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[*433]  To the Editor: 

I am writing in order to inform you that in a recent issue of the Chapman Law Review, n1 Timo-
thy Sandefur falsely portrayed my views on intelligent design, creationism, and the public educa-
tion. 

I have published a book n2 and several law review articles n3 on the issue of whether it would be 
unconstitutional to teach intelligent design (ID) in public schools. These publications were the 
result of a dissertation I completed for the Master of Juridical Studies degree I earned in 2001 at 
the Washington University School of Law in St. Louis. n4 

According to Mr. Sandefur, "Francis Beckwith, probably the most prominent defender of crea-
tionism in the legal academy, argues in many of his articles that science's methodological natu-
ralism is no more or less valid than the embrace of supernaturalism among religious believers 
and that granting science any greater prestige is "intellectual imperialism.'" n5 This is riddled with 
falsehoods. 

First, I am not a defender of creationism. I think "creationism" is a mistaken view, if what Mr. 
Sandefur means by creationism is a view of the first twelve chapters of Genesis that one finds 
among those who call themselves "creation-scientists." As stated in my 2005 article in the Jour-
nal of Law and Religion: 

When most people think of creationism, this is the view they have in mind. And this is 
why scholars who have their doubts about materialism in general and evolution in par-
ticular typically keep it to themselves. But in order to dispute naturalistic evolution as de-
fined above, one does not have to embrace this sort of creationism. (It is certainly not a 
view I embrace or have ever embraced). n6 

  [*434]  In my published works, I have gone to great lengths to explain important distinctions 
between the differing views on the relationship between science, theology, and knowledge. Un-
fortunately, it is not possible in this venue for me to convey the complexity and variety of view-
points that are involved in this debate. Suffice it to say that Mr. Sandefur does not advance the 
conversation in a fruitful and illuminating way when he uses unrefined categories that cannot 



 

possibly capture the range of arguments and points of view that are being offered in the litera-
ture. 

As a Christian, and as a Catholic, I, of course, believe that God created the universe. And as a 
philosopher who embraces natural theology, I believe there are good arguments in support of be-
lief in God that do not depend on Holy Scripture or special revelation. n7 But that does not make 
me a "creationist." After all, if Mr. Sandefur were to maintain that anyone who believes that God 
created the universe or embraces natural theology is a "creationist," then some of his allies, in-
cluding biologist Ken Miller (Brown University) and geneticist Francis Collins (director, Human 
Genome Research Institute), self-described "theistic evolutionists," n8 are creationists. But Miller 
and Collins, both devout Christians, have offered strong criticisms against ID as well as creation-
ism while also presenting arguments that are best classified as examples of natural theology. n9 If 
Sandefur's definition of creationism includes even the views of these gentlemen, then the only 
non-creationists are atheists who do not embrace natural theology. 

Second, I have never argued "in many of [my] articles," as Mr. Sandefur maintains, "that sci-
ence's methodological naturalism is no more or less valid than the embrace of supernaturalism 
among religious believers and that granting science any greater prestige is "intellectual imperial-
ism.'" n10 To give one a sense of my actual position, here are some excerpts from a chapter I pub-
lished in a 2007 book edited by the philosopher Robert B. Stewart: 

Intelligent design [or "ID"] is not one theory. It is a shorthand name for a cluster of ar-
guments that offer a variety of cases that attempt to show, by reasoning unaccompanied 
by religious authority or sacred scripture, that intelligent agency rather than unguided 
matter better accounts for apparently natural phenomena and/or the universe as a whole. 
Some of these arguments challenge aspects of neo-Darwinism. Others make a case for a 
universe designed at its outset, and  [*435]  thus do not challenge any theory of biological 
evolution. Nevertheless, they all have in common the notion that the human intellect has 
the capacity to acquire knowledge of, or at least have rational warrant to believe in, an in-
ference that mind, rather than nonmind, best accounts for some apparently natural phe-
nomena or the universe as a whole. 

But even ID advocates who criticize neo-Darwinism are technically not offering an alter-
native to evolution, if one means by evolution any account of biological change over time 
that claims that this change results from a species' power to accommodate itself to vary-
ing environments by adapting, surviving, and passing on these changes to its descendents. 



 

This is not inconsistent with a universe that has earmarks and evidence of intelligent de-
sign that rational minds may detect…. 

Because ID arguments do not contain Genesis and its tenets as propositions, and because 
ID advocates build their cases from inferences that rely on empirical facts and conceptual 
notions, ID does not run afoul of the U.S. Constitution. Of course, the cases for ID may 
indeed fail as arguments, but that is not a violation of the establishment clause. 

As a matter of policy, I believe there are good reasons why a public school should not re-
quire the teaching of ID. Nevertheless, there are no good constitutional reasons to pro-
hibit a teacher from teaching it or a school board from permitting or requiring it. n11 

I quote this because it captures well what I've communicated in virtually all my works on this 
topic: At the end of the day, the ID debate, or any debate about the nature of science or the scope 
of knowledge, should be a matter of arguments and their soundness or strength. Questions about 
what is or is not science are irrelevant to the issue, since if one has a good argument for a point 
of view that another declares as "non-science," then so much the worse for "science." In other 
words, if there are good grounds to accept a non-materialist position on an issue, e.g. human be-
ings possess an immaterial mind, then one has warrant to accept that position. What I oppose is 
the insistence that this position, because it happens to run counter to a materialist understanding 
of mind, is ipso facto non-science and thus not knowledge because science presupposes material-
ism and science is the paradigm of knowledge. Now, that is intellectual imperialism, since it is 
not the result of assessing an argument on its own merits, but employing an a priori commitment 
that serves as an automatic defeater to any non-materialist conclusion. So, Mr. Sandefur is 
grossly mistaken when he says that I have argued "that science's methodological naturalism is no 
more or less valid than the embrace of supernaturalism among religious believers and that grant-
ing science any greater prestige is "intellectual imperialism.'" n12 My point is at a far lower level 
of abstraction and does not require that science abandon any of its principles of investigation or 
theory  [*436] making if they are fruitful and advance our knowledge. But if a particular argu-
ment on a certain issue happens to lend greater support for an immaterial conclusion rather than a 
material one, such as in the case of the mind (as some philosophers have argued), then one ought 
to be within one's epistemic rights to embrace the better argument without having to subject one's 
conclusion to a metaphysical litmus test extraneous to the argument and its quality. 

Furthermore, as far as I know, in my work on ID and the law I have never used the term "super-
natural" to refer to the non-material entities that many people believe exist, such as moral proper-
ties, universals, numbers, God, souls, mental events, et cetera. Admittedly, in the discipline in 



 

which I earned my PhD, philosophy, the term "supernatural" is a perfectly acceptable word, for it 
is often employed as a term of art in serious discussions in the philosophy of religion and meta-
physics. But in policy discussions over evolution, creation, and public education, the term "su-
pernatural" only muddles things, since many, like Mr. Sandefur, often employ it as a term of de-
rision in order to marginalize, rather than understand, the wide array of beliefs that are inconsis-
tent with materialism but are not technically "supernatural" in the way that Mr. Sandefur uses the 
term (because Mr. Sandefur thinks of the "supernatural" as "magic," it should be evident to the 
thoughtful reader that he is not being philosophically careful n13). For example, some philoso-
phers have argued that non-material entities - such as moral properties, universals, numbers, 
God, souls, mental events, et cetera - are part of "nature" so to speak, since there is nothing out-
side of nature. Thus, for these thinkers, the non-material is not the same as the "supernatural," 
and yet I can imagine some of these thinkers being sympathetic to ID. Even among religious be-
lievers, there are those, such as the Mormons, who deny that there is anything, including God, 
outside of "nature." And yet, many Mormons, such as Utah State philosopher Richard Sherlock, 
are ID friendly. n14 Where does one place them? 

Third, I am not, and have never been, a proponent of ID, for reasons having to do with my phi-
losophical opposition to the ID movement's acquiescence to the modern idea that an Enlighten-
ment view of science is the paradigm of knowledge. By seeming to agree with their materialist 
foes that the mind or intellect cannot have direct knowledge of real immaterial universals, such 
as natures, essences, and moral properties, many in the ID movement commit the same mistake 
as the one committed by the late medieval nominalists such as William of Ockham, who gave us 
what is often called "Ockham's razor," though Ockham himself did not  [*437] offer this precise 
formulation: n15 "Pluralitas non est ponenda sine necessitate" (translated: "entities should not be 
multiplied unnecessarily"). According to many scholars, n16 the practical consequence of "Ock-
ham's razor" is that claims about a thing's nature, purpose, or intrinsic dignity - universal proper-
ties it shares with other things of the same sort - are "unnecessary" for our scientific investigation 
of the world because they don't add anything of explanatory importance to our direct empirical 
observations of the world. But if one thinks of science as the only or best way of knowing, then 
these claims are not "knowledge" and thus not real objects of academic inquiry. This is a death 
knell for dogmatic and moral theology as actual knowledge traditions. Although I continue to 
maintain that ID advocates raise important questions about the nature of science and whether sci-
ence should presuppose naturalism (namely, the view that all that exists is the material universe 
and that there is no mind, such as God, behind it), I have doubts about ID's answers and whether 
these answers can offer an attractive alternative to the inadequacies of the Enlightenment for the 
rationality of religious belief. 



 

These misrepresentations by Mr. Sandefur are not merely a theoretical matter. To be labeled a 
"creationist" in some circles is to be put in the same category as "holocaust deniers," at least ac-
cording to the blog to which Mr. Sandefur contributes, Pandasthumb.org. n17 This sort of defama-
tion by association has no place in an academic journal. 

Thank you for your time and consideration. 

Sincerely, 

Francis J. Beckwith, MJS, Ph.D. 

Professor of Philosophy and Church-State Studies, Baylor University; Mary Ann Remick 
Senior Visiting Fellow, University of Notre Dame (2008-09) 
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