
The Scoop on Scopes

FDayton, Tennessee hosted
the “Trial of the Century.” It
gasolined a Creation-Evolution
conflagration still raging today.
July 10 is the Ninth Perfect
Square Anniversary of the 1925
Scopes trial.

Most famous trials
involve murder. Why was this
misdemeanor case so signifi-
cant? Scopes was a battle over
important ideas: free speech,
Bible vs. Evolution, taxpayer control of
curricula. The nation’s most renowned
lawyers argued the issues.

Worldviews clashed throughout
the eight day trial. It climaxed when
defense counsel Clarence Darrow put
prosecutor William Jennings Bryan on
the stand, grilling him about the Bible
before 5,000 spectators. Untold num-
bers listened by radio. The New York
Times called the Darrow-Bryan duel
the greatest court scene in Anglo-
Saxon history.

BUTLER ACT

Corn and tobacco farmer
John Butler wrote the law
that provoked the controver-
sial trial. Butler deplored
county schools teaching his
five children evolution.
Learning of someone who
returned from college believing in evo-
lution but not God, Butler ran for the
state legislature in 1922. His winning
platform opposed teaching evolution
in government-funded schools.

Butler’s 1925 bill read: “It shall be
unlawful (in any state-funded school)
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.”

Butler’s common-sense rationale
was that teaching evolution contradicts
the Bible and thus undermines govern-
ment, because government receives its
authority from God in the Bible.
Therefore he believed it was quite rea-
sonable for government to forbid
teaching evolution. He believed
schools should teach citizenship
grounded on Biblical morality; evolu-
tion “demoralized” morality by remov-
ing its foundation in God’s law.

Six days after introduction, the
Tennessee House passed Butler’s bill
71-5 on January 28. The bill met vig-
orous opposition in the State Senate.
Opponents claimed scientific support,
ridiculed Biblical literalists, and cited
academic freedom. The tide turned
with the argument that tax-funded
schools should not teach theories
attacking students’ faith. The Senate
passed the bill 24-6 on March 13.

Governor Austin Peay ambivalent-
ly signed the bill into law eight days
later because he needed support from
rural legislators for his own reforms.
“People have the right to regulate what
is taught in their schools,” Peay said.

“Denial of the Bible shall not
be taught in public schools.”

DAYTON’S STRATEGY

In southeastern Tennessee
a town best known for straw-
berries was in severe decline.
Economics—not evolution—
was the real issue for tiny
Dayton, population 1800. The
school board president (and
pharmacist), school superin-
tendent, city attorney, and
mine manager formulated a
plan to revitalize and promote

Dayton. They recruited popular John
Thomas Scopes to accept the ACLU
offer to defend a test case against
Tennessee’s new anti-evolution law.
Their motivation was financial, not
philosophical. Scopes resisted, not want-
ing to be arrested. Eventually he agreed.

Scopes, 24, had been teaching
math, physics, and football. He substi-
tuted for a sick biology teacher and
later insisted he never taught evolu-
tion. Scopes said he agreed to test the
law in court during “a drugstore discus-

sion that got past control.” The defense
never claimed he had not broken the
law, and he never testified, because the
trial was about Tennessee’s anti-evolu-
tion law—not Scopes. Scopes later
admitted his lawyers coached students
to perjure themselves by testifying he
taught evolution.

Dayton focused on publicity, array-
ing itself in banners, souvenirs, and
monkeys, organizing a “Scopes Trial
Entertainment Committee,” and rais-
ing a $5,000 Business Promotion Fund.
Officials diverted traffic to create a
pedestrian mall for vendors, games, and
crowds attracted by the carnival atmos-
phere. Haberdasher J.R.Darwin adver-
tised “The Fittest” garments.

TRIAL PROTAGONISTS

Evolutionist defense counsel Clarence
Darrow, a militant atheist, opposed

prosecutor William Jennings Bryan, a
devout Christian.

Darrow, 68, was America’s most
celebrated lawyer, famous for cross-
examination skill and courtroom elo-
quence. In demand nationwide at
$200,000 per case, Darrow volunteered
to defend Scopes—his only pro-bono
work ever. He relished the trial as an
opportunity to attack the Bible and
ridicule Christianity in a national spot-
light. Darrow determined to “prevent
bigots and ignoramuses from control-
ling education.”

William Jennings Bryan, 65,
three-time Democratic Presidential
nominee and Wilson’s Secretary of
State, was a national figure. By the
1920s Bryan averaged 200 speeches
yearly as the nation’s premier anti-evo-
lution crusader. He addressed state leg-
islatures, wrote books and dozens of
newspaper articles, and blanketed the
nation with his syndicated column,
“Weekly Bible Talks.” His Bible class
in a Miami park numbered 5,000
weekly. Bryan’s 1924 Nashville lecture,
“Is the Bible True?” was distributed

nationwide and spurred passage of
Butler’s bill. Despite a 30-year absence
from courtrooms, Bryan volunteered to
defend a principle he had championed
for years.

DARROW-BRYAN DUEL

Bryan said Darwin’s theory was mere-
ly a hypothesis, lacking definitive evi-
dence and lacking documented exam-
ples of one species changing into
another. He insisted such speculation
should never be taught in schools.
Bryan considered belief in evolution
the root cause of moral and social
problems. He thought evolution so
greatly undermined religion and
morality that the legislature should ban
it from government schools.

Bryan argued scientific testimony
from the defense was irrelevant
because the legislative will of the peo-

ple to control curricula in tax-support-
ed schools superseded experts.
Prevented from using scientists,
Darrow called Bryan to testify as a
“Bible expert.” With 1,000 people
crammed into the second-floor court-
room, cracks developed in the floor
and the judge moved the proceeding
outside.

Darrow strove to undermine the
Bible as he cross-examined Bryan for
two grueling hours: “Was Eve made
from Adam’s rib? Did Joshua make the
sun stand still? Did a whale swallow
Jonah?” Darrow questioned Bryan
about Creation, Noah’s Flood, Tower
of Babel, and Age of the Earth. Bryan
wimped out over the length of
Creation Days. He stunned the crowd
by agreeing they might have lasted
millions of years, thereby accepting a
key evolutionary tenet that denies clear
Biblical teaching.

Bryan charged Darrow with “slur-
ring the Bible.” Darrow retorted, “I’m
examining you on your fool ideas that
no intelligent Christian on earth
believes.”

CONVICTION

Planning to appeal
on constitutionality,
Darrow asked the
jury to convict Scopes
and waived his sum-
mation. This maneu-
ver side-stepped
Bryan’s counter-
examination of
Darrow. The jury
convicted Scopes in

nine minutes. The
judge fined him $100.

Bryan died five
days later. Proclaiming
his funeral a state holi-
day, Governor Peay
declared Bryan “a mar-
tyr to the faith.” Bryan
lay in state in
Washington and was
buried in Arlington
National Cemetery.
Published posthu-
mously, Bryan’s final
trial statement trum-

peted, “Accept either Christianity or
evolution, but not both.”

On appeal, Tennessee’s Supreme
Court upheld Butler’s constitutionality
but overturned Scopes’ conviction on a
technicality. The case was never
retried. Thus the ACLU could not
appeal to the US Supreme Court to
test constitutionality. Butler was even-
tually repealed in 1967.

Despite many effective years of
upholding Scripture and attacking
evolution, Scopes was not Bryan’s best
hour. Darrow made him look foolish—
primarily because Bryan could not
answer questions on Genesis like,
“Where did Cain get his wife?” Bryan
was not prepared to defend the foun-
dation of his faith (1 Peter 3:15).
Repercussions from his strikeout have
dogged Christianity ever since. Bryan
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The Scopes Trial was a 
financially-motivated hoax 
based on lies and perjury.
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Defense counsel
Clarence Darrow
grills prosecutor
William Jennings
Bryan on the
Bible. 

Clarence
Darrow, William
Jennings Bryan
near the end of
the trial. 
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won the court case, but Darrow won
the battle over the nation’s worldview.

Scopes was a financially-motivated
hoax based on lies and perjury. Legal
implications were negligible, but it had
enormous symbolic significance. In the
popular view, Biblical credibility was
damaged and Christianity was
impugned when evolutionist Darrow
confounded Bible-champion Bryan.
This flagship event has been a rallying
cry for nearly a century whenever
Evolution is challenged. Ironically, it is
now evolutionists who use courts to
enforce their dogma.

Dr. Pelletier may be contacted by email

Sorting out Scopes
The fictionalized drama Inherit the Wind glamorized the 1925 Scopes Trial as
a triumph of Evolution over the Bible. Uncover the truth about one of history's
most famous trials with this quiz.

TRUE OR FALSE?
1. The Butler Act, which prohibited teaching human evolution in state
schools, was enacted quietly by Tennessee's legislature with little publicity.
2. The idea to challenge Tennessee's Butler Act originated in Dayton.
3. One Dayton instigator was city attorney Sue Hicks, the original for Johnny
Cash's hit song A Boy Named Sue.
4. Scopes was arrested in his classroom and jailed for teaching evolution.
5. Scopes was the first trial broadcast live over radio.
6. The law against teaching evolution was ruled unconstitutional.
7. The judge cited Darrow for contempt of court.
8. Expert witnesses for Scopes were not permitted to testify.
9. Bryan collapsed and died during his final courtroom speech.
10. Scopes resumed teaching in Dayton.

ANSWERS:
1. FALSE. The issue was heavily covered by newspapers statewide. The pub-
lic was well-informed and strongly supportive of Butler's bill.
2. FALSE. It was conceived in the ACLU's New York office which ran newspa-
per ads throughout Tennessee seeking volunteers for a test case. Civic lead-
ers meeting in a Dayton drugstore decided to cooperate with the ACLU to
publicize Dayton.
3. TRUE. Sue Hicks was named for his mother. He and his brother Herbert
were Dayton city attorneys and friends of Scopes. They agreed to prosecute.
4. FALSE. Scopes was formally arrested May 5 at the drugstore planning
meeting and immediately released to the tennis court.  He never spent any
time in jail.
5. TRUE. Press coverage was unprecedented, even exceeding that of national
political conventions. The Chicago Tribune broadcast the entire trial live using
telephone lines costing $1,000/day. Newspapers printed courtroom tran-
scripts. Two hundred reporters spewed 2 million words. Sixty-five telegraph
operators keyed a record 200,000 words overseas. The New York Times
called Scopes the “greatest debate on science and religion in recent years.”
6. FALSE. Judge Raulston ruled the law constitutional as did Tennessee's
Supreme Court. No other court ruled on the case. Butler told reporters, “I
never had any idea my bill would make a fuss. I just thought it would become
a law, that everybody would abide by it, and that we wouldn't hear any more
of evolution in Tennessee.”
7. TRUE. Darrow implied the judge's rulings favored the State. Judge
Raulston asked, “I hope you don't mean to reflect upon the court?” Darrow
replied, “Well, your Honor has the right to hope.” The judge cited him for con-
tempt and set a $5,000 bond. Darrow later apologized; the judge forgave him
for Christ's sake.
8. TRUE. Judge Raulston ruled testimony by scientists and theologians for
the defense irrelevant. He had already ruled the Butler Act constitutional. The
only issue was whether it had been violated. He permitted defense experts to
submit testimony as affidavits for reference by appellate courts. Journalists
disseminated the affidavits across the country, schooling the nation in
Evolution and non-literal Bible interpretation.
9. FALSE. Bryan died five days after the trial during a Sunday afternoon nap.
Bryan was held in such high esteem nationwide that $5 million poured in
after his unexpected death to build a college in Dayton in his memory. Bryan
College opened in 1930 to “educate students to become servants of Christ
to make a difference in today's world.” 
10. FALSE. Scopes left Dayton to study geology at the University of Chicago
using funds collected by attorneys and journalists. He became a petroleum
engineer, managed a Louisiana refinery, and died in 1970.
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