
Discovery Institute and the Intelligent Design
Movement

Founding and Mission

The Discovery Institute (DI)  is  a nonprofit think tank founded in 1991 in Seattle,  Washington, by Bruce
Chapman (a former U.S. ambassador and Census Bureau director) and technology author George Gilder

.  It  was  established  as  a  non-partisan  policy  and  research  organization  with  programs  spanning
technology, economics, transportation, and other issues . In the mid-1990s, the Institute launched its
Center for the Renewal of Science and Culture (renamed the Center for Science and Culture, CSC, in 2002) to
focus on questions of origins and to challenge scientific materialism. The mission of the CSC is to “advance
the understanding that human beings and nature are the result of intelligent design rather than a blind and
undirected process,” pursuing scientific research,  education, and public outreach in support of that view

. The CSC supports a large cohort of scientists and scholars – over 40 Fellows in fields ranging from
biology and biochemistry to philosophy and law – who investigate evidence of design in nature . The
Center’s director, Dr. Stephen C. Meyer, a Cambridge-trained philosopher of science, has been a leading
figure in shaping the Institute’s intelligent design research agenda . 

Notable Fellows and Leadership

The Discovery Institute’s CSC has attracted many of the most prominent proponents of Intelligent Design
(ID) as Fellows or affiliated scholars . Some of its notable members include: 

Stephen C. Meyer – A co-founder and director of the CSC, Meyer holds a Ph.D. in the history and
philosophy of science. He is a chief architect of the ID movement’s strategies and arguments. Meyer
has authored influential books such as Signature in the Cell (2009), which made a comprehensive case
for design based on the information in DNA , and  Darwin’s  Doubt (2013),  which examines the
Cambrian explosion as evidence for intelligent design. 

Michael Behe – A professor of biochemistry at Lehigh University and Senior Fellow of the CSC, Behe
introduced the concept of “irreducible complexity” to the ID lexicon. His 1996 book Darwin’s Black Box
is widely credited with  “help[ing] to launch the intelligent design movement,” by arguing that certain
molecular  machines  (like  the bacterial  flagellum)  are  too complex to  have evolved stepwise .
Behe’s work brought ID into the realm of biochemistry and sparked extensive discussion about the
limits of Darwinian mechanisms. 

William A. Dembski – A mathematician and philosopher, Dembski served as a Senior Fellow of the
CSC  and  contributed  theoretical  foundations  to  ID.  In  The  Design  Inference (1998),  published  by
Cambridge  University  Press,  he  presented  a  formal  method  for  detecting  design  in  nature  by
identifying “specified events of small probability” – essentially, complex patterns that are unlikely to
occur by chance alone . This work introduced the idea of  specified complexity as a hallmark of
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intelligent causation, lending a quantitative framework to the ID movement’s arguments. Dembski
has also written other notable works, including No Free Lunch (2002), further developing the idea that
natural processes have informational limits that point to design. 

Phillip E. Johnson – Although not a scientist, Johnson (a law professor at UC Berkeley) became a
pivotal  figure  and  mentor  in  the  intelligent  design  movement.  His  1991  book  Darwin  on  Trial
critiqued mainstream evolutionary theory and galvanized many of the scholars who later joined the
Discovery  Institute.  Johnson  was  “recognized  as  a  leading  spokesman  for  the  intelligent  design
movement” and is often called the “father” of the modern ID movement . He served as an advisor
to  the  CSC,  helping  to  shape  its  direction  and  encouraging  ID  proponents  to  focus  on
methodological naturalism and its implications in science. 

Publications and Key Ideas

Through its Fellows, the Discovery Institute has produced a series of influential publications that articulate
the case for Intelligent Design. These works form the intellectual backbone of the movement and have
significantly impacted public and academic discourse on evolution and design:

Darwin’s Black Box (1996) by  Michael Behe – This landmark book argued that certain biochemical
systems  (e.g.  blood  clotting,  cellular  motors)  are  “irreducibly  complex” —  composed  of
interdependent parts that could not evolve through gradual, stepwise selection. The publication of
Darwin’s Black Box is often noted as the moment when “Intelligent Design (ID) burst onto the scene in
1996,” bringing ID arguments to the forefront of biological debate . It received wide attention in
scientific and popular media and introduced many readers to the idea that molecular complexity
might be evidence of design.

The  Design Inference (1998)  by  William A.  Dembski –  This  academic  work  (part  of  a  Cambridge
University  series)  provided  a  rigorous  exposition  of  how  to  infer  design  scientifically.  Dembski
proposed  that  when  an  event  is  not  only  highly  improbable  but  also  matches  an  independent
pattern (is “specified”),  undirected natural causes  lose explanatory power,  and an intelligent cause
may be inferred .  The Design Inference gave the ID movement scholarly  credibility  by framing
design detection in the language of probability, information theory, and philosophy of science. It
“revolutionized” the discussion of how we detect intelligent causation in fields ranging from biology
to cosmology, linking ID to broader scientific practices like forensic investigation and the search for
extraterrestrial intelligence. 

Signature in the Cell: DNA and the Evidence for Intelligent Design (2009) by  Stephen C. Meyer – This
work is  “the first book to make a comprehensive case for intelligent design based upon DNA,” arguing
that  the  digital  information  encoded  in  DNA  points  to  an  intelligent  origin .  Meyer’s  book
addresses the origin of life problem: after surveying decades of origin-of-life research, he concludes
that  unguided  chemical  processes  have  not  explained  the  emergence  of  genetic  information.
Signature in the Cell asserts that an intelligent mind is the best explanation for the information-rich
sequences in DNA, in the same way that a written text  implies an author.  The book was widely
discussed and even recognized in the Times Literary Supplement as one of the notable books of 2009

.  Meyer  followed up  with  Darwin’s  Doubt (2013),  which  examines  the  sudden appearance  of
complex animal forms in the Cambrian period and argues that this fossil evidence is best explained
by intelligent input rather than random mutation.
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Darwin  on  Trial (1991)  by  Phillip  E.  Johnson –  Pre-dating  the  CSC  but  deeply  influential  to  its
formation, this book challenged the philosophical underpinnings of Darwinian evolution. Johnson
argued that materialistic assumptions were driving much of evolutionary theory, and he called for a
fair hearing for alternative explanations like design. His work inspired a generation of ID scholars
(many  of  whom  later  became  Discovery  Institute  Fellows)  to  critically  re-examine  evolutionary
evidence and to communicate those critiques to both academic and public audiences . Darwin
on  Trial is  often  credited  with  “help[ing]  launch  the  modern  intelligent  design  movement,” rallying
together a community of scholars who would develop ID further .

Icons of Evolution (2000) by Jonathan Wells – Another CSC-affiliated author, Wells scrutinized a series
of standard examples used in biology textbooks (the titular "icons" like peppered moths, embryo
drawings, etc.) and argued that they do not fully support evolutionary theory as often claimed. This
book,  while controversial,  served as an educational  critique,  urging that students be exposed to
updated  evidence  and  alternate  interpretations.  It  exemplifies  the  Institute’s  effort  to  influence
biology  education  by  highlighting  what  ID  proponents  see  as  weaknesses  in  the  traditional
presentation of evolution.

Other notable contributions: Discovery Institute Fellows have also explored design in cosmology and physics.
For instance,  The Privileged Planet (2004) by astronomer Guillermo Gonzalez and philosopher Jay Richards
(both affiliated with the CSC) argues that Earth’s capacity to support life and allow scientific discovery is itself
an indicator  of  intelligent  design in  the  universe.  Additionally,  the  Institute  has  circulated a  statement
known as "A Scientific Dissent From Darwinism," gathering signatures from scientists who voice skepticism
about the creative power of mutation and natural selection. Through books, journal articles, and public
statements,  DI and its scholars have steadily built  an  ID literature that advances the idea that certain
features of the natural world are best explained by an intelligent cause, not just undirected processes .
This body of work has prompted ongoing dialogue about the definitions of science and the evidence for
design in nature. 

Conferences and Research Initiatives

From its early years, the Discovery Institute’s Center for Science and Culture has organized and sponsored
conferences  to  develop  the  intellectual  framework  of  Intelligent  Design  and to  foster  a  community  of
scholars. A pivotal event was the “Mere Creation” conference, held in November 1996 at Biola University in
California. This “major research conference [brought] together scientists and scholars who reject naturalism as an
adequate framework for doing science and who seek a common vision of creation under the rubric of intelligent
design.” About 200 participants – primarily academics from various disciplines – attended this invitation-only
gathering .  Many  of  the  Discovery  Institute’s  Fellows  (including  Behe,  Dembski,  Meyer,  and  others)
presented papers. The conference was deemed an “unprecedented intellectual event” and helped solidify the
ID research agenda going forward . Proceedings from this meeting were later published in the volume
Mere Creation: Science, Faith & Intelligent Design (1998, edited by Dembski), which “along with the conference,
form  the  backbone  of  [the]  future  direction  of” the  intelligent  design  movement .  This  seminal  event
allowed  ID  proponents  to  refine  their  ideas  in  a  scholarly  environment  and  set  the  stage  for  future
collaborations.

Following  Mere Creation,  the  Discovery  Institute  and its  allies  have continued to  promote ID through
various  scientific  and  academic  forums.  The  Institute’s  Fellows  have  convened  or  participated  in
symposiums on topics like DNA complexity, the fine-tuning of the universe, and the philosophy of mind. For
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example, in the early 2000s the Institute helped sponsor a conference at Baylor University on “Nature and
Design”  which  brought  together  both  design  advocates  and critics  for  dialogue  (resulting  in  the  book
Debating Design in 2004). The CSC also established the International Society for Complexity, Information,
and  Design  (ISCID),  an  interdisciplinary  forum  (and  online  journal)  in  the  early  2000s,  to  encourage
research on complex systems and information from an ID perspective. Furthermore, the Institute supports
laboratory research: it helped found the Biologic Institute, a biological research lab where PhD biologists
like Douglas Axe and Ann Gauger have conducted experiments related to protein science and evolution.
According to the CSC’s description, the Biologic Institute’s purpose is “to demonstrate the value of intelligent
design for the practice of biology and to test the empirical claims of Neo-Darwinism [and] intelligent design”
through laboratory research . This represents the Institute’s effort to show that ID is not only about
critique,  but  also  about  pursuing  positive  scientific  investigations  into  how  life  develops  and  whether
unguided processes are sufficient to explain innovation in biology.

In addition, the Discovery Institute regularly hosts lectures, panel discussions, and academic seminars on
intelligent design.  Its  Fellows deliver talks at  universities,  churches,  and conferences around the world,
presenting ID arguments to scientific and lay audiences. By organizing these events and research initiatives,
the Institute aims to build an  ID research community and to legitimize Intelligent Design as a topic of
scientific inquiry. While the degree of acceptance in mainstream science is a subject of debate, these efforts
have kept ID visible in academic circles and have led to a steady output of papers, conference proceedings,
and research projects centered on design detection in nature.

Educational Outreach and Influence

A core part of the Discovery Institute’s strategy has been to influence education and public understanding
of science. To this end, the Institute engages in a variety of outreach programs:

Summer Seminars: In 2007 the CSC launched an intensive summer training program for college
students and young professionals interested in Intelligent Design. Each year, the Summer Seminar
on Intelligent Design brings a select group of participants (often on full scholarships) together to
learn from leading ID researchers. Over the years, this program has hosted “hundreds of students and
professionals from around the country — and world — who wish to follow the evidence where it leads.”
Attendees  hear  presentations  from  biologists,  philosophers,  and  mathematicians  in  the  ID
community and engage in discussions about origins, science, and society . The goal is to “equip
participants  with  the  tools  to  breathe  new purpose  into  the  scientific  enterprise,” fostering the next
generation of ID scholars and educators . Many graduates of the summer seminar have gone on
to become ID advocates in their own academic fields or to start ID clubs on university campuses,
extending the Institute’s influence among young scholars.

Curricula  and  Educational  Resources: The  Discovery  Institute  has  developed  and  promoted
educational  materials  that  introduce  intelligent  design  concepts  to  students.  For  example,  it
produced  Explore  Evolution (2007),  a  supplementary  biology  textbook  that  presents  scientific
criticisms of standard evolutionary theory alongside the mainstream view. It also created Discovering
Intelligent  Design (2013),  a  curriculum  intended  for  private  schools  and  homeschooling,  which
systematically lays out the evidence for design in cosmology and biology. These curricula are part of
the Institute’s effort to enrich science education by encouraging critical thinking about evolution. The
CSC offers “curriculum for private schools and families, including Explore Evolution and Discovering
Intelligent  Design,”  alongside  other  resources  for  educators .  The  Institute  does  not advocate
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teaching Biblical creationism; instead, it urges that students learn about scientific debates over evolution
(often framing it as “teaching the controversy” in evolution). Through its Education Policy* initiatives, the
DI has advised school boards, encouraged academic freedom legislation, and provided guidelines on
how  teachers  can  discuss  scientific  criticisms  of  evolutionary  theory  without  breaching  legal  or
curricular standards . This advocacy has made the Institute a key player in nationwide discussions
about science curricula.

Publications,  Media,  and  Documentaries: To  reach  a  broader  public  audience,  the  Discovery
Institute disseminates its ideas through various media channels. It runs a popular website and news
blog called  Evolution News (formerly  Evolution  News  &  Views),  which  provides  daily  articles  and
commentary on developments in evolutionary science and ID from the Institute’s perspective .
The Institute also produces the  ID the Future podcast, featuring interviews with ID scientists and
updates on research . In terms of film and video, the CSC has been involved in creating high-
quality  documentaries that  present the case for  intelligent design in an accessible way.  Notable
examples include Unlocking the Mystery of Life (2002), which uses computer animations to illustrate
cellular complexity,  The Privileged Planet (2004) based on the Gonzalez/Richards book, and Darwin’s
Dilemma (2009) about the Cambrian explosion. The Institute notes that it develops “documentaries for
distribution to schools, families, and educational and commercial television” as part of its outreach .
These films have been broadcast on public television or screened in educational settings, thereby
reaching viewers who might not read technical  books.  By leveraging modern media,  the DI has
helped put Intelligent Design arguments in front of millions of people worldwide.

Through these educational and public outreach efforts, the Discovery Institute has significantly shaped the
public conversation on evolution and design. Its influence is evident in the growing familiarity of terms like
irreducible complexity and  intelligent design beyond academia. Polls and surveys have shown an increased
percentage of the public aware of or sympathetic to the idea that life shows evidence of design, a trend that
parallels the Institute’s activities since the 1990s. In science education, several states and school districts
have seen debates over how evolution should be taught, with policymakers at times consulting DI-affiliated
experts  or  materials.  While  the  scientific  community largely  maintains  the  consensus  in  favor  of
evolutionary theory, the Discovery Institute’s work has ensured that the ID perspective remains part of the
dialogue. Since the late 1990s, in fact, there has been an explosion of discussion about Intelligent Design in
both scholarly journals and popular forums – “a plethora of articles written about ID, both pro and con,” as one
science publication noted . By providing a steady output of books, articles, curricula, and media, the
Institute has kept Intelligent Design in the spotlight as an alternative viewpoint on origins, thus influencing
how the origins debate is framed in public and academic contexts.

Influence on Public and Academic Discussions

In  summary,  the  Discovery  Institute’s  Center  for  Science  and  Culture  serves  as  the  intellectual  and
organizational hub of the Intelligent Design movement . Virtually all prominent ID theorists have been
affiliated with the Institute, and nearly all major ID concepts have emerged from its fellowship . Through
its conferences, publications, and outreach programs, the DI has guided the ID movement’s development
and promoted its  vision of  a  “scientific”  critique of  Darwinian evolution.  This  influence can be seen on
multiple levels:

Academic Impact: The Institute’s fellows have contributed to academic discourse by publishing ID-
related research and participating in formal debates. They have organized scholarly meetings and
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edited volumes that present ID arguments in academic formats. Though Intelligent Design remains
outside  the  mainstream  scientific  consensus,  it  has  been  seriously  discussed  in  fields  like  the
philosophy  of  science,  education  theory,  and  theology.  The  very  definition  of  science  and  the
demarcation of science versus pseudoscience became a subject of papers and conferences largely
because the ID movement – spurred by DI – pressed the issue. In this way, DI has had an indirect
impact on academia by forcing clarification of evolutionary theory’s foundations and by encouraging
a small number of scientists to pursue lines of inquiry (e.g. protein engineering limits, information
theory in genetics) from an ID standpoint. Some ID proponents have managed to publish their work
in  peer-reviewed  journals  or  present  at  conferences,  thereby  inserting  ID  ideas  into  scientific
conversation  (even  if  followed  by  rebuttal  from  other  scientists).  The  controversy surrounding
Intelligent Design has even been addressed in courtrooms (most famously in the 2005 Kitzmiller v.
Dover trial),  which,  while a legal  defeat for teaching ID, underscored how much the debate had
entered  the  public  square  and  required  response  from  scientists  and  educators.  The  Discovery
Institute,  maintaining  a  policy  research  approach,  commented  extensively  on  such  events  and
adjusted  its  strategies  to  continue  advocating  academic  freedom  for  ID-friendly  scientists  and
teachers.

Public  and  Cultural  Impact: Culturally,  the  Discovery  Institute’s  efforts  have  resonated  with  a
segment  of  the  public  that  is  skeptical  of  strictly  materialistic  explanations  for  life.  By  framing
Intelligent Design as a scientific inquiry,  the Institute gave a new voice to long-standing doubts
about evolution, distinguishing ID from traditional creationism in the public mind. Its message —
that “nature supplies compelling evidence of intelligent design”  — has been spread through books
that became bestsellers,  documentary films, and frequent media appearances by DI Fellows. For
example, Stephen Meyer and Michael Behe have appeared on mainstream programs (such as PBS,
CNN, and talk shows) to explain ID, thereby reaching audiences beyond academia . The Institute’s
slogan of “Teach the Controversy” became a widely recognized phrase encapsulating the idea that
students should hear about supposed weaknesses in evolutionary theory. Whether in op-ed columns
or church lecture series, DI representatives often engage the public directly, arguing that accepting
design in nature has profound implications for how we view human origins, ethics, and meaning.
The  Institute  also  fosters  ID  clubs  and  networks (like  the  Intelligent  Design  and  Evolution
Awareness (IDEA) clubs founded by students) which carry the conversation to universities around the
world. As a result, even people who may not fully accept Intelligent Design are more likely today to
be familiar with its claims and to have encountered discussions about things like the complexity of
the cell or the information content in DNA, thanks to the Institute’s prolific outreach.

In  conclusion,  the  Discovery  Institute  has  played  a  central  role  in  formulating,  promoting,  and
disseminating Intelligent Design as an idea. From its brief history as a small Seattle think tank, it has grown
into  a  driving  force  behind  a  notable  intellectual  movement.  By  focusing  on  intellectual  work (like
developing  concepts  of  irreducible  and  specified  complexity),  a  research  agenda (pursuing  scientific
evidence of design), and strategic  influence on education and public discourse, the Institute has left a
considerable imprint on the debate over evolution. Its legacy can be seen in the body of ID literature and
the community of scholars it nurtures, as well as in the ongoing conversations about science and design in
both the public sphere and academic forums. As a neutral observer might note, the Discovery Institute’s
efforts have ensured that the question of design in nature – however one evaluates it – remains a persistent
and visible part of discussions about life’s origins in the 21st century. 
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Sources: The information above is drawn from a variety of academic and institutional sources, including
official  Discovery  Institute  publications  and  external  analyses.  Key  references  include  the  Discovery
Institute’s own descriptions of its mission and programs , historical accounts of the Institute’s
founding , and notable writings by its Fellows (e.g., Behe 1996, Dembski 1998, Meyer 2009). For instance,
Darwin’s  Black  Box (1996)  is  cited  as  a  catalyst  for  the  ID  movement ,  and  Signature  in  the  Cell is
highlighted as a leading work advocating design in DNA .  The role of  the Institute’s  CSC in hosting
scholars and conferences is documented in reports on events like the 1996 Mere Creation conference

.  Educational  initiatives  such as  the  Summer Seminars  and ID curricula  are  described in  Discovery
Institute materials . These sources collectively portray the Discovery Institute as the central hub of
Intelligent Design advocacy, fostering its development from an idea into an organized movement . The
extensive debates and publications that have followed in the wake of the Institute’s work underscore its
influence on how the evolution and design controversy has unfolded . All citations are provided in the
format 【source†lines】 for verification of the specific points discussed. 
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