept in the light of convergence, evo devo, and epigenetics.”45 Consider 

again Dawkins´ idea that evolution shows the appearance of design in biology to be merely an 

illusion. According to Dawkins, Darwinian evolution functions as a “consciousness-raiser” which 

shows that teleology can be reduced to material processes, and that we should not trust our 

intuitions about design in nature. He argues that “a deep understanding of Darwinism teaches us to 

be wary of the easy assumption that design is the only alternative to chance, and teaches us to seek 

out graded ramps of slowly increasing complexity. – – After Darwin, we should feel, deep in our 

bones, suspicious of the very idea of design.” 46 Dawkins argues that since Darwinism shows that 

reductionistic explanations for teleology are possible, it provides grounds for the reduction of all 

teleology to non-intentional material causes. This is one point where ID proponent Phillip Johnson 

agrees with Dawkins – according to Johnson, Darwinism lends credence to such reductionism, and 

thus includes a way of thought which is contradictory with cosmic design arguments as well.47 

But why should Darwinian evolutionary biology show that our hypothetical agency detection 

device is in error in the case of biology? It seems that evolutionary biology can only show that we 

are in error if no design is actually required for the emergence of biological complexity. But 

following the analogy of the factory, it is possible to believe that while no teleology is required on 

the level of proximate biological explanations, evolution itself ultimately depends on teleology built 

into the universe. If this is true, then the Darwinian process does not work without teleology. Just as 

the designedness of an automated factory is not irrelevant to the production of its products, the 

designedness of the universe is not irrelevant to the production of organisms. So Darwinian 

evolution itself cannot prove that biology does not require design. To prove this, we would have to 
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prove that the laws of nature do not require a designer. But this argument is outside biology. Rather, 

we need other grounds for rejecting the design intuition.  

For this kind of argument to work, the wider teleology of the cosmos must be highly important 

for the possibility of evolution. As an elaboration of this point, and also since my theme is salvaging 

biological design arguments”, it is also interesting to return to the critique of evolutionary 

explanations by the ID movement. In my view, many critiques of evolutionary biology seem to 

show at least ways in which the process of evolution could have failed to work. In this way they can 

be turned around to work instead as arguments that evolution requires fine-tuning. Take as an 

example Michael J. Behe´s argument from irreducible complexity. The argument is that certain 

systems cannot be plausibly derived in a stepwise fashion, if we want to satisfy the condition that 

each evolutionary step along the way must be beneficial for survival. Evolution through non-

beneficial steps would not be aided by natural selection, and so would be too improbable. With his 

argument, Behe is attempting to answer Darwin’s challenge, as set out in the Origin of Species:  “If 

it could be demonstrated that any complex organ existed, which could not possibly have been 

formed by numerous, successive, slight modifications, my theory would absolutely break down. But 

I can find out no such case.”48 If some complex biological organ could not be developed through 

such small, useful steps, then Behe argues that evolutionary theory’s claim to explain life’s order 

would be jeopardized.49 

Many different lines of critique have been made against the argument, against Behe´s 

definitions and against his evaluations of the literature. For my purposes, it is not necessary to go 

into these complications here. What is interesting is that most of Behe’s critics have admitted that 

many biochemical machines indeed do require a minimum amount of parts in order to work. So 

they could not have generally evolved from simpler precursors fulfilling the same function. 

However, it is argued that the precursors could have had different functions. For example, a system 

that is not a biological motor could have started out as a secretory system The evolutionary history 

of Behe’s irreducibly complex systems, such as the bacterial flagellum, could be very complex, with 

similar parts serving in many slightly different systems with different functions over time.50 

 However, what is typically overlooked is that Behe also considers this option himself and 

gives reasons for rejecting it. Behe states already in Darwin´s Black Box that “an evolutionary story 

for the cilium must envision a circuitous route, perhaps adapting parts that were originally used for 

other purposes.” 51 Just as his critics, Behe argues in favour of this option by referring to homology:  

proteins similar to the parts of the motor are used in cells to serve other functions. Behe speculates 

that perhaps the building of the motor could proceed by adapting these parts first into some simple 

system serving an unknown function, and then add further parts until we come to the ciliar motor.52 

So, Behe’s scenario is very much like the co-option arguments used by many of his critics. 



14 
 
However, he rejects the co-option argument based on the functional requirements of proteins for a 

specific machine. He argues that a protein serving in a given irreducibly complex machine has to be 

fitted to the other proteins required in that machine, attaching itself automatically only to those 

proteins, and not to any others.53 Because a machine is composed of many proteins that have to 

form a seamless whole, the requirements for proteins are, according to Behe, quite strict. The prior 

functions of the parts make them poorly fitting to serve in the new system.54 Behe concludes that 

“analogous parts playing other roles in other systems cannot relieve the irreducible complexity of 

the new system; the focus simply shifts from ‘making’ the components to ‘modifying’ them.”55 

Behe´s argument is that it is implausible to think that precisely the same parts could have a 

function in several different systems, even if its homologues can indeed do so. This argument for 

the high functional specificity required of proteins has been developed further by ID proponents 

Douglas Axe and Ann Gauger, who have argued that there is a great rarity of functional forms, and 

it is difficult to find functional evolutionary pathways between modern homologues.56 In response 

to Axe and Gauger, it has been argued that their failure to find functional intermediates between 

modern proteins does not demonstrate that no such functional intermediates existed between the 

ancestral proteins and modern-day proteins. Perhaps ancestral proteins were less specific to 

particular tasks, and were more evolvable than modern proteins. This would explain the homologies 

of present-day proteins.57 

Gauger has admitted that this type of evolutionary fitness landscape is conceivable, though 

she does not believe it actually exists. But what is interesting here is that Gauger also argues that the 

existence of such a chain of functional intermediates in the fitness landscape would also be 

evidence of design: “unless someone paved a highway to Mt. Whitney that went uphill every step of 

the way, Darwin’s engine would never get out of Death Valley. But a paved highway isn’t evolution, 

it’s design.”58 

Here these ID thinking come close to admitting the possibility of theistic evolutionism. To 

answer ID´s critiques of evolutionary biology, we must argue that there serendipitously exists a 

series of functional forms in morphological space. This series must allow for the move from 

functional system to functional system, so that the requirements of evolution are met. The fitness 

landscape must be fine-tuned in a way that allows for parts of one system to be transformed into 

parts of a new system. The facts of homology arguably provide evidence in favour of such 

pathways, since evolution from a common ancestor would explain these similarities. Granting this, 

we can argue that the possibility of the evolution of such complex structures must be written into 

the laws of nature, and evolution could not proceed otherwise.59 
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Developing the Argument Further 
 

Previously, I argued that defending the idea of biological design as perceptual evidence of a Creator 

requires responding to evolution as a defeater of this idea. Defenders of this approach require a way 

to conceptualize how biological organisms to continue to function as some kind of signs of the 

Creator, even accepting evolution. Conceptualizing evolution as a fine-tuned process where the 

Creator has left the small details to the working of the processes does seem to provide a credible 

line of defense here. In the analogy of the factory, the designedness of the factory is visible in the 

products of the factory; similarly, we could argue that the teleological structure of organisms can 

point to the overall wider teleology of the cosmos itself. The fine-tuning of evolution provides a 

way to defend the analogy of the factory. Nevertheless, due to the large amount of contingency in 

the evolutionary process which remains also in Conway Morris´ account, it seems that some other 

analogy might be more apt than a factory. 

A highly interesting analogy in this vein is provided by Mats Wahlberg. Defending the notion 

that biology might provide perceptual evidence of design even in an evolutionary cosmos, Wahlberg 

also makes use of the analogy with evolutionary computer algorithms. There exists a computer 

program that can write four-part fugues. The user of the program just needs to give the program a 

general theme, and it will then produce a fugue with many properties that cannot be predicted by the 

programmer or the user. Nevertheless, all of the fugues will have several features in common: they 

will be structured according to the western tonal system, exemplify a certain artistic style and so 

forth. So, it seems fair to say that in terms of these essential features, the products of the program 

will still be expressive of the programmer´s intent, even if the particulars are left to chance.60 

Wahlberg argues that if one were to show products of the fugue-writing program to people 

from the 18th century, they would no doubt conclude that the fugue must be written by an intelligent 

composer. Though they would be wrong in believing that each particular feature of the fugue must 

have designed by a composer, Wahlberg argues that these people would still not be totally wrong, 

since the fugue is indeed broadly expressive of the composer´s intent. Similarly, he argues that 

people in the 18th century were not totally wrong in perceiving that biology is designed. If the broad 

lines of evolution are determined in the laws of nature, then the Creator´s intent can be manifest in 

biology, even if the Creator has left much of biology to the operation of natural selection and 

chance.61 Furthermore, the operative principles of evolutionary algorithsm can themselves function 

as evidence of the fine-tuning required by evolution. The construction of such computer programs 

requires a good amount of skill, and the programs only generate interesting results when they are 

well built.62 By analogy, one might argue that nature also must be quite well built in order for an 
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evolutionary process to work. Certainly we as humans would not yet be able to design a system 

capable of producing life.63 

When we realize that evolution requires fine-tuning, it seems to become coherent to 

understand the order of organisms as a reflection of the rationality of the broader cosmos. This basic 

point can be expressed with transitive logic. Suppose that A implies B, and B implies C. By basic 

transitive logic, it follows that A implies C. If the order of biological organisms (A) requires the 

rationality of the cosmos (B), and the rationality of the cosmos is evidence for the Creator (C), then 

the order of biological organisms is evidence for the Creator (A->C). In this way, biological 

organisms could still indirectly testify of the Creator in an evolutionary cosmos. In defending a fine-

tuning design argument, Benjamin Wiker and Jonathan Witt argue that we can appreciate the beauty 

of biological organisms better when we realize how much fine-tuning is required for this beauty to 

be possible.64 Following the previous line of thought, this statement can be turned around: we can 

appreciate the fine-tuning required for life better when we look at the remarkable complexity and 

“designedness” visible in organism. The cosmos has to be a pretty wonderful place in order to allow 

for the evolution of such creatures, and the theologian of nature can argue that such features of the 

cosmos are well explained on a Christian, theistic view of the universe. In this way the 

interpretation of biology as a pointer to God could be quite coherent for those who accept the prima 

facie reliability of the human perception of design in biology. 

 

Considering the Relevance of Design 
 

Based on the prior considerations, the broad compatibility of evolutionary biology and biological 

design as a sign of the Creator seems defensible. However, it is important to note that the 

acceptance of this idea as probably true will also depend on our broader worldview and opinion of 

other arguments. Even though evolutionary biology seems to be compatible with the idea of biology 

as perceptual evidence of design, it is important to note that there are objections from outside of 

biological science that I have not considered here. For example, one might argue that the notion of 

perception that is used by the defenders of this argument is philosophically or psychologically 

erroneous. Or one might argue that we need to consider the perception of design as unreliable 

because we have other reason to be sceptical of the existence of God. Or one might argue that 

because the conclusion of the existence of a Creator is so momentous, we require more evidence 

than just perception before believing it. The evaluation of the credibility of entire worldviews and 

theologies depends on more than just one argument like this. 

Nevertheless, it seems to me that the idea of biological design as a sign of the Creator fits into 
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those theistic worldviews which are positive about the general idea of a natural theology or a 

theology of nature. Related to natural theology, I am under the impression that contemporary natural 

theologians have managed to defend their arguments in ways that bypass the traditional criticisms 

by thinkers like Hume and Kant. In the discussion of design arguments, I have been particularly 

impressed by design arguments based on the fine-tuning of the natural laws and constants of the 

cosmos, which make the existence of complex life and scientific inquiry possible. Such arguments 

are not necessarily persuasive for all, but then very few good arguments in philosophy are 

persuasive to all. But even while I am impressed by such arguments, I find that these arguments can 

often be somewhat esoteric to a laypersons who are unfamiliar with physics. It would be desirable 

to also be able to say that things these laypersons experience as evidence of design (such as the 

order of biological organisms) can in some sense still be such evidence. This would also help make 

sense of the idea that some revelation of the Creator is available to all.65 

Even if we do not think that the features of biology are pointers towards the Creator for all 

people, the idea of biology as a sign of the Creator might still be defensible as part of a theology of 

nature. It could be that when viewing reality through the lens of Christian theology, it is seen in a 

different light than from outside the faith, and perceiving design in biology then becomes credible. 

Something approaching this position is expressed in theologian-scientist Alister McGrath´s natural 

theology. McGrath´s version of natural theology begins from within Christian theology, rather than 

from a supposed objective and neutral standpoint. On his understanding, once nature is viewed 

through Christ, we can perceive God´s glory in nature´s aesthetics and rationality. In McGrath´s 

natural theology (which is closer to a “theology of nature” in Ian G. Barbour´s terminology66), the 

designedness of the cosmos is visible from the Christian viewpoint, but not necessarily visible for 

someone outside the Christian tradition.67 Indeed, McGrath has briefly stated that the complexity of 

biology is still a pointer towards God in some sense, though he rejects the ID movement´s design 

arguments and accepts evolutionary theory.68 

One challenge for integrating the idea of biological design into a natural theological 

framework comes from the problem of natural evil. Recall Ayala´s point quoted in the beginning of 

the article that we do not want to give God responsibility for the bad design evident in biology. It 

would be better to give responsibility for bad design to evolutionary processes which God has left 

free to work in nature. In the theology and science community, there are different opinions of how 

good this response to the problem of natural evil is.69 In any case it seems that Ayala´s theodicy is 

broadly compatible with the combinations of design and evolution analyzed in this paper, since this 

combination also allows for a large amount of contingency in the evolutionary process. It may be 

that emphasizing the contingency of evolution even further would help further remove God´s 

responsibility for natural evil (though God would still remain responsible for creating the laws of 



18 
 
nature). However, emphasizing the contingency of the evolutionary process to such an extent would 

also have the drawback of not giving God any glory for the good in biological nature.  

The compatibility of design and evolution should also be interesting as a response to the ID 

movement´s arguments. As a reader of the debate over Intelligent Design (ID), I have noticed that 

proponents of ID often do not believe that biology could continue to be a pointer towards the 

Creator in a theistic evolutionist understanding, without design being a scientific argument. In this 

context, exploring combinations of design and evolution might help increase the respect proponents 

of ID can feel towards theistic evolutionism.70 The idea that Darwinian evolutionary biology 

undermines belief in design is a common reason for laypersons to be doubtful of the theory. 

Dismantling the opposition between evolution as a scientific theory and design as a philosophical 

and theological idea would help this discussion immensely. Here literature on the epistemology of 

testimony is relevant. As has been noted in the literature, most of our justified beliefs come through 

trusting in the testimony of others.71 Particularly when faced with issues that are unfamiliar to 

ourselves, we are quite reasonable to trust those who spent a great deal of time researching those 

same issues, and have thus become experts in that field. This is simply typically the best way to 

maximize our amount of true beliefs and minimize our amount of false beliefs. Therefore, it seems 

reasonable to argue that the agreement of most biological scientists about evolution does give 

laypersons a good prima facie reason to be sceptical of ID´s challenge to evolutionary biology. 

However, we are often reluctant to accept the testimony of experts in cases where we ourselves 

have experiences that seem to go against what those experts are telling us. For many people, the 

strong intuitive experience of the designedness of biology thus provides an understandable 

motivation to mistrust experts on the veracity of evolutionary biology. The possibility of combining 

design and evolution might help bypass these objections to evolution, since in this case there would 

no longer be such a large conflict between the expert testimony and the intuitive perception of 

design. 

I believe the compatibility of design and evolutionary biology should also be interesting for 

proponents of ID. As I have pointed out in this article, there are already ideas within the ID 

movement which would allow for such a harmonization. This would allow proponents of ID the 

possibility of a fallback position if their critique of evolution turns out to fail, and would thus make 

the overall conclusion of the existence of some kind of purpose behind the universe more secure. If 

proponents of ID can accept the in principle possibility of theistic evolutionism, and the idea that 

the rationality of religious belief does not depend on the success of the biological design argument, 

then it will be easier for ID to avoid the charge that it is just a God of the gaps argument. 

Proponents of ID could then argue that God as Creator could have created life through fine-tuning 

the cosmos or through intervening in nature more directly, and that Christians are free to follow the 
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empirical evidence in questions of origins.72 

 

Conclusion  
In this article, I have analysed two different strategies for reconciling design and evolutionary 

biology have been proposed in the literature. The first strategy argues that design beliefs are based 

on design discourse and the normal functioning of religious believer´s cognitive faculties, rather 

than arguments as such. The second strategy argues that features of life can be used as evidence in a 

biological design argument. Both strategies are challenged by the idea that evolution and design are 

competing explanations of the same features. I have argued that defending either strategy depends 

on developing a model in which evolution and design are complementary explanations of biology. 

Might theistic evolutionists who are so inclined still salvage something of a Paleyan vision of 

design? They will have to reject an overly literalistic understanding of design, and they may have to 

write of biological design as an indirect pointer to the Creator, but it nevertheless seems to me that 

such a position is at least coherent. Of course, other objections to design detection in nature remain, 

and the overall vision of nature as a great temple displaying God´s glory could also be defended 

without relying on design arguments at all. But Darwinian evolutionary biology is a popular 

objection, and the conflict between Darwinism and design is also at the centre of the cultural war 

between Intelligent Design and the New Atheism. Once we get over this opposition, there is much 

interesting theological and philosophical discussion to be had. 
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