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Politics in science

High modulation of engagement in intelligent design
discourse

Timothy Wilson and Attila Krizsan
University of Turku

Intelligent design is a pseudoscientific concept conceived in an attempt to bring
religion-based teaching into the classroom. As such, it is involved in a constant
struggle for dialogic space with the dominant scientific discourse of the theory
of evolution. Here, we use a corpus linguistic approach to study how intelligent
design discourse uses engagement to forward its creationistic propositions and at
the same time limit the propositions of the theory of evolution. The results sug-
gest that intelligent design discourse employs engagement far more frequently
than evolutionary biology discourse, mainly to counter opposing propositions
and to entertain its own proposition in their stead. The underdog position of ID
obligates it to highly modulated engagement in order forward its position, which
is ultimately aimed at changing the political decision-making related to the
teaching of science.

Keywords: scientific discourse, pseudoscience, intelligent design, politics,
engagement, corpus linguistics

Introduction

Intelligent design (ID) is a pseudoscientific concept which states that the biologi-
cal diversity observed in nature cannot have originated through random mutation
and natural selection, as proposed by the scientifically accepted theory of evolu-
tion. For the past few decades, intelligent design has been the assumed disguise of
creationism in its continuing efforts to denounce science-based explanations of
biological diversity in favor of biblical explanations, and the debate between the
two sides has been quite fierce. This study does not, however, discuss the validity
of intelligent design as its scientific claims have been repeatedly addressed (Carroll
2007; Miller 1996; Young and Edis 2004). Rather, it takes the explicit position that
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intelligent design is a fundamentally creationistic concept devised as a part of a
political agenda aimed at bringing religion back into science education curricula,
and proceeds to analyze the linguistic strategies intelligent design discourse uses
to further its position in the intelligent design vs. evolution debate.

In our analysis we focus on the struggle for dialogic space between the two
opposing sides, a notion that arises from the idea of dialogic perspective, where all
voices in a common discursive sphere exist against the backdrop of other voices
and continuously adopt differing stances towards each other (Martin and White
2005, 93). We claim that this struggle for dialogic space is present in the intelligent
design vs. evolution debate as well. Further, we argue that the linguistic strategies
aimed at gaining dialogic space are political in nature as they are both supported
by political activism on financial and institutional grounds and are also aimed
at influencing or changing the present state of affairs. Indeed, publicity, opinion
making and cultural confrontation have been identified as the explicit aims of the
ID movement (Forrest 2001, 16-17). The political activity of the ID movement is
perhaps best exemplified by its involvement in the precedent-setting Kitzmiller v.
Dover Area School District, where ID advocates were defeated following an at-
tempt to influence US legislation to compel the teaching of ID alongside evolution
in schools (Kitzmiller v. Memorandum Opinion 2004). In this sense the discourse
strategies used by ID advocates are both symptoms and outcomes of political com-
petition for the control of the dominant social view on the origin of biological
diversity as a ‘field’ (Bordieu 1993) where the voices of ID and the theory of evo-
lution act as agents backed up by their respective social, economic and cultural
capital. From this perspective scientific discourses on biological diversity turn out
to be arenas of struggle for political goals and agenda. We view this struggle as an
instance of politicking rather than politicizing (cf. Palonen 2003) and we claim
that an analysis of the ways the voices of the main agents are related to each other
can provide an in depth view of the nature of politicking in the ID vs evolution
debate (Ibid.).

We perform the linguistic analysis of competing voices by applying the en-
gagement framework (Martin and White 2005, 1-41) which examines the mod-
ulation of dialogic space related to competing voices. Engagement has been re-
cently very popular in linguistic studies regarding competing voices, especially in
the field of academic writing, however, corpus based usage of this framework is
rare (Back 2015; Chatterjee-Padmanabhan 2014; Derewianka 2007; Swain 2007).
Engagement postulates that certain linguistic structures can be used to create in-
terpersonal meaning through which the voice of an author interacts, or engages,
with other voices. In the intelligent design vs. evolution debate there is a constant
tension between the scientific propositions of evolution and the pseudoscientific
propositions of intelligent design, and thus engagement is a suitable framework for
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studying how these competing discourses attempt to hedge each other out while
trying to acquire more dialogic space for themselves. The engagement framework
defines the limiting of the dialogic space of opposing propositions as contraction
and the increase of space as expansion, and has described four specific strategies
used to create these interpersonal meanings. Two of these strategies, disclaim and
proclaim, are contractive strategies, while the other two, entertain and attribute,
are expansive ones. Here, the use of these four strategies, and their sub-strategies,
in intelligent design discourse are examined and compared to the discourse of
evolutionary biology, which serves as the baseline discourse.

We study the use of engagement in intelligent discourse by contrasting two
popular science books from the opposing sides of the intelligent design vs. evo-
lution debate. The Edge of Evolution: the Search for the Limits of Darwinism, by
Michael Behe, represents intelligent design discourse, and it is compared to The
Greatest Show on Earth: The Evidence for Evolution, by Richard Dawkins, which
exemplifies the discourse of evolutionary biology. Both texts were digitized for the
purposes of this study in order to enable a corpus based investigation, which al-
lows for quantifiable findings of trends on the extent and type of engagement used
in the two books.

It is our hypothesis that there are significant differences in the way in which
engagement is used in intelligent design discourse compared to the discourse of
evolutionary biology, and that intelligent design discourse most likely employs
more engagement strategies than its counterpart. However, it is hard to predict in
what way these differences manifest. For this reason three specific research ques-
tion were formulated:

1. Is there a difference in the frequency of engagement strategy use between the
two studied texts?

2. Can intelligent design discourse be characterized as either contractive or ex-
pansive compared theory of evolution discourse?

3. How are different engagement strategies used by intelligent design discourse
to modulate the dialogic space related to the intelligent design vs. evolution
debate?

We will proceed by first introducing the engagement framework and the two
books used as materials in this study, and then go through the structures denoting
different engagement strategies identified in the texts. Finally, we will present the
results and discuss them in the context of competition for discursive space in the
intelligent design vs. evolution debate as an arena of struggle.
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2. Methods

The methods we used to study intelligent design discourse is a combination of the
engagement framework set out by Martin and White (2005) and corpus linguis-
tics. This approach allows the generation quantifiable data from a large amount of
real-life discourse regarding how ID proponents adopt stances towards, or engage,
the propositions made by evolutionary biology. Engagement is a domain of the
appraisal framework (Martin and White 2005, 92-135), and it characterizes how
speakers/writers adopt stances towards different value positions referred to in a
text as part of their authorial voice. It is based on the idea that all communication
is an interaction with what has been said before on a subject and what is expected
to be the reaction to what is being said presently (Martin and White 2005, 92).

Although there are many different strategies and sub-strategies in the engage-
ment system that create versatile intersubjective meanings, they can be broadly
split into two categories according to how they modify dialogic space — whether
they attempt to limit alternative positions or to make allowances for them. These
two categories are called dialogic contraction and dialogic expansion. The implica-
tions of discourse strategies used to modify dialogic space are vast in the case of
scientific and pseudoscientific discourse. This is especially relevant in the intel-
ligent design vs. evolution debate, where the explicit aim of the intelligent design
community is to present intelligent design as an alternative but equal scientific
theory explaining the origin of the biological complexity occurring in nature. A
taxonomy of the different engagement strategies as defined by Martin and White
(2005) is illustrated below in Figure 1.

The materials used to examine engagement in scientific and pseudoscientific
discourse consists of two books from both sides of the intelligent design vs. evo-
lution debate, The Greatest Show on Earth: The Evidence for Evolution written in
2009 by Richard Dawkins, and The Edge of Evolution: the Search for the Limits of
Darwinism, written by Michael Behe in 2007. On the basis of the popularity of
the two books we argue that they could be considered to be representatives of
the discourses of interest we set out to investigate. We maintain that popularity
in these cases also implies influence as these sources are key works of each of
the perspectives investigated and as such are widely read and appreciated. Hence
the two volumes have a strong role in influencing the ways audiences relate to
ID and evolutionary biology. While we acknowledge that the individual authors’
own predilections could affect the linguistic style of these books we maintain that
a study contrasting these can provide scientifically valid generalizable results on
the key linguistic strategies representing proponents of both sides. Our claim for
generalizability is based on the importance of ‘power’ of individual texts (cf. Baker
2006, 19), i.e. the fact that these two works can be considered to be among the
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deny

. no, didn’t, never
— disclaim —»

counter
yet, although, amazingly, but

_ contract—» affirm: naturally, of course, obviously etc
— concur »[

concede: admittedly...[but]; sure....
[however] etc

L proclaim-» — pronounce:
I contend, the facts of the matter are..

indeed

L endorse,
the report demonstrates/shows/proves
that...
— entertain
perhaps, its probable that, this may be, must,
it seems to me, apparently, expository questions

—expand —
acknowledge

Halliday argues that, many Australians
believe that..it's said that, the report states

—attribute —»

distance,

Chomsky claimed to have shown that...
Figure 1. Classification of engagement strategies according to Martin and White
(2005, 134).

most influential ones in their respective communities. In addition, the popular-
ity of these books also implies that audiences frequently encounter the linguistic
styles and discourse strategies in these works (i.e. they are widely read) which
can be another argument for their representativeness in their relevant discourses.
As this study takes the position that the theory of evolution is the valid scientific
explanation for the diversity occurring in nature and that intelligent design is in-
herently pseudoscientific, The Greatest Show on Earth will serve as the baseline
discourse against which The Edge of Evolution is compared. Both books were con-
verted into electronic format to enable corpus linguistic analysis of engagement.
The Greatest Show on Earth contains 148,980 words including metatext, while The
Edge of Evolution has 107,991 words, also including metatext.

The engagement strategies used in scientific and pseudoscientific discourse
were analyzed using a corpus linguistic approach. A list of engagement structures
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was derived from a random selection of fifteen pages from both studied books,
from which all engagement incidences were identified and linked to their cor-
responding structures. To ensure a balanced sampling, only those pages that were
tull of the author’s text were qualified, that is, pages containing pictures, headings,
diagrams, and large block quotations were not accepted. The pages were selected
arbitrarily from all parts of both books in order to make the selection represen-
tative of the texts in their entirety, that is, to avoid some sections, such as intro-
ductions for instance, being over-represented in the data. The average amount of
words per page in the studied books was roughly the same, and thus, the amount
of text used to identify engagement strategies was approximately the same in both
books. Altogether, 104 occurrences related to specific engagement strategies were
identified from the thirty randomly selected pages of material. There was a fair
amount of repetition in the identified structures, and the final number of different
types of engagement structures selected to be corpus linguistically studied was
thirty-one (Table 1). If the identified structure contained a verb structure, it’s plu-
ral and past tense lexemes were also included in the final corpus linguistic search.
In addition to this, common contractions of the be-verb and some auxiliary verbs,
such as isn’t as the contraction of is not and don’t as the contraction of do not, were
on the list of searched structures. A complete table with all the identified struc-
tures is presented below.

The frequency of all used engagement strategies in the study materials was
calculated using a concordance tool, AntConc (Anthony 2014). The frequencies
of strategies in both books were then compared to analyze the dialogic expan-
sion and contraction in both studied discourses, and the statistical significance of
these differences were calculated using a Log-likelihood test based on Rayson and
Garside (2000). The frequency of all used strategies was also compared to the total
number of words used in either material to normalize the data, and to receive an
estimate of the extent of the modification of dialogic space in the studied discours-
es. The concordance tool was also used to identify context words that were used to
limit the engagement strategy structure searches primarily to pieces of discourse
related to the theory of evolution and intelligent design. This was done by rank-
ing the words used in both texts by their frequency and subsequently isolating the
ones connected to the intelligent design vs evolution debate. The final list included
the following context words: cell(s), mutation(s), life, evolution, gene(s), random,
DNA, selection, species, Darwin, natural, animals, human, evolutionary, evidence.
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Table 1. Engagement structures identified in the data

Disclaim strategies

Strategy Structure Strategy Structure
Deny is not/isn’t/there’s no Counter while
is no/are no/was no/ although
were no yet
are not/aren’t
was not/wasn’t
were not/weren’t
does not/doesn’t
do not/don’t
did not/didn’t
cannot/can’t
Proclaim strategies
Strategy Structure Strategy Structure
Concur of course Pronounce indeed
obviously fact is/was
admittedly fact are/were
is/was/are/were
clear
Endorse study/studies show/shows/showed/shown
demonstrate/demonstrates/dem-
onstrated
explain/explains/explained
point out/points out/pointed out
Entertainment strategies
Strategy Structure
Entertain perhaps
possibly
may
seem/seems
Attribution strategies
Strategy Structure Strategy Structure
Acknowledge say/says/said Distance claim/claims/
argue/argues/argued claimed
explain/explains/ex- insist/insists/
plained insisted
demonstrate/demon-
strates/demonstrated

point out/points out/
pointed out
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3. Results and Analysis

The results indicate that the use of engagement strategies as a whole is more preva-
lent in The Edge of Evolution than in The Greatest Show on Earth (Figure 2). In total
there were 3,488 instances of engagement use per million words in The Edge of
Evolution compared to 2,372 instances per million words in The Greatest Show on
Earth. The use of engagement strategies is thus approximately 49% higher in The
Edge of Evolution than in The Greatest Show on Earth.

Use of engagement strategies

4000 @ Attribute
@ Entertain
3500 Proclaim
35 @ Disclaim
S 3000
2
[=
.2 2500
= 358
£
5 2000
o
>
g 1500 Si2
[
=]
2 1000
=
500
o .
Greatest Show on Earth Edge of Evolution

Figure 2. Frequency of engagement strategies in the studied texts.
** denotes p < 0.01.

The difference is present in all of the four engagement strategies, but it is the more
prevalent use of disclaim and entertain that accounts for most of the difference
between the two texts. As one of these two sub-categories is a contractive strat-
egy and the other an expansive strategy, it cannot be maintained that The Edge
of Evolution would be more contractive or expansive than The Greatest Show on
Earth. The results, therefore, hint at a more complex difference of engagement in
the discourses of these two texts. In the following chapters we will discuss in more
detail both the quantitative and qualitative differences of the use and interplay of
these strategies in the studied texts in engaging the opposing voice in the ID vs.
evolution debate.

The use of disclaim strategies, as mentioned above, is more common in The
Edge of Evolution than in The Greatest Show on Earth. The occurrence of disclaim
as a whole is approximately 54% higher in The Edge of Evolution and the difference
is statistically significant (see Figure 2). The disclaim strategy, however, is divided
into two sub-strategies, deny and counter, and the results show that the increased
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occurrence of disclaim is mostly due to its sub-strategy counter (Figure 3). In fact,
while denial is approximately 19% more common in The Edge of Evolution, coun-
tering is used almost three times as frequently in The Edge of Evolution than in The
Greatest Show on Earth.

Frequency of disclaim strategies
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o

Greatest Show on Earth Edge of Evolution

Figure 3. Frequency of disclaim sub-strategies in the studied materials.
**** denotes p < 0.0001.

In addition to occurring with a similar frequency, denial also seems to work in
much the same way in both texts. Structures related to denial are used rhetorically
in some cases, but most commonly these structures are used to contract the dia-
logic space given to the voices of the opposing side. The example below presents a
typical structure used in this way:

(1) The chaotic interplay of genes is not constructive at all.
(The Edge of Evolution)

In addition to simple denial, multiple denial structures are commonly encoun-
tered in groupings in the studied text. In this way the contractive strength of the
utterances in question can be amplified.

(2) 'The Darwinian world-view does not denigrate the higher human faculties,
does not ‘reduce’ them to a plane of indignity. It doesn’t even claim to
explain them at the sort of level that will seem particularly satisfying, in the
way that, say, the Darwinian explanation of a snake-mimicking caterpillar
is satisfying. (The Greatest Show on Earth)

The contractive sub-category counter, in contrast to denial, makes up a large dif-
ference seen in the disclaim strategy, and in fact is responsible for the greatest
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difference of all engagement strategy use between The Edge of Evolution and The
Greatest Show on Earth. The way in which these structures were used did not, for
the most part, differ largely between the texts. Unlike in denial, where the alterna-
tive voice that is being rejected can be inferred, in countering the alternative voice
is spelled out in more detail before being rejected. This type of structure, presented
below, was typical for both texts.

(3) Although Darwin’s theory is far and away most biologists’ favored account
for the appearance of design in life, a minority of biologists think it’s
woefully inadequate and prefer other unintelligent explanations.

(The Edge of Evolution)

(4) After a hundred million years it may be hard to believe that the descendant
animals ever had rabbits for ancestors. Yet in no generation during the
evolutionary process was the predominant type in the population far from
the modal type in the previous generation or the following generation.

(The Greatest Show on Earth)

It was also common in both texts to encounter countering in connection with de-
nial. This type of structure, shown in Example 5, uses the effect of two contractive
engagement strategies on an opposing proposition at once.

(5) Although the parasite can digest the protein part of hemoglobin - breaking
it down to amino acids which it reuses to help construct copies of itself - it
can’t use the heme part of hemoglobin. (The Edge of Evolution)

Frequency of combined strategies
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@ Entertain and Counter
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Greatest Show on Earth Edge of Evolution

Figure 4. Frequency of combined disclaim and entertain engagement strategies in the
studied texts.
** denotes p < 0.01.
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There were, however, also qualitative differences in the way countering was used.
When examined together with the expansive strategy entertain, two distinct types
of combined structures were identified. Of these two strategies combining counter-
ing and entertainment, one was present only in The Edge of Evolution, and the other
was used four times more frequently than in The Greatest Show on Earth (Figure 4).
The first combination strategy involves the use of entertainment to first pres-
ent an opposing view as one of many within a large amount of options and then
countering it. This strategy, named here “entertain and counter”, functions to con-
tract discourse in a very strong manner. It typically takes a structure where the
entertainment and countering in connection with an opposing view is followed by
a phrase functioning as a denial of the entertained position in conjunction with
the preceding countering structure, as is seen below. This combined structure is
similar to countering in connection to a denial structure as presented above in
Example 5, except that it features an extra entertainment structure in between.

(6) At the end of such studies, while some interesting results may be at hand, it’s
usually impossible to generalize from them. (The Edge of Evolution)

(7) Although at the time the molecules may have been following standard
physical laws, no law or general conditions were sufficient to cause the origin
of life. (The Edge of Evolution)

The second combination strategy is used in the opposite way. It starts by counter-
ing an opposing view and then presents a new proposition using entertainment.
This “counter and entertain” strategy typically presents a rejected proposition, thus
contracting the dialogic space given to that proposition, followed immediately by
a structure that expands the possibility of another, preferred, voice. Thus it mini-
mizes an undesired voice and partly substitutes it with a new proposition.

(8) [...]although the authors think other planets may sport primitive bacterial
life, ours may be the only planet able to support intelligent life.
(The Edge of Evolution)

In addition to its use in combination strategies, the frequency of entertainment
used as an individual strategy was also significantly more prevalent in The Edge
of Evolution (Figure 2). Similar to disclaim, entertain was used approximately 50%
more frequently in The Edge of Evolution than in The Greatest Show on Earth. As is
to be expected, entertainment was typically used in the texts to present a proposi-
tion as one of a myriad of other options. It has to be noted, however, the use of
entertainment often makes the entertained proposition seem more preferable than
the other inferred propositions as can be seen from the example below:
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(9) But the evolutionary process itself seems to pick itself up and resume
its recurrent flowering, with undiminished freshness, with unabated
youthfulness, as epoch gives way to epoch.  (The Greatest Show on Earth)

Together with the increased prevalence of countering (Figure 3), the increased
prevalence of entertainment constitutes the greatest part of the total increase of
engagement in The Edge of Evolution compared to The Greatest Show on Earth.
This suggests that the countering of the propositions of the theory of evolution and
the entertaining of creationistic intelligent design propositions in their stead seems
to be the major preoccupation of ID discourse.

In addition to the strong tendency to counter and entertain, ID discourse also
uses the proclaim strategy to modify the dialogic space surrounding the ID vs evo-
lution debate in a way that differs from the baseline discourse of evolutionary bi-
ology. Although the total frequency of proclaiming was relatively similar in both
studied texts this did not mean that there were no differences between the texts in
regard to this strategy. Quite the contrary, the differences in the use of the three
proclaim sub-strategies revealed interesting variations in the discourse styles of the
studied texts. In fact, it is within the contractive proclaim strategy where the only
sub-strategy used more frequently in The Greatest Show on Earth can be found
(see Figure 5). This sub-strategy, pronounce, explicitly brings the author’s own po-
sition to the forefront, and is used in The Greatest Show on Earth almost twice as
frequently as in The Edge of Evolution.

Frequency of proclaim strategies

400 @ Endorse
@ Pronounce
@ Concur

frequency per million words
5 & o8 & % 9y
o o o o o o

w
o

Greatest Show on Earth Edge of Evolution

Figure 5. Frequency of proclaim sub-strategies in the studied materials.
* denotes p < 0.05 and ** p < 0.01.
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There is also a difference in the type of structures that the use of pronouncement is
associated with. In The Greatest Show on Earth, pronounce is used in a straightfor-
ward manner to contract dialogic space in a way that supports the author’s position:

(10) Darwin’s theory of evolution is indeed a ‘scheme or system of ideas or
statements. (The Greatest Show on Earth)

In The Edge of Evolution, on the other hand, pronouncement occurs fairly com-
monly with another contractive strategy, counter. This usage is characterized by
the pronounce structure agreeing with a strong position that cannot be challenged,
but then including it as a part of a larger countering structure used to limit the
amount of dialogic space given to that position, as seen in the two samples be-
low. The fact that the use of pronouncement was so rare in The Edge of Evolution
to begin with, linked with the highly prevalent nature of countering in it, further
strengthens the overall countering nature of intelligent design discourse.

(11) The fact that natural genetic engineering processes are indeed quite active,
as Lenski and others have shown, yet malaria and HIV have made no good
use of them in 1020 tries, strongly suggests they have very limited utility.

(The Edge of Evolution)

(12) A third possibility is that, although mutation is indeed random, at many
critical historical junctures the environment somehow favored certain
explicit mutations that channeled separate molecular parts together into
coherent systems. (The Edge of Evolution)

On the other hand, the sub-strategy concur is used almost twice more prevalently
in The Edge of Evolution. There is, however, not much difference in the way it is
used. Both texts use concur to describe a position in a way that makes it seem un-
questionable, thus making the difference in the two discourses quantitative rather
than qualitative:

(13) But of course that would not be random; it would be intentional.
(The Edge of Evolution)

(14) The human hand and the bat hand are obviously - no sane person could
deny it — two versions of the same thing. (The Greatest Show on Earth)

The use of the third proclaim sub-strategy, endorse, once again showed statistically
significant differences between the studied texts, with no identified occurrences in
The Greatest Show on Earth. The frequency of the strategy was fairly low, with only
37 occurrences per million words in The Edge of Evolution, and thus it was not a
major factor in the overall use of engagement in the text. Also, endorsement seems
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to be used in The Edge of Evolution to report rather dry facts, instead of taking a
stance on the intelligent design vs. evolution debate:

(15) One study showed that cells that contain a mutant, fragile kinesin-II can
form cilia at lower temperature (about 68°F) where the mutant protein
works. (The Edge of Evolution)

Similarly, the attribution strategy did not show large differences between the stud-
ied texts. For one, the attribution strategy with its sub-strategies distance and ac-
knowledge was a minor one with a frequency of use under a hundred times per
million words (Figure 2). Also, there were no statistically significant differences
between their frequencies of use between the two texts. Therefore, it can be stated
with relative safety that attribution did not contribute markedly to the differences
in engagement between the two discourses.

Taken together, the results show that although there was a statistically sig-
nificant increase in the use of engagement strategies in The Edge of Evolution, the
difference was neither contractive nor expansive. In fact, The Edge of Evolution em-
ployed both types of strategies more frequently than The Greatest Show on Earth.
The Edge of Evolution can therefore be described highly modulated in regard to
engagement rather than expansive or contractive. There were, however, significant
and interesting differences in the frequency of use of most of the sub-strategies of
engagement, and also in the way some of them were used to signify engagement
and to modify the dialogic space surrounding the ID vs. evolution debate in a
more nuanced manner.

4. Discussion

From a discourse analytical point of view the intelligent design vs. evolution debate
can be seen as an arena of struggle where the opposing sides compete for dialogic
space in the discourse related to the origin of the complexity of life. Therefore,
this debate represents the linguistic materialization of political networks of social
practices that are constituted via social semiosis, i.e. competing discourses in the
Faircloughian sense. Furthermore, in line with Gee (1999, 6-8) we maintain that
discourse does not simply refer to the way language is used, but to the larger con-
text of discourse where language use can be seen as an integral part of enacting
identity. Thus, the discourse on the origin of life can be seen as an important factor
defining the identity of western societies, and the advocating of intelligent design
as a part of a political agenda attempting to change the current secular state of af-
fairs through science curricula.
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For many decades the control of this dialogic space has largely belonged to
members of the mainstream scientific community who have based their use of lan-
guage on well-developed scientific arguments, but it is the aim of the proponents
of intelligent design to change this. This makes their intentions political in the
sense of Palonen (2003) and as this intention is an explicit one, their (discursive
and material) actions could be considered as examples of politicking. As Barbara
Forrest has pointed out, the mission of the intelligent design movement is “to get
‘intelligent design theory’ into the academic world and into public life as the chief
competitor of the theory of evolution” (Forrest 2001, 31). The originator of the
intelligent design movement, Philip E Johnson has also expressed this struggle for
dialogic space, but in far more bellicose words:

Christians in the 20th century have been playing defense.... They’ve been fighting
a defensive war to defend what they have, to defend as much of it as they can.... It
never turns the tide. What we’re trying to do is something entirely different. We’re
trying to go into enemy territory, their very center, and blow up the ammunition
dump. What is their ammunition dump in this metaphor? It is their version of
creation. (Johnson in Benen 2000)

It is thus justifiable to say that the campaign undertaken by intelligent design pro-
ponents for the acceptance of intelligent design as a valid scientific theory is not
scientifically motivated, but rather, a deliberate attempt to bring religion into deci-
sion-making by politicizing the teaching of science. This connects the struggle for
dialogic space on the question of the origin of life to the Culture Wars (Thomson
2010, 3-12), which can be seen as a wide-ranging battle fought between conserva-
tive and liberal thought for the right to define the cultural identity of the United
States, and to some extent, of many other Western societies as well.

In the intelligent design vs evolution debate much of the struggle between the
two discourses manifests through the modulation of engagement, by which ID
advocates attempt to further their position in differing ways. The pervasive use of
countering in ID discourse is most like related to its attempt to limit the dialogic
space occupied by the dominant discourse of evolution. Charles, for example, has
identified yet-structures with similar components as structures used in countering
as a “grudging acceptance of the work of others” before pointing out its limitations
(Charles 2009, 162). The widespread use of countering in The Edge of Evolution,
then, is quite possibly related to its attempt to gain ground in the discursive arena
by limiting the space of the opponent. In this sense these engagement strategies
function to depoliticize the opponent’s arguments (cf. Muntigl 2002, 51). This
view is supported by Martin and White’s (2005, 118-119) statement that disclaim
strategies are commonly aligned against a third party voice, in this case the oppo-
site side of the intelligent design vs. evolution debate.
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Martin and White (2005, 121) together with Pagano (1994, 251) also suggest,
however, another type of relationship created by countering, where the author
seeks to align himself/herself with the putative reader of the text. This appears to
be another possible explanation for the three-fold increase of countering in The
Edge of Evolution. The author is perhaps using countering as a strategy to create a
feeling of solidarity between himself and the reader by construing a shared para-
digm that is skeptical of evolution. Thus it can be viewed as an attempt to gain
legitimacy from the audience in the discursive field. This aligning use of counter-
ing raises an interesting question regarding the combined use of the denial and
countering, which was identified in this study, and which is in line with earlier
research by Martin and White (2005, 120). This combined use of the disclaim sub-
strategies would allow an author to disalign himself from a third party voice while
at the same time align himself with at least part of the readers creating a united
front against a dominant discourse, which as a result is made to appear oppressive.

Countering also occurred much more commonly combined with entertain-
ment in the Edge of Evolution. The combined counter and entertain strategy seems
to function as an amalgamation of countering and entertainment where both strat-
egies are used on a single proposition in the same manner as they would be used
separately. Within the confines of one engagement structure the dialogic space
given to an unfavored proposition, i.e. evolution, is contracted and then the dia-
logic space is re-expanded to introduce a new alternative proposition, i.e. intel-
ligent design (see Example 15). The combined counter and entertain strategy thus
appears to be a very useful tool in situations where the objective is to forward
an unacknowledged proposition to the detriment of an accepted one, such as the
intelligent design point of view in the ID vs. evolution debate. This conclusion is
supported by the fact that while this combined structure was not used very fre-
quently in The Edge of Evolution, it was not encountered even once in The Greatest
Show on Earth.

The function of the combined entertain and counter strategy, however, seems
to be more rhetorical in nature, rather than a direct reflection of the power posi-
tion of the two sides of the intelligent design vs. evolution debate. In entertain and
counter an unfavored proposition is presented using an entertainment structure
thereby implying a number of other alternatives, and then countered with a propo-
sition favored by the author. This type of progression from expansive dialogue
towards the contraction of dialogic space is according Tang (2009, 182) common
in the staging of academic arguments, that is, it can be viewed as (at least partly)
caused by generic conventions. The fact that the use of entertain and counter is
significantly more common in The Edge of Evolution than in The Greatest Show on
Earth seems to speak of the obligation of ID proponents as challengers to present
their proposition in a rhetorically convincing manner. Additionally, entertainment
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on its own is also used in The Edge of Evolution in its most typical function, as an
attempt to expand evolution discourse to include ideas founded on ID. In this
sense, the use of entertainment is a feature which aims to expand the field rather
than just occupy it. Accordingly, these types of structures been previously iden-
tified to mark a proposition as ‘unacknowledged by the discourse community’
(Myers 1989, 12). Furthermore, entertainment has also been suggested in some
cases to signify lack of authority (Tang 2009, 174-185), strengthening the point of
view that the increased use of entertainment in The Edge of Evolution appears to
be a reflection of ID discourse attempting to change the to ideological landscape
surrounding the intelligent design vs. evolution debate and challenge the central
position of the theory of evolution within it.

The contractive engagement strategy proclaim, however, is not used so much
as to challenge opposing propositions and make room for new ones, but rather to
legitimize the position supposedly held by each side in the ID vs evolution debate.
The concur sub-strategy is frequently used in The Edge of Evolution and seems
to work much in the same way as the aligning use of countering, by creating a
common ground between the author and the reader, attempting to legitimize the
author’s position. These types of appeals for shared knowledge are common in
academic discourse according to Hyland who states that they are used “to posi-
tion readers within the apparently naturalized and unproblematic boundaries of
disciplinary understandings” (Hyland 2009: 124). The increased use of concurring
in The Edge of Evolution may therefore signal an attempt at trying to make ID fit
within the boundaries of valid science on the issue, that is, to secure its place in the
field. On the other hand, it can also be seen as a communicative strategy of the au-
thor pandering to a specific audience which shares his fundamentally creationistic
ideas, ‘preaching to the choir; as it is. Most likely the strategy is used by the author
so often to achieve both these goals at once. The Greatest Show on Earth also uses
engagement to legitimize its position in the debate by utilizing pronouncing to
show that it is in the dominant position in the debate. As Martin and White point
out, using pronouncement always carries with it a certain possibility of interper-
sonal cost due to the fact that by pronouncing the author is personally vouchsafing
the position being advanced (Martin and White 2005, 128). It would seem natural
that the risk for paying the interpersonal cost in the currency of academic credibil-
ity is smaller when the author of an utterance is in a dominant position within his
discipline. Ramona Tang has similarly found that the use of the pronounce strategy
adds to the authority of an author and underlines the author’s conviction in the
position he/she is advancing (Tang 2009, 183).

Endorsement was also found to be used more frequently in The Edge of
Evolution than in The Greatest Show on Earth. This would seem to suggest that
using an outside authority to narrow dialogic space is a more popular strategy
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in the intelligent design text, but there are two factors which prohibit finalizing
this conclusion. Firstly, although the difference between the frequencies of use of
endorsement in the two studied texts was statistically significant, the frequency
was still quite low, meaning that it was not an important strategy in the context of
all used strategies. Secondly, there appears to be a possible problem in the man-
ner in which endorsement is classified in Martin and White’s engagement frame-
work, which arises from the fact that the structures used to create endorsement
resemble the structures used to create attribution, which have significantly dif-
fering functions. Martin and White have recognized this themselves (Martin and
White 2005, 126), but go on to make the point that the difference is created by
the verb used to report the speech of the third party voice. The examples they
use (Ibid. 134) to illustrate attribution, “the report states that...” and endorsement,
“the report shows that...” demonstrate that differentiating these two strategies onto
the two opposing poles of expansiveness and contractiveness is not unambigious.
Because of these issues it is best not to make any far-reaching conclusions related
to endorsement, or to attribution for that matter. This is especially poignant since a
corpus linguistic method was used, as it relies quite heavily on quantification and
the exact linguistic context of each occurrence can be in some cases somewhat
difficult to analyze.

Taken together, the struggle for dialogic space in the ID vs. evolution debate
truly cannot be described in a one-dimensional way regarding merely its ex-
pansiveness and contractiveness. Although the use of many contractive engage-
ment strategies in The Edge of Evolution is significantly increased compared to
The Greatest Show on Earth, so is the use of the expansive engagement strategy
entertainment. In addition to this, the contractive strategy pronounce occurred
at a much higher frequency in The Greatest Show on Earth than in The Edge of
Evolution. Adding to this mixture of engagement strategy use is the increased
prevalence of the combined strategies, which contain structures related to both
contraction and expansion.

Perhaps, instead of labeling ID discourse either contractive or expansive, it
should be called highly modulated. In the context of engagement, modulation is
here taken to mean a change in the frequency of engagement structures in a text
or discourse when interacting with another text or discourse on the same theme. It
should not be confused with the term modulation as it is used within the systemic
functional linguistics framework to describe structures referring to the inclination
or obligation of doing something (Halliday and Matthiessen 2014, 178), but rather
a more general attitude towards the extent of dialogical space relating to the actu-
ality of a specific proposition. In other words, there is a stronger focus on redefin-
ing the field than filling it with content or occupying it. From this point of view, in-
telligent design discourse would then be considered highly modulated compared
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to the discourse of evolutionary biology, as it makes frequent, concentrated efforts
to disalign itself from evolutionary biology discourse by countering its proposi-
tions while entertaining its own propositions at the same time. The explanation for
the high modulation of engagement of intelligent design discourse most likely lies
in its academic underdog position in the ID vs. evolution debate. But at the same
time it also implies that ID discourse is more interactive or active in the political
sense. High modulation of engagement obligates the voices of ID to the modifica-
tion of the dialogic space related to the debate in order to differentiate itself from
the accepted mainstream view of evolution while aligning itself with readers hold-
ing creationistic beliefs. High modulation is also beneficial for ID discourse in its
attempt to phrase its purported position as a serious and credible challenger to the
currently accepted theory.

Based on these results, the study of engagement features seems suitable for
detecting discourses engaged in politicking and politization, as the struggle for
dialogic space can be seen as a textual proxy for political struggle. In the ID vs.
evolution debate ID discourse uses a mixture of contractive and expansive engage-
ment strategies to limit the dialogic space given to the prevailing proposition that
the complexity of life evolved through natural selection, and to expand the dia-
logic space allocated to its own pseudoscientific proposition that the complexity
of life has its origin in the actions of an “intelligent designer” The reason for this
high modulation of engagement in ID discourse can be traced back to its position
as a challenger, and its underdog position obligates intelligent design discourse
to the heavy use of engagement in order forward its position, which is ultimately
aimed at changing the political decision-making related to the teaching of science.

References

Anthony, Laurence. 2014. AntConc (Version 3.4.3) [Computer Software]. Tokyo, Japan: Waseda
University. Available: http://www.laurenceanthony.net/

Back, Juhyn. 2015. “A Corpus-based Study of Interactional Metadiscourse in L1 and L2
Academic Research Articles: Writer Identity and Reader Engagement.” Corpus Linguistics
2015: abstract book. UCREL, Lancaster.

Baker, Paul. 2006. Using Corpora in Discourse Analysis. London, New York: Bloomsbury.

Behe, Michael. 2007. The Edge of Evolution: The Search for the Limits of Darwinism. New York:
Free Press.

Benen, Steven. 2000. “Science Test” Accessed 14 January 2015. https://www.au.org/church-
state/julyaugust-2000-church-state/featured/science-test.

Bourdieu, Pierre. 1993. The Field of Cultural Production. Cambridge, UK: Polity Press.

Carroll, Sean B. 2007. “Evolution: God as genetic engineer.” Science 316: 1427-1428.
doi: 10.1126/science.1145104


http://www.laurenceanthony.net/
https://www.au.org/church-state/julyaugust-2000-church-state/featured/science-test
https://www.au.org/church-state/julyaugust-2000-church-state/featured/science-test
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1145104

[20] Timothy Wilson and Attila Krizsan

Charles, Maggie. 2009. “Stance, interaction and the rhetorical patterns of restrictive adverbs:
Discourse roles of only, just, simply and merely” In Academic Writing: At the Interface of
Corpus and Discourse, ed. by Maggie Charles, Susan Hunston and Diane Pecorari, 152-169.
London: Continuum International Publishing.

Charles, Maggie, Hunston, Susan, and Pecorari, Diane (eds). 2009. Academic Writing: At the
Interface of Corpus and Discourse. London: Continuum International Publishing.

Chatterjee-Padmanabhan, Meeta. 2014. “Bakhtin’s theory of heteroglossia/intertextual-
ity in teaching academic writing in higher education” Journal of Academic Language and
Learning: 101-A112.

Chilton, Paul A., and Schéffner Christina (eds). 2002. Politics as Text and Talk: Analytic
Approaches to Political Discourse. Amsterdam: John Benjamins. doi: 10.1075/dapsac.4

Coulthard, Malcolm (ed.). 1994. Advances in Written Text Analysis. London: Routledge.
doi: 10.4324/9780203422656

Dawkins, Richard. 2009. The Greatest Show on Earth: The Evidence for Evolution. New York:
Free Press.

Derewianka, Beverly. 2007. “Using appraisal theory to track interpersonal development in ado-
lescent student writing” In Advances in language ¢ education, ed. by Anne McCabe, Mick
O’Donnell and Rachel Whittaker, 142-165. New York: Continuum.

Gee, James P. 1999. An Introduction to discourse analysis. London: Routledge.

Forrest, Barbara. 2001. “The wedge at work: How intelligent design creationism is wedging its
way into the cultural and academic mainstream?” In Intelligent Design Creationism and Its
Critics: Philosophical, Theological, and Scientific Perspectives. ed. Robert T. Pennock, 5-53.
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Halliday, Michael Alexander Kirkwood, and Matthiessen, Christian Matthias Ingemar Martin.
2014. Halliday’s Introduction to Functional Grammar (4th ed.) London and New York:
Routledge.

Hyland, Ken. 2009. “Corpus informed discourse analysis: The case of academic engagement.” In
Academic Writing: At the Interface of Corpus and Discourse, ed. by Maggie Charles, Susan
Hunston and Diane Pecorari, 110-128. London: Continuum International Publishing.

“Kitzmiller v. Dover Area School District, Memorandum Opinion 2004” Accessed 12 January
2015. https://www.aclu.org/files/images/asset_upload_file577_ 23137.pdf.

Martin, James Robert, and White, Peter R. R. 2005. The language of evaluation: Appraisal in
English. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

McCabe, Anne, O’Donnell, Mick, and Whittaker Rachel (eds). 2007. Advances in language and
education. New York: Continuum.

Miller, Kenneth R. 1996. “Darwin’s Black Box, reviewed by Kenneth R. Miller” Creation/
Evolution 16: 36-40.

Muntigl, Peter. 2002. “Politicization and depoliticization: employment policy on the European
Union.” In Politics as Text and Talk: Analytic Approaches to Political Discourse, ed. by Paul
A. Chilton and Christina Schéftner, 45-79. Amsterdam: John Benjamins
doi: 10.1075/dapsac.4.05mun

Myers, Greg. 1989. “The pragmatics of politeness in scientific articles” Applied Linguistics 10:
1-35. doi: 10.1093/applin/10.1.1

Pagano, Adriana. 1994. “Negatives in written text” In Advances in Written Text Analysis, ed. by
Malcolm Coulthard, 250-65. London: Routledge.

Palonen, Kari. 2003. “Four times of politics: Policy, polity, politicking, and politization.”
Alternatives: Global, Local, Political 28 (2): 171-186. doi: 10.1177/030437540302800202


https://doi.org/10.1075/dapsac.4
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203422656
https://www.aclu.org/files/images/asset_upload_file577_ 23137.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1075/dapsac.4.05mun
https://doi.org/10.1093/applin/10.1.1
https://doi.org/10.1177/030437540302800202

Politics in science: engagement in ID discourse [21]

Pennock, Robert T. (ed.) 2001. Intelligent Design Creationism and Its Critics: Philosophical,
Theological, and Scientific Perspectives. Cambridge, USA: MIT Press.

Rayson, Paul, and Garside, Roger. 2000. Comparing corpora using frequency profiling. In
proceedings of the workshop on Comparing Corpora, held in conjunction with the 38th
annual meeting of the Association for Computational Linguistics. 1-8 October 2000,
Hong Kong, pp. 1-6.

Tang, Ramona. 2009. “A dialogic account of authority in academic writing” In Academic Writing:
At the Interface of Corpus and Discourse, ed. by Maggie Charles, Susan Hunston and Diane
Pecorari, 170-88. London: Continuum International Publishing.

Thomson, Irene Taviss. 2010. Culture Wars and Enduring American Dilemmas. Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press.

Swain, Elizabeth. 2007. “Constructing an effective voice in academic discussion writing: An
appraisal theory perspective” In Advances in language & education, ed. by Anne McCabe,
Mick O’Donnell and Rachel Whittaker, 166-184. New York: Continuum.

Young, Matt, and Edis, Taner (eds). 2004. Why Intelligent Design Fails: A Scientific Critique of the
New Creationism, 1-9. New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press.

Authors” addresses

Timothy Wilson Attila Krizsan

Department of English Department of English
University of Turku University of Turku
Sirkkalankatu 24 D22 Rosetta building

FI1-20700 Koskenniemenkatu 4, FI-20014
Turku Turku

tmth.wlsn@gmail.com attila.krizsan@utu.fi
Biographical notes

Timothy Wilson holds a PhD in Medical Biochemistry and Genetics from the University of
Turku in 2011 and an MA in English in 2015. He is currently doing research on pseudoscientific
discourse at the University of Turku.

Attila Krizsan, PhD is a senior lecturer at the English Department of the University of Turku,
Finland. His research interests are in discourse semiotics and polito-linguistics. He has pub-
lished on collective identities in European integration, policy discourse, Europeanism and na-
tionalism in the EU administration and Hungarian political discourse.

Publication history
Date received: 22 April 2016

Date accepted: 6 April 2017
Published online: 12 June 2017


mailto:tmth.wlsn@gmail.com
mailto:attila.krizsan@utu.fi

	Politics in science
	1. Introduction
	2. Methods
	3. Results and Analysis
	4. Discussion
	References
	Authors’ addresses
	Biographical notes


