


Intelligent Design and the Origin of Life
Part 1 

Introduction 

Cosmogony is defined as “an account of the origin or creation of the universe” (The Oxford Companion to Philosophy), and when discussions of this topic make the news, they usually follow a familiar pattern. Typically, media reports of such debates take the form of a kind of morality play, in which the forces of sweet reason and blind prejudice struggle for the minds of the young, the impressionable, and the uninformed. In one corner of the ring stands the composed, objective scientist, devoid of all preconceptions and prejudices and committed to following the evidence wherever it may lead. His calm deliberations have convinced him that the universe is the product of random, unguided processes, and his arguments are rational, compelling, and grounded in the scientific method.
 His opponent is, of course, the wild-eyed religious fanatic, pushing a faith-driven agenda with a blind ardour born of ignorance, superstition, and wishful thinking. Unable or unwilling to accept the truth about the human condition, this pitiable but potentially dangerous zealot contends that the cosmos is the product of design, and he employs impoverished, outmoded arguments to bolster his position. To reinforce the lesson of this morality play, some “leading scientist” is often quoted to the effect that defenders of the design hypothesis belong in the same camp as flat-earthers, alchemists, and phrenologists. In morality plays, there is little danger of confusing hero and villain.
But although teleological explanations of origins represent a challenge to the dominant belief system of most contemporary Western societies, informed support for the Intelligent Design (ID) hypothesis has grown enormously in the past few decades. Significantly, many design proponents have no prior religious commitments, and they insist that their position reflects a conscious decision to follow the evidence wherever it leads.

Mistaken Assumption
In 1871, Charles Darwin wrote in a private letter:
“It is often said that all the conditions for the first production of a living organism are now present, which could ever have been present. But if (and oh, what a big if!) we could conceive in some warm little pond, with all sorts of ammonia and phosphoric salts, light, heat, electricity, etc., present, that a protein compound was chemically formed ready to undergo still more complex changes, at the present day such matter would be instantly devoured or absorbed, which would not have been the case before living creatures were formed” (The Life and Letters of Charles Darwin, Francis Darwin).
When Darwin speculated about the chemical origin of life in “some warm little pond,” he shared the view of his contemporaries that life was fundamentally a simple self-replicating substance called protoplasm, which made up the sole content of a cell. Ernst Haeckel, Darwin’s “Bulldog on the Continent,” popularised the idea that the gap between inorganic, non-living matter and the simplest living organisms was filled by “a shapeless, mobile, little lump of mucus or slime, consisting of albuminous combination of carbon,” and possessing no organs at all (The History of Creation). Thomas Huxley, Darwin’s other “bulldog,” said:
“If it were given to me to look beyond the abyss of geologically recorded time to the still more remote period when the Earth was passing through physical and chemical conditions… I should expect to be a witness of the evolution of living protoplasm from non-living matter” (Discourses).
This widespread nineteenth-century conviction that life consisted of a simple protoplasmic substance reminds us that Darwin’s generation knew little about life’s cellular complexity. Biochemist Michael Behe explains that “to Darwin, as to every other scientist of the time, the cell was a black box” (Darwin’s Black Box). The expression “black box” is “a whimsical term for a device that does something, but whose inner workings are mysterious—sometimes because the workings can’t be seen, and sometimes because they just aren’t comprehensible” (Behe Darwin’s Black Box). Because Darwin and his contemporaries were unable to observe life at the micro level, they were unaware of the extraordinary complexity of living organisms. Their speculations about the origin of life were not constrained by the knowledge that cellular processes are governed by highly sophisticated molecular machinery. Later generations of researchers, by contrast, have had to grapple with the realities of this Lilliputian world.
By the early twentieth century, scientists had developed a better understanding of cellular complexity, and the Russian biochemist Alexander Oparin proposed a more refined, though still naturalistic, version of chemical evolution involving numerous reactions over vast spans of time.
“In 1924, Oparin proposed the sequence of events in the origin of life: first cells, then enzymes, and finally genes. Oparin suggested that the first protocell began with the accumulation of increasingly complex molecules within an oily liquid called coacervate droplets” (Walter James ReMine, The Biotic Message).
According to this view, the building blocks of complex molecules emerged through the action of ultraviolet radiation on an environment containing gases such as ammonia, methane, water vapour, carbon dioxide, and hydrogen. Oparin proposed that these building blocks assembled into coacervates, or simple cell-like structures, which grew more complex as they competed for survival. In 1952, Stanley Miller appeared to lend support to the Oparin hypothesis by showing that an electric discharge passed through a mixture of methane, ammonia, water vapour, and hydrogen could produce some of the amino acids found in proteins. Subsequent experiments yielded additional amino acids and fatty acids. These experiments, based on Oparin’s work, assumed that the early Earth’s atmosphere was reducing and contained little or no free oxygen, an assumption that has since been seriously challenged.
Although Oparin and his contemporaries recognised that cells were highly organised, they had no detailed understanding of the molecular machinery or of the information encoded within living cells. That understanding began to emerge through the molecular biology revolution of the 1950s and 1960s, profoundly reshaping origin-of-life research. In my view, these discoveries also lent further robust support to the inference to intelligent design, a case we will explore further in Part 2.
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