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The Scopes Trial, a case that deals with beliefs that contradict each other.  I chose this

trial because I am a Christian and believe in the Bible, and its words.  Even though I am a

follower of Christ, I do not interpret the Bible as strictly or literally as others do. Along with

being a Christian, I am a strong believer in evolution. I thought learning about this would open

my eyes to a part of history for both.  The communication behind this trial is easily noticed as a

debate between opposing values.  People in the United States, along with the rest of the world

have their own ideals, which affects moral and logical reasoning.

Before I got too deep into the process, I read brief overviews of the trial.  After

understanding the basis, I began to find historical documents from the time and sources talking

about similar ideas.  Using digital libraries and going through many handwritten documents

online, I gathered enough information to create an outline.  I also read a section of Hunter’s A

Civic Biology, the book Scopes used, to get a different perspective.

I put together small pieces of information to shape my rough draft.  Using my rough

draft, I found specific quotes and documents to use in my final essay.  I reread my essay, fixed

any errors, and added additional information to be more distinct.  When I knew I was done

editing my essay, I added footnotes and adjusted it to be more presentable.

My historical argument is that the case was more than proving Scopes’s stance.  It paved

the way for an everlasting cultural conflict between modern and traditional values.  Throughout

the trial, the discussion progressed and produced change for the people.  The conflict represented

still exists and will continue to evolve.

The Scopes Monkey Trial is important because it narrowed down a widespread topic into

carefully sectioned individual beliefs.  It served as the beginning of all similar conflicts and was

the first trial to distinguish such admirable beliefs. Fundamentalists used this trial to project their



beliefs into the public sphere and to try to reject the theory of evolution.  Scientists and

evolutionary biologists conveyed their logical reasoning to reach an audience that would

understand their argument.  Both sides became increasingly popular, which contributed to

religious and scientific altercations in the transforming world.  In all, The Scopes Trial made two

contradicting arguments open to the public, as well as creating an atmosphere to effectively do so

for others.
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On July 10, 1925, one of the most controversial trials in United States history began.

John Thomas Scopes, a 24-year-old teacher at Rhea County Central High School in Dayton,

Tennessee, agreed to participate in a test case challenging Tennessee’s Butler Act.  The Butler

Act, enacted on March 21, 1925,  stated that it was illegal “to teach any theory that denies the

story of the Divine Creation of man as taught in the Bible, and to teach instead that man has

descended from a lower order of animals.”1 The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), a

nonprofit organization that fights to protect the rights of the people given by the Constitution,

believed that the Butler Act contravened with the First Amendment’s guarantee of the freedom of

speech and the establishment clause prohibiting government endorsement of religion.  They

provided their services to any teacher who would agree to challenge the law.

This set the stage for a case that was about much more than the guilt or innocence of John

Scopes.  The case represented the larger cultural conflict emerging in the 1920s between religion

and science, but also between traditional and modern values.  Both sides used the case as a way

to communicate their views to the whole country. Examining the way the participants and the

media presented the trial offers insight into the broader cultural conflict, a conflict that is still

present in the United States.

The controversy between fundamentalists and evolutionists began long before the trial.

Fundamentalists, who believed that the Bible should be interpreted literally, opposed theological

modernism.2 Principles created in the series of pamphlets, The Fundamentals: A Testimony to the

Truth, created throughout the 1910s, led to attacks on modern beliefs.3 According to the

National Humanities Center,

3 Encyclopedia Britannica, s.v. “Fundamentalism”.
2 Encyclopedia Britannica, s.v. “Fundamentalism”. 2019 ed.

1Tennessee State, General Assembly, House of Representatives. Butler Act. 1925 General Assembly,
House Bill 185.
http://law2.umkc.edu/faculty/projects/ftrials/scopes/tennstat.htm.
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Social changes of the early twentieth century also fed the flames of protest . . .
Fundamentalists felt displaced by the waves of non-Protestant immigrants from
southern and eastern Europe flooding America’s cities. They believed they had
been betrayed by American statesmen who led the nation into an irresolved war
with Germany, the cradle of destructive biblical criticism. They deplored the
teaching of evolution in public schools, which they paid for with their taxes, and
resented the elitism of professional educators who seemed often to scorn the
values of traditional Christian families.4

On November 24, 1858, Charles Darwin published On the Origin of the Species.  In this

book, he described the process of natural selection, or the idea that all living things evolve from a

common ancestor.  Darwin’s theory of evolution was heard worldwide.  Many scientists agreed

with him, but others felt that it was atheistic.

In the 1920s, the anti-evolution movement spread into the United States. Many members

of this movement were fundamentalists.  They were against teaching evolution because they

believed that it would cause “spiritual and moral” harm to the development of students.5

By the time of the 1925 Scopes Trial, the theory of evolution was widely taught

throughout America.  Even though it was being taught in schools, people still thought Charles

Darwin’s theory was conflicting.  This led to an increasing amount of beliefs of anti-evolution.

Darwin theorized that living organisms derive from unicellular organisms and evolve into

different beings. The theory was thought to disagree with the Creation of Genesis, where it says

that humans were derived from one man and one woman. Both of these concepts were

recognized in this time period, but fundamentalism grew and became more popular, which

resulted in laws like the Butler Act.

5 “The Scopes Trial: Who Decides What Gets Taught in the Classroom?” Constitutional Rights Foundation. 2006.
Accessed 23 November 2020,
https://www.crf-usa.org/bill-of-rights-in-action/bria-22-2-a-the-scopes-trial-who-decides-what-gets-taught-in-the-cla
ssroom

4 Grant Wacker. The Rise of Fundamentalism. National Humanities Center, November 2000,
http://nationalhumanitiescenter.org/tserve/twenty/tkeyinfo/fundam.htm. Accessed 19 February 2021.
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The argument between whether Scopes had taught evolution finally begun.  Defending

Scopes was Clarence Darrow, a firm believer in evolution. Prosecutor William Jennings Bryan,

was a heavy fundamentalist who preached the word of God daily.  The first three days of the trial

were mainly legal matters, but on the fourth day, John Thomas Scopes pleaded not guilty.  Even

with his plea, the battle progressed.

The prosecution led by A. Thomas Stewart and William Jennings Bryan, stated that

“Evolution should not be taught in public schools because the people of Tennessee do not want it

taught . . . Evolution should not be taught because it undermines Christianity.”6 Bryan believed

“that the state, through the legislature, had the right to control its schools by prescribing the

content of their curriculum.”7

Dudley Field Malone, of the defense, argued for an expert testimony in the trial and that

the purpose of the defense was solely to prove Scopes innocent.  He gave an extensive opening

statement for the defense, which included that teaching evolution “would prove that science and

religion occupy two different fields of learning . . . would prove that scientists claim that no

branch of science can be taught without teaching evolution . . . it did not intend to prove humans

came from the long line of monkey.”8 The defense’s wish for an expert testimony was granted

by Judge John Raulston, where Dr. Maynard M. Metcalf came into play.  Metcalf, who was a

scientist himself, believed in evolution.  He stated his own definition of evolution, along with

claiming evolution is a fact.  His testimony was never printed.

8 Hanson, The Scopes Monkey Trial, 73.
7 Freya Ottem Hanson. The Scopes Monkey Trial: a Headline Court Case. Enslow Publishers, 2000.

6 “Handwritten Outline of Legal Arguments Of Monkeys and Men: Public and Private Views from the Scopes
Trial.” Sue K. Hicks Papers. University of Tennessee, Knoxville. Special Collections, 1925,
https://digital.lib.utk.edu/collections/islandora/object/scopes%3A447#page/1/mode/2up.
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On Thursday, July 16, 1925, Bryan spoke for the first time in the trial.  He read out of A

Civics Biology, attacking it and comparing it to the Bible.9 Dudley Malone spoke against him.

Thinking that the trial was basically over, most of the people and media left without knowing

they would miss one of the most important parts of the trial, Darrow’s interrogation of Bryan.

Without the presence of the jury, William Jennings Bryan testified. Clarence Darrow

cross-examined Bryan on exclusive parts of the Bible. They continued with the questioning,

Q--You claim that everything in the Bible should be literally interpreted?
A--I believe everything in the Bible should be accepted as it is given there: some
of the Bible is given illustratively. For instance: "Ye are the salt of the earth." I
would not insist that man was actually salt, or that he had flesh of salt, but it is
used in the sense of salt as saving God's people.
Q--Now, you say, the big fish swallowed Jonah, and he there remained how
long--three days-- and then he spewed him upon the land. You believe that the big
fish was made to swallow Jonah?
A--I am not prepared to say that; the Bible merely says it was done.
Q--You don't know whether it was the ordinary run of fish, or made for that
purpose?
A--You may guess; you evolutionists guess.....
Q--You are not prepared to say whether that fish was made especially to swallow
a man or not?
A--The Bible doesn't say, so I am not prepared to say.10

The lack of information in Bryan’s testimony shocked almost everybody.  With the continuation

of arguments between Bryan and Darrow, Judge Raulston ended the court proceedings.  Later,

Judge Raulston removed Bryan’s testimony from record, leaving the jury to decide the fate of

John Scopes. After listening to instructions given by Judge Raulston on the final day, the

defendant was found guilty.  Later, the Butler Act was declared constitutional, and it was not

repealed until May 18, 1967.

10 William Jennings Bryan, Cross-Examination by Clarence Darrow, 1925.

9 A Civic Biology: Presented in Problems by George William Hunter was the textbook that John Scopes assigned a
chapter of evolution on.
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Many news sources leaped to discuss the case.  On July 19, 1925, the Sunday Star

newspaper of Washington D.C. published “Scopes Convicted Before Case . . . Appeal to Higher

Court and Effort to Save Other States.”  Darrow stated,

We are now interested in two things: That a higher court shall pass upon this
case, and that in other States those who wish to pursue the truth shall be left free
to think and investigate and teach and learn. We know that the great majority of
the intelligent Christians do - not accept the literal interpretation for the whole
Bible. We have learned here, both from laymen and clergymen, that a large part
of the fundamentalists do not accept it. This doctrine is a doctrine of the
literalists, and we are perfectly satisfied that the majority of the Christian Church
has long since passed beyond that.11

Another article headlined “Plot To Kill Off Christianity Revealed in Trial, Bryan Says” is

mentioned to try to critique the idea of evolution. Bryan believed that the trial had a different

underlying message based off of the contrasting viewpoints,

But this trial had another important effect. The presence of Mr. Darrow here, an
avowed agnostic both as to God and immortality -- he has so stated in court
before the judge -- represents the most militant anti-Christian sentiment in the
country. He protested against the opening of court with prayer, and has lost no
opportunity to slur the intelligence of those who believe in Orthodox Christianity,
and to hurl the charge of bigotry against every one who objects to the teaching of
evolution in the schools . . . Mr. Darrow’s hostility to Christianity, proclaimed for
a generation, and his conduct in this case are now known to the world and will
arouse the devout Christians of the Nation.12

The two articles, which ran side by side in the same newspaper, highlight the true purpose

of each group in the conflict, to either glorify evolution or vilify it.  Darrow believed that

evolution does not contradict the Bible, as most Christians do not strictly follow its sayings.

Bryan expresses evolution as an idea made up to purposely harm the Christian community, as

well as wipe out their traditional beliefs as a whole. Providing the perspective of both Darrow

12 “Plot To Kill Off Christianity Revealed in Trial, Bryan Says.” The Sunday Star, Washington D.C, July 19, 1925.
See appendix 1.

11 “Scopes Convicted Before Case Opened, In Darrow’s Opinion.” The Sunday Star, Washington D.C, July 19, 1925.
See appendix 1.
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and Bryan shows how the two lawyers effectively used the trial, along with the media coverage,

to publically convey their individual beliefs.

Other newspapers put the Scopes Trial on their front page, such as The Indianapolis

Times’ “When Darrow Opened Fire”, which displayed a photograph of the intense argument

over the use of the word “bigotry” between Darrow and Bryan.13 Even days after the trial, efforts

continued to draw attention to the subject, including sectioning off an entire page as a tribute to

Bryan after his death - only five days after the trial. Subheadings titled “Faith In People Was

Revealed By Bryan’s Last Court Speech” and “Bryan Was to Tread Holy Path of Christ” from

The Evening Star of Washington D.C. on July 27, 1925, made it seem like Bryan died a hero to

all Christians and fundamentalists.14 The Scopes Trial and its participants established the debate

between science and religion while it also “shaped the scientific community.”15

The true purpose of the trial can be seen by the day by day coverage by H.L. Mencken.

This justifies the publicity stunt like trial and shows the eternal mark it left.  Mencken states,

“The Scopes Trial, from the start, has been carried on in a manner exactly fitted to the

anti-evolution law and the simian imbecility under it.  There hasn’t been the slightest pretense to

decorum.”16 He describes how the results of the trial had been known from the start to follow

with the anti-evolution beliefs, along with making evolution seem foolish.  Despite Mencken’s

words, there have been attempts to change the public view of evolution.   As Mencken states,

“The whole world has been made familiar with the issues [of the trial] and the nature of menace

that Fundamentalism offers to civilization is now familiar to every schoolboy.”17 Unlike before

17 H.L. Mencken. “Aftermath.” The Baltimore Evening Sun, September 14, 1925.
16 Mencken,”The Monkey Trial.”
15 Wood, “The Monkey Trial Myth,” 147.

14 “Interesting Studies of William Jennings Bryan at various stages of his career.” The Sunday Star, Washington D.C,
July 27, 1925.  See Appendix 3.

13 “When Darrow Opened Fire.” The Indianapolis Times, July 17, 1925. See appendix 2.
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the trial, evolution became familiar to the public eye, but at the same time hidden.  After the

Scopes Trial, evolution had been wiped from nearly every biology textbook, until it finally

resurfaced in the 1950s.  Affecting the lives of almost every American,

The issues raised by the Scopes trial and legend endure precisely because they
embody the characteristically American struggle between individual liberty and
majoritarian democracy, and cost it in the timeless debate over science and
religion … only the Scopes trial fully lives up to its billing by continuting to echo
throughout the century.18

The events that the Scopes trial caused continue to live freely in a world that evolves in a flash.

The guilded nation, known as the land of the free, secretly hides its own problems, disregarding

the size, under a sheet of powerful voices who continue to morph the community as a whole.

Today, with an increase in government power, many demand for the federal government

to put in place a law that emphasizes what should be taught in public schools.  The problems that

come with these requests are that it clashes with the separation of church and state, as well as the

independence of state governments.  More recently, states have passed bills over the matter.

Most of which favor creationism rather than science. For example, in 2012, Tennessee passed

the Tennesee Academic Freedom Bill, which protects teachers who allow students to criticize

topics like evolution and climate change.  This is a huge door opener to teaching creationism in

public schools.

The Trump Administration has influenced the aspects of this culture war in ways that

clearly show their anti-science beliefs.  The skepticism of climate change and distrust of

vaccinations are more issues that contribute to their control.  The executive government’s

opinion shapes every form of government throughout America.  New bills suggest teaching

intelligent design or expressing the right of academic freedom will help end the controversy.

18 Edward J. Larson. Summer for the Gods: The Scopes Trial and America's Continuing Debate Over Science and
Religion. Basic Books New York, 1997.
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Again, a plethora of problems arrise with this.  For one, an administrator’s personal beliefs may

conflict with what is taught in a public school.

Almost all of the states require evolution to be taught, while creationism is optional in

some.  Most schools today barely touch the subject of evolution in their classrooms.  However,

studies show that a lot of private schools teach creationsim and require their students to recall

information from the Bible.  Even though schools teach different subjects, the students show

about the same performance level.  With respect to the scientific community,

The world is rapidly advancing in its understanding of science, and the United
States must incorporate these concepts into its curriculum in order to keep pace …
constant political repudiation of accepted scientific education in many areas of the
United States.19

The Trump Administration’s voice that distinctly favors religious values will eventually

create a new generation of students who will miss out on knowing the significance of the theory

of evolution and what it contributes to society, in a highly scientific world.20

The State of Tennessee v. John Thomas Scopes, also known as The Scopes Monkey Trial,

was the first ever trial broadcast on radio.  The trial heard by many ended on July 21, 1925, but

the conversation never truly reached a conclusion. It left a perpetual discussion over Evolution v.

Creation Science and paved the way for improvements in the educational system.  Following the

trial, personal opinions over the matter were introduced to the public, which kept the feud alive.

Not only does this trial conveniently resurface this everlasting dispute, it also outlines the

identity of the individual liberties reserved to America’s people.21 Every soul’s stance leaves a

blemish in humanity, and creates a “symbol of change” for society.22 This trial helped shape

22 Wood, “The Monkey Trial Myth,” 148.
21 Wood, “The Monkey Trial Myth,” 160.
20 Sullivan, Megan Elizabeth. “‘Alternative Facts’ in the Classroom,” 4.

19 Sullivan, Megan Elizabeth. “‘Alternative Facts’ in the Classroom: Creationist Educational Policy and the Trump
Administration.” The National Law Review, 11 Mar. 2019,
www.natlawreview.com/article/alternative-facts-classroom-creationist-educational-policy-and-trump-administration.
4.
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America into what it is today - unified, yet individually separated.  The debate regarding

traditional and modern views began over a century ago, but will continue to evolve with time.
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