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Introduction

I suppose I should not have been surprised ten or so years ago when my son, then

in middle school, reported at the dinner table on what had happened that day in

his science class. The lesson had been on scientific classification and how it is

used to group members of the animal and plant kingdoms into phyla, classes,

orders, families, and so forth. At the end, he put up his hand to ask whether the

fact that gorillas and humans were both members of the hominid family meant

that they were related to one another. The question was innocent enough, and he

was not trying to be controversial. After all, he had already learned a little about

evolution in school, to say nothing of all those pbs nature shows, and it must

have seemed to him that everyone believed in it, or at least everyone in our liberal

(albeit southern) college town. Besides, it was in the textbook and was a standard

component of the science curriculum in his award-winning public school. So the

response of the teacher—a seasoned veteran with more than two decades of

experience in the classroom—confused him, and it surprised me. Without miss-

ing a beat, she had looked my son straight in the eye and answered evenly: ‘‘If you

believe in evolution, the answer is yes.’’

‘‘If you believe in evolution, . . .’’ I should not have been surprised because at the

time I was beginning to write this book, and I was already well aware that

evolution was a sensitive topic, particularly in the public schools. As early as

1982, when George Gallup began to ask questions about creation and evolution

in his national opinion surveys, polls had consistently shown that almost half of

all American adults believed in the creation story as told in the Book of Genesis,

in which God made the world in seven days less than ten thousand years ago. In

1988 the Williamsburg Charter Survey had reported that seven of ten Americans

thought that public schools should teach both creation and evolution, and the

responses were consistent across all regions, education levels, and age groups,

including high school students. Studies from the same time showed that sig-

nificant numbers of biology teachers—in some states approaching one-third—

were teaching creationism alongside evolution in their classrooms. Among those

teachers who emphasized evolution, many were reporting resistance from stu-

dents, parents, and church pastors who demanded that students be allowed to

leave the classroom during discussion of the topic. By the mid-1990s, when my

son was in middle school, e√orts were under way in several states to restrict the
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teaching of evolution and to include creationism alongside it in the curriculum.

Under the circumstances, it was understandable that his teacher had chosen her

words carefully.∞

Even so, I was surprised then, and I continue to be surprised now, not only by

how deep and wide the distrust of evolution seems to run in this country, but also

by the ability of its critics to make themselves heard on the issue. In fact, having

studied antievolution activists for the last decade, I have to admit a certain admi-

ration for them, even while confessing at the start that I agree with almost none

of their views. Among modern American political movements, antievolutionism

—or creationism, as it more commonly came to be called from the 1960s on—has

been one of the most enduring, continuing through periods of activism and

quiescence from the beginning of the twentieth century down to today. Admit-

tedly an argument can be made that its endurance has followed from its failure,

since part of the reason antievolution activists have been so persistent is that they

have not succeeded in casting evolution out of the schools and installing creation

in its place. Yet the movement has had more than its share of successes, at least at

the state and local level, and the e√ect has been that in many of parts of this

country remarkably little evolution has been taught in the public schools over the

last century. In our own time, creationists have continued to champion their

cause in schools across America, and those who study and track their e√orts

insist that the movement is as strong now as at any point in its past.

So I began by asking how antievolutionists had done it: how they had built a

movement that has endured for almost a century, that has had a significant

influence on public policy over that time, and that shows no signs of slowing

today. In looking for answers I found no shortage of sources. Over the last fifty

years, beginning with Norman Furniss’s The Fundamentalist Controversy, scores of

studies have detailed the creation, development, and continuing influence of the

antievolution movement.≤ Among the best are the works of George Marsden,

Ronald Numbers, and Edward J. Larson, who have described the debates over

evolution that have continued from the early twentieth century to today, locating

them in the religious, scientific, and legal landscape of our time.≥ But these are

only the beginning, since few topics have attracted the attention of so many

scholars, let alone those from such disparate disciplines. Historians have ana-

lyzed the intellectual roots of the antievolution movement; anthropologists and

sociologists have studied its development, describing how organizations were

created and members mobilized; political scientists have investigated how activ-

ists learned how to manipulate the levers of political power and influence public

policy.∂ Science educators, who have a special interest in the issue, have followed

the influence of creationism into the classroom, charting its e√ect on curricu-
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lum and teaching practices.∑ Journalists have provided details on flash points

and personalities.∏ Partisans from both creationist and evolutionist camps have

poured out a steady stream of analysis, criticism, and polemics.π And this is not

even to mention the movies, plays, and television documentaries that have intro-

duced antievolutionism’s most famous moment, the 1925 Scopes ‘‘monkey’’

trial, to millions of viewers.∫

Yet despite all of the studies, there continue to be considerable disagreements

in telling the story of the antievolution movement, let alone in trying to explain

and interpret it. Antievolutionism is a controversial topic, and on this count alone

some argument can be expected. But as Ron Numbers has recently lamented, the

controversies that have characterized its study have arisen in large part because

of the stubborn persistence of what he calls ‘‘myths and misperceptions.’’ As

Numbers sees it, scholars from Furniss on have contributed to a stereotypical

understanding—really misunderstanding—of the movement. Taking the 1925

Scopes trial to be antievolution’s defining moment, they have tended to shape

their studies around it and, as a result, have spent too little time treating either

its early development or later transformation. While William Jennings Bryan,

the movement’s most prominent personality, receives too much attention, other

leading antievolutionists such as William Bell Riley, John Roach Straton, and

J. Frank Norris receive too little. Tennessee, where antievolutionists won, be-

comes the focus, while events in other states, where they occasionally won but

more often lost, are all but forgotten. In addition, Numbers argues that too many

scholars continue to accept the conventional account of the Scopes trial as a battle

between rural South and cosmopolitan North. Consequently, they have shown an

almost instinctive tendency to depict the antievolution movement as existing for

all practical purposes entirely in the South, rather than in the big cities of the

North, where it began and where it carried out some of its most important

campaigns. Above all, Numbers makes the point that by embracing the stereo-

type, these scholars have implicitly ignored other explanations for the movement,

foregoing intellectual, political, and religious reasons in favor of social and

economic ones. Predictably, when others have challenged the Scopes stereotype,

or tried to move the study of antievolutionism beyond it, there has been conflict—

what Numbers calls ‘‘continuing historiographical disagreement about even the

most basic issues.’’Ω

Thus it became clear to me that in order to discover how antievolutionists had

done it, I would have to find a way to get beyond the continuing debates. The first

task was to describe the movement, telling its story in such a way as to avoid as

many of the old preconceptions and stereotypes as possible. The second and

bigger one was to explain and interpret it, bringing to bear whatever theories or
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explanatory tools that would help me make sense of its success. My own back-

ground was in political theory, or, more precisely, in the history of American

political thought. For the better part of two decades I had studied the connections

between politics and religion in the United States, concentrating on conservative

politics and conservative religion. I had written a book on the New Christian

Right of the 1980s. But that book was primarily a study of ideas, based mostly on

an analysis of the thinking of Christian conservative writers. This time I wanted

to say more about how ideas were put into practice, how the thinking of the

writers came to be applied in the agendas of the activists, in the character of the

groups and organizations they created, and in the choices of the strategies they

used to pursue their cause. That is to say, I wanted to study antievolutionism not

only as a political ideology but also as a political movement. With this purpose in

mind, I turned to social movement theory.

For at least a century scholars have been examining social movements, search-

ing for explanations for how and why people come together to change their

societies. In many of the earliest studies, movements were described in highly

critical terms, as irrational products of the kind of mass behavior that inspired

nineteenth-century mobs and twentieth-century totalitarian political parties. By

the 1960s, responding to the labor and civil rights protests of the time, scholars

had begun to treat movements more sympathetically, depicting them as the

rightful e√orts of rational people seeking their own economic interests and

political rights. But it was in the 1970s and 1980s, inspired by the explosion of

groups advocating causes such as environmentalism, feminism, gay and lesbian

liberation, and nuclear nonproliferation, that social movement theory really came

into its own. Turning their attention to these so-called new social movements,

European social theorists began to argue that they were distinctly di√erent from

older ones in that they existed not to achieve class-based economic ends but

rather to pursue broader cultural and psychological goals such as building a

sense of shared identity or improving the quality of life.∞≠ At about the same

time, American academics, many of them studying similar movements in this

country, began the shift from older Durkheimian theories to what they called a

‘‘political process’’ perspective, analyzing how these new-style groups and orga-

nizations operated within existing political systems to transform protest into

policy.∞∞ Scholars from both schools concentrated their studies on late-twentieth-

century movements, but some applied their assumptions to earlier ones as well,

finding similarities between ‘‘new’’ social movements and ‘‘old’’ ones such as the

moral reform movements that were common in the nineteenth and early twen-

tieth centuries in the United States.∞≤ Although almost all of the studies were of

liberal and left-leaning groups, a few treated conservative and right-wing ones as
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well.∞≥ On rare occasions, conservative movements that were not only political

but also religious even came in for review.∞∂

As social movement theory flourished, however, it struggled to come together.

Throughout the 1980s the field was in disarray, as ‘‘new social movement’’ and

‘‘political process’’ schools seemed to move into competing camps, with little

communication between them. Those associated with new social movement the-

ory maintained that movements could be understood best by considering how

they gave meaning to the personal lives of their members. Concentrating on the

concept of collective identity, these thinkers investigated how activists managed

to create and sustain a shared sense of themselves (as people of color, as gays and

lesbians, as women, etc.) by developing common cultural codes and distinctive

discourses. For them, the internal dynamics of movements, including the emo-

tional dynamics, were more important than any external ones.∞∑ By contrast,

those associated with the political process model argued that movements should

be seen in more political terms, as groups and organizations existing within elab-

orate social and political systems. These scholars focused on how movements

mobilized resources, on how they took advantage of opportunities, and on how

they operated within the constraints and possibilities of the political environment

around them. Their perspective was more external than internal, focusing on

how larger political forces—parties, states, even other movements—a√ected the

success of political movements.∞∏ To some extent, the di√erent perspectives re-

flected di√erent academic traditions, with European scholars being attracted to a

more cultural and philosophical perspective, while their American counterparts

took a more institutional and instrumental one. Disciplinary di√erences—among

historians, sociologists, political scientists, and so forth—exacerbated the divi-

sions, as did methodological ones. Even within schools scholars analyzed dif-

ferent movements at di√erent levels, with some concentrating on activists, others

on organizations, and still others on state or even international systems. For that

matter, studies of the same or similar movements sometimes came to contrasting

conclusions depending on where in their histories they were studied, since move-

ments can be very di√erent in the early stages of mobilization than when they

have arrived at maturity or are coming to a close.∞π

More recently, a rising chorus has begun to call for the creation of a more

synthetic perspective. Denouncing false dichotomies between culture and struc-

ture, a new generation of social movement scholars, many of them associated

only loosely (if at all) with the older schools, has come to draw simultaneously

from both.∞∫ Theoretical di√erences remain, as do disciplinary and methodologi-

cal ones, but boundaries seem increasingly to be blurred. Encouraged by collabo-

ration between scholars in Europe and the United States, identity theorists have
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begun to pay more attention to the role of institutions and political processes,

exploring how the creation of identities in social movements is frequently shaped

by the state, with its power to recognize some identities and repress others.∞Ω

Political process thinkers have started to take more seriously what goes on inside

movements, looking more closely at how institutions can influence the attitudes,

concerns, and even emotions of movement members.≤≠ Disciplinary divisions are

being overcome. As movements are analyzed at di√erent levels and at di√erent

points in their development, scholars on all sides have come to see them as more

complex and multilayered, as well as more dynamic, constantly adapting and

transforming themselves in response to pressures both within and without.≤∞

Much still remains to be done, but as sociologist David S. Meyer has suggested in

a recent essay, the state of social movement theory is that scholars have begun to

create ‘‘synthetic paradigms,’’ building bridges between what were once compet-

ing perspectives to create more comprehensive theories.≤≤

It is in this spirit that I have written this book. In addition to telling the story of

the antievolution movement, my aim has been to analyze it, considering it as a

whole, from beginning to end, top to bottom, inside and out. To provide some

structure to that substantial task, I have adopted some of the most significant

concepts of social movement theory, drawing more or less equally from identity

theorists and political process thinkers in an attempt to arrive at a more com-

prehensive account. Applying ideas of identity, mobilization, and framing, I have

analyzed how antievolutionists of the early twentieth century created an identity

for themselves, how they mobilized and organized their ranks, and how they

framed evolution into an issue central to their cause. Using concepts of frame

alignment, political opportunity structures, and strategic staging, I discuss how

activists and their allies developed their movement during the first part of the

1920s, adapting to changing constituencies, taking advantage of political open-

ings, and presenting their message to the media on the dramatic stage of the

Scopes trial. Introducing a cyclical theory of protest, I track the course of events

that followed the trial, describing how antievolution protest rose and fell as it

came to a climax at the end of the decade. Finally, using insights into how

movements survive over extended periods, I show how antievolutionists have

managed to continuously renew their movement since the 1920s, maintaining it

through several periods of retreat and revival over the course of the twentieth

century and into the twenty-first. In the conclusion I even attempt a few predic-

tions about its future. The book considers the antievolution movement as it

existed at the national, state, and local levels. It examines both its leaders and its

rank-and-file followers. It treats its successes and its failures, its highs and its
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lows. It is a study of one movement, and the findings cannot be applied univer-

sally. But for this one movement, it tries to tell the whole story.

In telling that story, I have relied as much as possible on the words of its

members. Political movements are complex creations, but they are held together

with words. As William Gamson has described, movements are the product of

discourse, which he broadly conceives to include not only the written and spoken

word but also symbolic acts and ritualized practices.≤≥ Robert Wuthnow calls

them ‘‘communities of discourse,’’ groups of like-minded talkers who develop

their own ways of articulating common beliefs, goals, and visions of the future.≤∂

Moreover, as Ann Swidler and others have shown, movements use their distinc-

tive discourses to act as well as talk, since discourse serves not only to construct

collective identity but also to inspire and channel collective action.≤∑ In the anti-

evolution movement, whose roots run deep into Scripture and sermon, words

have seemed particularly important, and I have tried to take them seriously. With

this in mind I have made use of a wide variety of printed sources, including not

only books, pamphlets, and speeches, but also correspondence, court records,

debate transcripts, news reports, opinion pieces, letters to the editor, and (for

more recent creationists) Web sites. In all of these, I have sought out a variety of

voices, recognizing that movements consist of multiple views. On occasion,

when the voices seemed too self-serving, I have added the perspective of crit-

ics and outside observers. Whenever possible, however, I have allowed anti-

evolutionists to speak for themselves.

Finally, I would like to say one last word to readers. In each of the books I have

written, I have attempted to address both specialists and generalists, those inside

the academy and those outside it. In this one, I have found the challenge of

reaching such a diverse audience to be especially daunting. On the one hand, this

is a book of theory, an attempt to apply some of the best theoretical tools that

scholars have devised in order to understand political movements. I am acutely

aware that much of this theory is abstract and sometimes awkward in its termi-

nology. Some may find it a distraction. On the other hand, it is also a book about

the practice of politics, complete with colorful characters and detailed descrip-

tions of events. No doubt there will also be those for whom such descriptions

seem tedious. I ask that you all bear with me. What I am attempting to do here is

to connect theory to practice in such a way that each can inform our understand-

ing of the other. Making this connection has been the biggest challenge in

writing this book. But it is also the best way to understand this movement. And

we need to understand it, because however we feel about it, antievolutionism is

not going away any time soon.
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It began with a sermon. A. C. Dixon was a powerful speaker, whose soul-stirring

preaching often drew audiences of up to ten thousand at Chicago’s Moody

Church. But his message must have been particularly moving on the warm Sun-

day afternoon in August 1909, when he brought his Southern California revival

campaign to Los Angeles. In the audience that day at the art nouveau Temple

Auditorium were many of the city’s most prominent conservative evangelicals,

among them millionaire oilman Lyman Stewart, who had come with the growing

conviction that something had to be done to bring the Bible’s true message to its

most faithful believers. As he listened to Dixon, Stewart realized that he was

being called to carry out that mission. Within days, aided by his brother and

business partner Milton, he had laid out plans to publish a series of inexpensive

paperback books containing the best teachings of the best (meaning the most

conservative) Bible teachers in the world. Dixon would serve as editor of the

series. The volumes would be distributed free of charge to church people across

the country. They would be called The Fundamentals.∞

To the extent that it is possible to locate a single moment when the anti-

evolution movement could be said to have been born, it was then, because anti-

evolutionism arose out of fundamentalism, and because fundamentalism be-

came possible only because of The Fundamentals. As a set of ideas and even as an

ill-formed ideology, antievolutionism had existed ever since the time of Charles

Darwin (1809–82), and critics of evolutionary theory had flourished on and o√

throughout the late nineteenth century in the United States, especially in its most

conservative churches. But as a movement, antievolutionism appeared much

later, in the 1920s, as a product of the religious and political protest that would

come to be called fundamentalism. For decades, conservative evangelicals had

been growing restive, alarmed at the liberalizing tendencies in their churches and

in the larger culture around them. Their concerns went mostly unnoticed, how-

ever, primarily because their protests tended to be localized and sporadic. Di-
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vided by denomination, fragmented into countless church congregations, these

disillusioned conservatives lacked any real sense that they shared similar views,

let alone that they constituted a common cause. What brought them together for

the first time was not a leader or an organization, but Stewart’s set of twelve

paperback books. Appearing between 1910 and 1915, The Fundamentals did more

than give fundamentalists their name. Announcing articles of belief, commu-

nicating a distinct style of discourse, defining di√erences between themselves

and others, the project gave them a common identity, a shared conception of

themselves that told them who they were and what they were about. That identity

formed the fundamentalist foundations on which creationism would be built.

Although the idea of identity is a relatively recent addition to social movement

theory, it has become a central concept in the study of contemporary political

movements. Inspired by the appearance in the late twentieth century of groups

committed to cultural change and personal transformation, some social move-

ment scholars have suggested that many movements exist almost exclusively to

provide their members with a sense of belonging, along with an image of them-

selves as part of a larger community of common purpose. Among these scholars,

Alberto Melucci was one of the first to argue that the chief characteristic of many

contemporary movements is that instead of providing economic benefits for their

members, they o√er them the cultural tools to give meaning to their everyday

lives—what he called ‘‘the right to realize their own identity.’’≤ According to Alain

Touraine, Jean Cohen, and others, this identity is consciously constructed and

communicated as movement members come together to arrive at an understand-

ing of who they are, what they have in common, and how they di√er from others

in the dominant or mainstream culture.≥ Sociologists Verta Taylor and Nancy

Whittier have analyzed the process by which such collective identities are con-

structed, arguing that it consists of three separate but related steps: (1) the active

creation of collective consciousness, or a shared sense of self; (2) the development of

social and psychological boundaries between movement members and others; and

(3) the insistence on negotiation (or what Karen Cerulo has called politicization), in

which members move from the personal to the political in order to define di√er-

ences between themselves and those they depict as their political enemies or

opponents.∂

For as long as scholars have been studying fundamentalism, they have been

describing it as being based on ideology rather than identity. The first histories of

the movement, written by Norman Furniss and Stewart G. Cole, portrayed it as

the product of a set of basic beliefs, the famous ‘‘five points,’’ consisting (with

some variation) of belief in (1) the Bible’s infallibility, (2) Christ’s divinity (or vir-

gin birth), (3) his atonement, (4) resurrection, and (5) second coming. Adapted
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from a 1910 declaration of the Presbyterian General Assembly, these five points

would assume something like creedal status over time, eventually coming to be

seen as the essential articles of fundamentalist faith.∑ But in the years leading up

to World War I, before fundamentalism had emerged as a full-fledged political

movement or even found a name for itself (the term would not become popular

until the early 1920s), its advocates were less concerned with creating creeds than

with constructing community, and less interested in developing a doctrine or

ideology than in establishing a sense of identity for themselves. With the publica-

tion of The Fundamentals, they began to create that identity.

Consciousness
Movements begin by creating collective consciousness. Informing individuals

of their common interests, attributing discontent to structural rather than per-

sonal reasons, collective consciousness allows people to see that they are not

alone and that their problems are not entirely the result of their own failings.

Although commonly conceived in class terms, consciousness can be created

whenever individuals and groups feel marginalized as a result of domination by

an established order. Its character is dynamic, changing over time as groups

reevaluate their roles and expectations. But in its inception, as Taylor and Whit-

tier argue, collective consciousness tends to be imparted canonically through a

formal body of documents, speeches, or writings.∏

For early fundamentalists, The Fundamentals was this canon, a body of writings

designed to create a collective consciousness, a shared sense of themselves,

among the most orthodox and traditional of America’s evangelicals. Throughout

the early twentieth century, conservative discontent had been building in Protes-

tant churches, primarily as a reaction to the liberal theology that was making its

way into many major church denominations. Yet while widespread, the discon-

tent was di√use, in large part because conservatives were deeply divided among

themselves along theological and denominational lines. It was Lyman Stewart, a

businessman rather than a church leader, who proposed to transcend the doc-

trinal and denominational divisions by making use of modern communication

and marketing methods. Inspired by Dixon’s sermon, he developed plans to not

only publish but also directly distribute the twelve volumes that would eventually

comprise The Fundamentals. To underwrite the project, which would require the

printing and mailing of almost three million copies over the next five years, he

established a fund of about $300,000, a substantial sum at the time, even for the

president of the Union Oil Company. Nevertheless, Stewart was certain of his

calling. ‘‘It is for us to send out the ‘testimony,’ ’’ he wrote to his brother Milton,

who agreed to share half of the expense, ‘‘and leave the results to God.’’π
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In planning The Fundamentals, Stewart was determined to avoid the di√erences

that had divided conservatives in the past. As editor he had chosen the widely

respected Dixon, who proceeded to recruit an editorial committee of clergy and

lay leaders that included prominent Baptists, Presbyterians, and independent

evangelicals. The committee, in turn, selected a diverse group of sixty-four au-

thors to write the ninety essays that would comprise the twelve volumes. Among

the American, British, and Canadian authors were some of the leading orthodox

theologians and scholars of the time, along with well-known evangelists, minis-

ters, and lay leaders. Although a≈liated with numerous denominations (and in a

few cases with none), their chief ties tended to be nondenominational in that

most were closely associated with independent Bible conferences, revival minis-

tries, and missionary organizations. Theologically they represented a broad spec-

trum of evangelical thought, ranging from conventional Calvinists to esoteric

dispensational premillennialists. At Dixon’s urging, the authors were asked to

avoid doctrinal arguments, emphasizing instead commonly held articles of faith

and shared religious values. The books were distributed in the same inclusive

spirit, with the intention of reaching as many readers as possible. Copies were to

be sent out by the tens of thousands, free of charge, ‘‘to every pastor, evange-

list, missionary, theological professor, theological student, Sunday school super-

intendent, Y.M.C.A. and Y.W.C.A. secretary in the English speaking world, as far

as the addresses of all these can be obtained.’’∫

Appropriately enough, The Fundamentals began with the Word, as scriptural

text provided the primary source and principal topic of most of the early essays.

Throughout the first volumes, many articles consisted of biblical exegesis, in-

cluding commentaries on various books of the Bible. Almost all quoted Scripture

frequently and on occasion extensively, and a few were little more than strings of

Bible verses. Although the Gospels and Paul appeared frequently, citations came

from almost every Book including on occasion the Apocrypha. In citing the Bible,

all of the authors took it to be true, accepting it as both inspired and inerrant. (In

keeping with this assumption, The Fundamentals was subtitled ‘‘A Testimony to the

Truth.’’) Believers in inerrancy, an idea they had adopted from nineteenth-century

Princeton theology, and in particular from the commonsense realism of Prince-

ton theologian Charles Hodge, they assumed that Scripture consisted entirely of

words whose meanings were clear and unchanging. Thus they supposed that by

reading the same text all sincere believers would arrive at the same conclusions,

those being the accepted and customary ones. It followed that the primary role of

biblical scholarship was to authenticate the Scripture, ensuring that passages

were contained in the original texts and that they had not been tainted by later

human interpreters.Ω
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In the opening essay of the first volume, Scottish theologian James Orr of

Glasgow College demonstrated this approach to the text, using it to defend

Christ’s divinity, which he took to be the central tenet of the Christian faith.

Turning to ‘‘the Scripture itself,’’ Orr worked his way from the Old to the New

Testament, making sure that the narratives were truthful by testing to see that

they were original parts and not ‘‘late and untrustworthy additions’’ to the Bible.

He described the process:

The narratives of the nativity in Matthew and Luke are undoubtedly genuine

parts of their respective Gospels. They have been there since ever the Gospels

themselves had an existence. The proof of this is convincing. The chapters in

question are found in every manuscript and version of the Gospels known to

exist. There are hundreds of manuscripts, some of them very old, belonging to

di√erent parts of the world, and many versions in di√erent languages (Latin,

Syriac, Egyptian, etc.), but these narratives of the virgin birth are found in all.

Comparing the sources for content and style, and finding them to be consis-

tent, Orr confidently declared them to be definitive texts, bearing ‘‘the stamp of

truth, honesty, and purity,’’ and therefore providing proof of Christ’s divinity.∞≠ In

another essay in the first volume, the highly respected Princeton theologian

Benjamin B. Warfield acknowledged that Scripture was not the only source for

proving that Christ was divine, and that ‘‘proof texts and passages’’ should be

supplemented with other kinds of evidence, including ‘‘the impression Jesus has

left upon the world.’’∞∞ Nevertheless, all of the authors of The Fundamentals would

have agreed with Canadian pastor and professor of theology Dyson Hague when

he announced in the opening volume that the Bible ‘‘does not merely contain the

Word of God; it is the Word of God.’’ Assuming inerrancy, they took it as axiom-

atic that the Scriptures contained, as Hague put it, ‘‘the truth, the whole truth,

and nothing but the truth.’’ Moreover, because the Bible was authentic and true,

they saw it as providing absolute authority, along with an assurance of certainty

about the correctness of traditional Christian teachings. All that believers had to

do was accept it, ‘‘receiving the Scriptures,’’ explained Hague, as ‘‘the Word of

God, without objection and without a doubt.’’∞≤

While many of the early essays were built around biblical exegesis, others

consisted of personal testimonies, written in the style of contemporary sermons.

Among the authors chosen to contribute to The Fundamentals were some of the

best-known revivalists of the day, including Reuben A. Torrey, Arthur Pierson,

and James M. Gray, all of whom were protégés of Dwight L. Moody, the revered

founding father of the evangelical urban revival movement of the late nineteenth

century.∞≥ Writing in the high Victorian style of the big-city revival sermon, and
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seasoning their essays with healthy doses of sentimentality, these authors told

stories of lost and troubled souls rescued by the loving hand of the Holy Spirit.

Torrey, for one, dusted o√ the tried-and-true revivalist trope of the wandering boy

lost in the sinful city, introducing it into his essay ‘‘The Personality and Deity of

the Holy Spirit’’:

How many a young man, who has gone from a holy, Christian home to the

great city with its many temptations, has been kept back from doing things

that he would otherwise do by the thought that if he did them his mother

might hear of it and that it would grieve her beyond description. But there is

One who dwells in our hearts, if we are believers in Christ, who goes with us

wherever we go, sees everything that we do, hears everything that we say,

observes every thought, even the most fleeting fancy, and this One is purer

than the holiest mother that ever lived.

As conversion narratives go, Torrey’s testimony was fairly conventional, save for

the fact that sin did not seem particularly prominent in it. Instead of sin, secu-

larity and the allure of success and worldly wealth loomed large as motivating

factors in his salvation. Torrey’s story was already well known to American

evangelicals: how as a student at Yale he had lived a life of dancing, gambling,

and religious skepticism, only to find himself depressed at the emptiness of his

existence and on the verge of suicide. As his mother, miles away, prayed fervently

for her son at her bedside, Torrey fumbled with his razor only to collapse in

prayer, begging to be saved and promising to dedicate his life to preaching. For

the authors of The Fundamentals, his conversion was a model, a modern narrative

in which salvation was less an absolution of sin than a release from the alienation

of mass society, a ‘‘cure for loneliness,’’ as Torrey described it in his essay, that

would ‘‘save us from all anxiety and worry.’’∞∂

Throughout the early volumes of The Fundamentals, other testimonies followed

the same pattern in depicting conversion as a cure for the discontent that was

endemic in modern secular society. Among the most striking of these stories was

that of Philip Mauro, a wealthy New York City patent attorney, who described how

social and professional success had led him to doubt and depression, ‘‘becoming

more and more an easy prey to being plagued by gloomy thoughts and vague,

undefinable apprehensions.’’ Attempting to allay his discontent by attending a

Broadway play, Mauro found himself being led ‘‘by an unseen hand’’ from the

lobby of the theater, crowded with well-dressed playgoers, toward a drab urban

mission where a prayer meeting was taking place among ‘‘exceedingly plain,

humble people, of little education’’ who were ‘‘not in the social grade to which I

had been accustomed.’’ Put o√ by the poverty of the place and its people, and
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unwilling to give up anything in the way of wealth or worldly sophistication,

Mauro left the meeting unmoved, only to be drawn back time after time until he

finally came forward to kneel at the front of the room, where he confessed his

need for the grace of God. At that moment, a complete and unexpected change

took place, as ‘‘all my doubts, questionings, skepticism and criticism’’ were

‘‘swept away completely.’’ For Mauro, conversion brought absolute assurance. It

also provided a cure for the stresses and strains of modern life, ‘‘what is called

‘nervous prostration,’ ’’ as he put it, ‘‘from which so many are su√ering in these

times of high pressure.’’∞∑

In addition to being biblical and evangelical, the language of The Fundamentals

was also prophetic, in that it was shaped by the expectation that the world

would soon come to an end. As shown by Ernest Sandeen, dispensationalism

was an important influence on the forebears of fundamentalism, many of whom

had been introduced to the idea at one of the many prophecy conferences that

were taking place at the time. In the teachings of John Nelson Darby, a mid-

nineteenth-century English preacher and writer, the conventional idea that the

history of the church could be understood as a series of distinctive ages or

‘‘dispensations’’ was given a strongly prophetic reading, complete with the pre-

diction that the apostasy of the present age would soon give way to Christ’s

Second Coming. Unlike earlier expositors, who believed that Christ would return

at the end of the millennium, or the thousand years of peace promised in apoca-

lyptic Scripture, Darby maintained that the Second Coming would take place at

its beginning and would be preceded by a period of tribulation in which true

believers would be carried to heaven in a redemptive moment called the rapture.

Adopted in America by Moody, and inserted by Cyrus Scofield into his 1909

Scofield Reference Bible (which would become the standard fundamentalist ver-

sion of the Scriptures), this ‘‘premillennialist’’ reading encouraged an attitude of

expectancy among conservative evangelicals, assuring them that the end of the

world was near and that Christ’s Second Coming was imminent.∞∏

While premillennialism was by no means pervasive in The Fundamentals, it was

a presence even in the first volume, where English pastor G. Campbell Morgan

introduced the idea in his essay ‘‘The Purposes of the Incarnation.’’ Although

Morgan treaded lightly, aware that not all of those involved in the project were

premillennialists, he assumed that there was almost universal agreement among

Christians that Christ would return in the Second Coming. ‘‘There may be diver-

sities of interpretations as to how He will come, and when He will come; whether

He will come to usher in a millennium or to crown it; but the fact of His actual

coming is beyond question.’’ More important, he asserted that Christians had

believed from the beginning that Christ would return soon: the idea ‘‘gave the
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bloom to primitive Christianity, and constituted the power of the early Christians

to laugh in the face of death, and to overcome all forces that were against them.’’

As for those in modern times, Morgan insisted that anticipation of an actual sec-

ond advent was absolutely essential and that ‘‘there is nothing more necessary in

our day than a new declaration of this vital fact of Christian faith.’’ He elaborated

on the theme: ‘‘Think what it would mean if the whole church still lifted her face

toward the east and waited for the morning; waited as the Lord would have her

wait—not star-gazing, and almanac examining, but with loins girt for service and

lamps burning. . . . If the whole Christian church were so waiting, she would cast

o√ her worldliness and infidelity, and all other things which hinder her march to

conquest.’’ Though Morgan was one of the most outspoken, other authors echoed

his millennial message, giving The Fundamentals a tone of anticipation and anxious-

ness about the coming tribulation, combined with the certain conviction of ulti-

mate redemption. Morgan captured the feeling, a complex mixture of impatience

and confidence: ‘‘Heaven is waiting for it. Earth is waiting for it. Hell is waiting for

it. The universe is waiting for it,’’ he concluded. ‘‘Christ shall appear.’’∞π

Already in the first volume of The Fundamentals, the authors had begun to create

the community of discourse that would become the basis of early fundamental-

ism. The process was not only rhetorical but also philosophical and psychologi-

cal, providing readers with new ways of talking and thinking, especially with new

ways of thinking about themselves. Blending approaches that were biblical, evan-

gelical, and prophetic, and combining assumptions from Princeton theology,

urban revivalism, and dispensational premillennialism, the discourse was dis-

tinctive in content, being characterized by absolute belief in biblical authority,

certitude about the power of the Holy Spirit to redeem secular society, and faith in

Christ’s imminent return. It was also distinctive in style and tone, sounding at

once authoritative, confident, and eagerly expectant. Talking and thinking in this

way, the authors communicated with one another and with their readers, but they

also connected with them, creating a consciousness of themselves as part of a

larger body of like-minded Christian conservatives. Thus as early as 1910, before

there was a movement or even a name, fundamentalists had begun to coalesce

into a self-conscious community, a very self-assured and purposeful one, what

Dyson Hague was already calling ‘‘the noble army of truth-lovers.’’∞∫

Boundaries
In addition to creating consciousness, movements must build boundaries,

demarcating the di√erences between themselves and those who oppose or op-

press them. Asserting a sense of ‘‘who we are’’ and ‘‘who we are not,’’ boundaries

clarify commonalities among movement members while deepening perceived



f u n d a m e n ta l i s t  f o u n d at i o n s : 17

dissimilarities between insiders and outsiders. They also a≈rm the beliefs and

values of the movement, while devaluing those of the dominant order. Above all,

boundaries are not self-evident or set in stone. Pliable and porous, they must be

consciously constructed, and they can change.∞Ω

In The Fundamentals, boundary building was evident everywhere, as the au-

thors repeatedly distinguished themselves from other more mainstream reli-

gious thinkers. At its inception the lines were not completely clear, not only

because no one had ever sought to draw them before but also because there

was considerable overlap between conservative and mainstream—even liberal—

evangelical views. The challenge was to create boundaries that were both broadly

inclusive and selectively exclusive, admitting as many moderate-to-conservative

evangelicals as possible into the conservative camp while at the same time identi-

fying and isolating the liberals and modernists among them. Thus, as Milton

Rudnick has argued, the authors were on the whole surprisingly civil, at least in

the early volumes, more concerned with attracting moderates and fellow conser-

vatives than with excoriating liberals. In general their essays tended to be schol-

arly, sometimes pedantic; extreme statements were relatively few and far be-

tween; name-calling was almost nonexistent. On occasion, as Rudnick points

out, the authors could even be self-critical, condemning fellow conservatives for

going overboard with their orthodoxy.≤≠

From the start, The Fundamentals were intended to reach out to as many readers

as possible. By the time the third volume appeared, they were already a success.

With each installment the audience grew, as lay readers began to inquire how

books could be sent not only to church leaders but also directly to the people in

the pews. To meet the demand, the publishers o√ered to provide future publica-

tions at low cost (fifteen cents per copy, eight copies for one dollar, or one

hundred for ten dollars—‘‘Do not send currency or personal checks’’). Apparently

taken aback by the popularity of the volumes, and beginning to realize the poten-

tial to reach an even larger mass audience, they also began to encourage lay

leaders to purchase and circulate copies within their churches and communities,

as well as to form prayer groups in support of their publication. For the first time,

the editorial committee began to refer to the project, albeit awkwardly, as a

‘‘movement.’’≤∞ Writing at the beginning of the third volume, the editors ex-

pressed delight at their success, explaining that they had been ‘‘greatly encour-

aged by the more than 10,000 letters of appreciation, which have come from all

parts of the world.’’ They even seemed happy to have received a few critical letters:

‘‘The adverse criticisms have been almost equally encouraging,’’ the editors went

on, ‘‘because they indicate that the books have been read by some who need the

truth they contain, and their criticism will attract the attention of others.’’≤≤
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The boundary building began with theology, or more precisely with biblical

exegesis, as the authors asserted their belief in inerrancy against the trend toward

interpretivism that had become commonplace in contemporary biblical studies.

They began by drawing clear contrasts between themselves and the so-called

higher critics, the school of biblical scholarship—introduced in Germany by

Friedrich Schleiermacher, David Friedrich Strauss, and Ludwig Feuerbach, trans-

ported to England and America over several decades by German-trained scholars

and university students—which contended that the Bible could be understood

best in historical context, by taking into account the authorship, dating, and

original purpose of each of its various books. To make their case they turned to

their most prominent biblical scholars, those like Dyson Hague, a student of

apologetics and exegesis trained at the University of Toronto, who had studied

the higher criticism and took it seriously, going so far as to admit that it was at

least in theory ‘‘a very valuable branch of Biblical science.’’ Hague argued that the

earliest higher critics had been reverent and responsible scholars, but that the

later ones, mostly German rationalists and unbelievers, had turned away from the

original purpose of authenticating the Scriptures and were now criticizing and

discrediting them instead. In the hands of these critics (Hague’s list was long,

including ‘‘French-Dutch,’’ German, and American scholars), the Bible became

little more than a collection of ancient fables and myths, passed along by any

number of anonymous authors whose writings were marred by misinterpreta-

tion, omission, and outright forgery. Far from inspired, it was an all-too-human

text. Hague described their view: ‘‘It is not the Word of God in the sense that all of

it is given by the inspiration of God. It simply contains the Word of God. In many

of its parts it is just as uncertain as any other human book. It is not even reliable

history.’’ The implications were crystal clear, and they were disturbing. Instead of

accepting biblical text as truth—an axiomatic assumption for most Christian

churches of the time—believers would now have to test its truth by applying the

standards of modern scholarship. Therefore, ‘‘every text and chapter and book

will have to be inspected and analyzed in the light of its date, and origin, and

circumstances, and authorship, and so on, and only after it has passed the

examining board of the modern Franco-Dutch-German criticism will it be al-

lowed to stand as a proof-text for the establishment of any Christian doctrine.’’≤≥

Yet for all his criticism of the higher critics, Hague stopped short of a more

sweeping attack on contemporary biblical scholarship. It would be easy enough,

he confessed, for believers to close their minds, contenting themselves with the

simple meaning of the text, while accepting the authority of the Bible as true and

altogether unquestionable. Such an attitude, however, would consist of nothing
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more than ‘‘obscurantism,’’ and ‘‘no really healthy Christian mind can advocate

obscurantism.’’ Instead, it was the duty of all Christians to test the truth of

Scripture for themselves. Admitting that the higher critics came with the best

academic credentials, Hague warned against being overly impressed, since all

believers, even those who were ‘‘technically speaking, unlearned,’’ had the right

to seek the truth for themselves rather than accepting another view ‘‘simply

because it is that of a so-called scholar.’’ Still, his warning was not an invitation to

anti-intellectualism, since he went on to argue that the best way to confront the

errors of the critical scholars was with sounder and more traditional scholarship.

It would be a serious mistake, wrote Hague, to assume that ‘‘the old-fashioned

conservative views’’ are held only by ‘‘the ignorant, the prejudiced, and the illiter-

ate.’’ Far from it: pointing to the common practice of the biblical critics in citing

imposing lists of scholars who were on their side, Hague o√ered a list of his own,

consisting of no less than a dozen German, English, and American academics—

each an example of ‘‘enormous learning’’—who had championed a traditional

approach to the Bible. In short, he made the case that conservatism was not

inherently anti-intellectual, let alone unscholarly, and that ‘‘the old-fashioned

views are as scholarly as they are Scriptural.’’≤∂

Other authors picked up the theme, blasting the biblical critics while celebrat-

ing their own brand of conservative scholarship. Throughout the early volumes

of The Fundamentals one author after another took aim at the higher criticism,

denouncing its assumptions as ‘‘biased,’’ its methods as ‘‘partial,’’ and its re-

sults as ‘‘one-sided and untrustworthy.’’≤∑ Applying traditional textual methods

and citing passage after passage from every part of the Bible, they analyzed the

claims of the higher critics, categorizing their conclusions as ‘‘mere hypotheses,

imaginings and assertions, brought forward often without even the shadow of

proof.’’≤∏ They went on to challenge the scholarly standing of the critics them-

selves, chastising them for their academic ‘‘snobbery,’’ the ‘‘sublime contempt’’

and ‘‘splendid scorn’’ they showed for all opinions other than their own, while

also asserting that ‘‘many leading scholars are with them, but a majority of

the most reverent judicious scholars are not.’’≤π Throughout, they attempted

to consign the critics to the margins of biblical scholarship, while at the same

time placing themselves squarely in the mainstream. (Far from ‘‘an unintelligent

literalism,’’ as one of the writers put it, their own brand of conservative biblical

criticism was in fact ‘‘a true and reverent criticism.’’)≤∫ Some went so far as

to suggest that the higher criticism was already doomed, an academic fad that

was destined for the dustbin of theology. Observed J. J. Reeve, a professor at

Southwestern Theological Seminary in Fort Worth, Texas, ‘‘Conservative scholar-
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ship is rapidly awakening, and, while it will retain the legitimate use of the

invaluable historical method, will sweep from the field most of the speculations

of the critics.’’≤Ω

The boundary making continued with philosophy, as the authors contrasted

their own religious principles with the secular thinking of modern writers. Ad-

mittedly, only a few seemed prepared to take up the topic, and none of the writers

o√ered a sustained treatment of any school of philosophical thought. But these

few were eager to draw distinctions between themselves and secular scholars,

aiming in particular at those who taught in America’s leading universities. In the

forefront of the e√ort was the New York attorney Philip Mauro, whose essay

‘‘Modern Philosophy’’ showed a deep suspicion of secular scholarship, along

with an only too obvious resentment of college professors and their universities.

Citing St. Paul and drawing a sharp distinction between faith and reason, Mauro

began his essay with the premise that philosophy and religion were inherently at

odds and ‘‘utterly irreconcilable.’’ After a breathtakingly brief review of the status

of present-day philosophy, in which he selectively quoted (while thoroughly mis-

reading) William James’s essay ‘‘The Present Situation in Philosophy,’’ he sur-

mised that something was wrong in American and English universities, where

serious study of the Scriptures had been replaced by a fleeting infatuation with

contemporary philosophers who preached nothing less than ‘‘the brutalizing and

degrading doctrines of pantheism.’’ Introducing arguments that would become

commonplace in the antievolution movement over the next decade, he went on to

caution Christian parents of the dangers to which their children were being

exposed, and to threaten teachers with reprisal, reminding them (in words that

William Jennings Bryan would echo in years to come) that ‘‘by the very constitu-

tion of a democratic social order the teachers must teach what the people like to

hear, or else give place to those who will.’’ When it came to placing blame, Mauro

was explicit, warning balefully that the greatest enemy of the Christian faith at

that time was ‘‘the smooth-tongued, learned and polished professor.’’≥≠

Yet among the authors in the early volumes, Mauro was atypical. Whatever

their views on secular philosophy, these writers were respectful of academic

authority, as seen by the conspicuous display of their own degrees, titles, and

institutional a≈liations. Moreover, they were impressed by intellect, showing a

distinct deference to what they called ‘‘brainy men,’’ including even those ‘‘not

known as active Christians.’’≥∞ On the whole they seemed less similar to Mauro

than to E. Y. Mullins, the widely known and well-respected president of Southern

Baptist Seminary, whose essay ‘‘The Testimony of Christian Experience,’’ ap-

pearing in the third volume of The Fundamentals, seemed to be a response to

Mauro’s bombastic screed. In his carefully crafted essay, Mullins examined the
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relationship between Christianity and philosophy, arguing that each was the

product of human experience and that the two could be complementary rather

than remaining always at odds. When it came to secular philosophers he had no

illusions, concluding that many of them (he listed Spinoza, Hegel, and Schopen-

hauer as examples) set their sights too high, creating abstractions and engaging

in ‘‘excessive star-gazing, metaphysical cli√-climbing and transcendental soap-

bubbleblowing.’’ By contrast, Christianity was grounded in everyday experience

and therefore provided answers to practical problems. Rather than dismiss phi-

losophy, however, Mullins tried to make connections to it, suggesting a ‘‘point of

contact’’ between Christianity and the new philosophy of pragmatism, which

took as its ultimate task ‘‘not to solve the insoluble riddle of the universe but

to save men from pessimism.’’ (Mullins appears to have actually understood

William James.) Far from renouncing reason, as Mauro did, Mullins saw it as

complementary to revelation. Unlike Mauro, who insisted that faith was at odds

with philosophy, Mullins argued that it completed it. As for the contemporary

philosophers whom Mauro defined as enemies, Mullins saw them as collabora-

tors and potential converts. Over the course of the next decade, it would be

Mauro’s views that would win out, and Mullins would eventually be drummed out

of the fundamentalist fold. But during these early days, the authors of The Funda-

mentals were not willing to write o√ all secular thinking. Indeed, being less

combative and less pessimistic than later fundamentalists, many of them held

out hope for contemporary philosophy, agreeing with Mullins when he predicted

that ‘‘ere long the philosophers will see the gleam on the gates of pearl and the

sparkle of the jasper walls of the city of God.’’≥≤

Somewhat surprisingly, in attempting to draw boundaries between faith and

science, the authors sometimes seemed unable to make clear distinctions be-

tween them. Throughout the volumes a di√use skepticism about science could be

detected, and from time to time an essay would contain some sharp criticism of

scientific assumptions or practices. More often, however, the authors went out of

their way to associate themselves with scientific thinking (admittedly broadly

defined), and to reject the popular perception that Christianity and science were

somehow at odds. The most articulate on this count was Glasgow’s James Orr,

who in his ‘‘Science and Christian Faith’’ argued that religion and science were

neither contradictory nor in conflict, and that the two had in fact begun to come

even closer together in recent times. Tracing the relationship, he pointed out that

most of the founders of modern science—Galileo, Kepler, Bacon, Newton, Fara-

day, Brewster, Kelvin, and ‘‘a host of others’’—had been ‘‘devout Christian men.’’

Orr admitted that in the past the church (presumably he meant the Roman

Catholic Church) had sought to stifle the scientific process, sometimes out of
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ignorance and occasionally because the theories themselves were ‘‘hasty and

unwarrantable.’’ Yet through it all truth had prevailed. Although Galileo was

imprisoned and persecuted, his conception of the solar system came to be ac-

cepted as correct, and today every Christian ‘‘rejoices that he understands nature

better, and reads his Bible without the slightest sense of contradiction.’’≥≥

Many of The Fundamentals’ early essays conveyed the same spirit, and several

showed specifically how biblical truths had been proven through advances in

science, especially archaeological science. The most convincing of them was the

report by Oberlin College’s eminent geologist George Frederick Wright, who

cited some of the most spectacular recent evidence—the 1868 discovery of the

Moabite Stone at Dibon in Transjordan, the 1887 finding of the Tell-el-Amarna

Tablets south of Cairo, and the 1906 uncovering of the royal record o≈ce of the

Hittites east of modern Ankara, Turkey—as providing irrefutable proof that the

Bible was scientifically sound. As Wright saw it, these disparate discoveries—

coming at separate places and times—were nothing short of providential, con-

clusively demonstrating that modern science could not just confirm Christian

faith, but actually revitalize it. ‘‘When the faith of many was waning and many

heralds of truth were tempted to speak with uncertain sound,’’ he wrote poeti-

cally, ‘‘the very stones have cried out with a voice that only the deaf could fail

to hear.’’≥∂

For the authors who attempted to clarify the di√erences between faith and

science, the theory of evolution proved unusually troublesome. Although Dar-

winism had begun to be criticized more openly by American scientists in the

decade after 1900, primarily because of the growing popularity of alternative

scientific theories, The Fundamentals contain surprisingly little of this criticism.

Most essays in the early volumes do not even mention the topic, and those that do

discuss evolution treat it gingerly. It is true that some of the writers viewed the

theory skeptically from the start. The Texas Baptist Reeve, for example, described

contemporary biblical criticism as not only materialistic and naturalistic but

also evolutionary and therefore ‘‘fundamentally contradictory to the Biblical and

Christian point of view.’’≥∑ At the same time, however, there were also advocates

for evolutionary theory among the authors, including Oberlin’s Wright, who—

following in the footsteps of his mentor Asa Gray, the great Christian Darwinist

—was a committed theistic evolutionist who saw evolution as a divine process

guided by the hand of God. More often, the authors seemed to be confused

about evolution, accepting many of its assumptions, at least tentatively, while try-

ing to draw clearer distinctions between Christian and Darwinian versions of

the theory.

Among these was Orr, a theistic evolutionist who contended that evolution
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was entirely compatible with biblical accounts of creation. Orr admitted that the

findings of modern geology that the earth was immensely older than the tradi-

tional six thousand years did appear to pose problems for Bible believers. Apply-

ing his own variation on the popular ‘‘day-age’’ theory, however, he argued that

the ‘‘days’’ of Genesis could easily be considered to be ‘‘ ‘aeonic’ days’’—vast

cosmic periods—during which the earth evolved as predicted by evolutionary

theory. As to the origins of life, he was equally certain that plants and animals had

been both created and evolved, since, although evolution was ‘‘not yet proved,’’

there was growing evidence ‘‘of some genetic connection of higher with lower

forms.’’ Orr was not prepared to take his assumptions to their logical conclusion,

as he went on to specify that as far as evolution was concerned there was a clear

distinction between animals and people, with the human body and soul being the

product of a special creation. In particular, he was dubious about the Darwinian

assumption that humans descended from nonhuman species, because it was not

only unscriptural but also scientifically unproven, given ‘‘the absence of all reli-

able evidence of those ape-like intermediate forms which . . . must have inter-

vened between the animal progenitors and the finished human being.’’ Even so,

Orr was confident that Darwin’s ideas were being superseded by a new and

improved evolutionary theory, in which random mutation was coming to be seen

as more purposeful, natural selection as less pervasive, and the rate of evolution-

ary change as more variable, allowing for rapid and sudden change as well as

slow but steady development. Certain that science and faith were complemen-

tary, and confident that the best scientists were approaching their work in ways

that were more open to the divine and transcendent, Orr proceeded to draw

distinctions and simultaneously to blur them, distinguishing Darwinism from

improved ideas of evolution while conflating biblical and scientific theories.

‘‘ ‘Evolution,’ ’’ he concluded, ‘‘in short, is coming to be recognized as but a new

name for ‘creation,’ only that the creative power now works from within, instead

of, as in the old conception, in an external, plastic fashion. It is, however, creation

none the less.’’≥∏

Ultimately, the boundary-making process worked two ways, involving both

writers and readers. Throughout the early volumes of The Fundamentals, the essay-

ists attempted to define di√erences between themselves and their opponents

while admitting as many as possible into their own conservative camp. Their

task was complex: attacking theologians, scholars, and scientists while claiming

to represent the best theology, scholarship, and science themselves. For their

readers, the process was simpler, because it allowed them to come away from the

essays with their own less complicated interpretations. At the end of the fifth

volume, the publishers enclosed a letter from an anonymous reader, one ‘‘more
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or less similar’’ to the ‘‘many thousands’’ they had received ‘‘from all parts of the

world.’’ The letter—from a missionary in British Columbia—expressed apprecia-

tion for ‘‘this Testimony movement which you have started.’’ Using terms that

were implicitly democratic and explicitly anti-intellectual, the writer went on to

thank the Christian laymen who had provided funds for the project, describing

their e√orts as a ‘‘well directed blow at the enemy’’:

Hitherto the critics have had everything their own way. Fenced around with

great learning and scholarship, ordinary men have shrunk from attempting

any attack upon their position. We have been looking long to Christian schol-

arship to give us a lead, but its utterance was not only uncertain but tinged

with compromise. . . . It seems to me we have shown too much deference to

human scholarship and mere worldly wisdom or learning. In all the churches

it has been set above that wisdom which cometh from above. Worldly scholar-

ship has been put in place of the Holy Spirit, and now our chief seats of

learning have become hotbeds of infidelity and materialism!

As the lone letter printed in any of the twelve volumes, it was apparently consid-

ered by the editors to be the best short statement of the reaction of their readers.

Thus it was portentous that the missive ended by asking the publishers to estab-

lish ‘‘some sort of union or league for the enrollment of all those who are on the

Lord’s side.’’ Having drawn the boundaries between themselves and others,

fundamentalists seemed to be preparing to police them. ‘‘Let all of us who are on

the Lord’s side come out and show ourselves,’’ concluded the letter writer.≥π

Politicization
At some point, movements must turn from ‘‘being’’ to ‘‘doing.’’ Having built

boundaries to distinguish themselves from others, movement members must

contest and defend them. The process requires politicization, as members come

to see private concerns as public ones. It also assumes agency, that movements

have the ability to act, creating and coordinating strategies to bring about politi-

cal reform. As Taylor and Whittier point out, politicization does not happen all at

once; it is a process that requires movement members to negotiate new ways of

thinking as well as acting. Still, if movements are to have any enduring e√ect on

their world, they must be able to act politically.≥∫

In The Fundamentals, the politicization process seemed to develop slowly, and it

was only in the seventh volume, published in 1912, that the essays began to take

on a more pointedly political character. Biblical scholars and theologians began

to be replaced by lay writers and local ministers. Essays concentrated less on

theory and more on practice, addressing everyday themes like prayer, sin, or how
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to use one’s money. Conversion gave way to criticism, as the original plan of

concluding each book with the testimony of a prominent Christian convert was

abandoned in favor of a format in which each of the succeeding volumes ended

with critical commentaries—sometimes all-out attacks—on other religious and

political groups. Above all, the essays in the later volumes seemed more con-

cerned with confronting and combating enemies. While the new perspective was

in part the product of editorial policies (A. C. Dixon had been succeeded as series

editor by Louis Meyer in 1911 and R. A. Torrey in 1913), it reflected broader

changes as well, as fundamentalists began to assume a more active and combat-

ive attitude at this time.≥Ω Premonitions had appeared at the beginning of volume

six, the last to be edited by Dixon, in which the foreword suggested the new

stance: ‘‘May it [the sixth volume] be as abundantly blessed as its predecessors

have been by the grace of God, unto the strengthening of saints, unto the defense

of the truth against the insidious attacks of the present day, and unto the conver-

sion of sinners.’’∂≠

In one way or another, almost all of the later authors took up the challenge to

Christianity posed by a host of enemies. They began with the religious ones, and,

predictably, the biblical higher critics stood at the top of the list. Starting with the

seventh volume a small phalanx of scholars went on a renewed o√ensive against

them, defending the Bible as absolute in its authority and rejecting the claims of

the critics as contrary to Christian teachings.∂∞ In these later volumes, the idea of

inerrancy came to the fore, as essayists like George Bishop, a Princeton-educated

Presbyterian minister, developed the so-called dictation theory, arguing that God

had authored the Scriptures down to the last line, and that the Bible was nothing

less than ‘‘a Book dropped from heaven.’’∂≤ (So strong was the idea of inerrancy

that even a moderate like Old Testament scholar Gri≈th Thomas would chime in

with his support, admitting the need for ‘‘sober, necessary, and valuable criti-

cism,’’ but exempting from it all statements of Christ, since ‘‘where Christ has

spoken, surely ‘the matter is closed.’ ’’)∂≥ As for the higher critics themselves,

they were no longer described as mistaken, but as deliberately deceitful and

‘‘evil,’’ according to the late Howard Crosby, who in a sermon reprinted in the

eighth volume called on Christians to drive them out ‘‘before the whole Church is

poisoned by this insidious influence.’’∂∂

The authors described Christianity as being beset by numerous other reli-

gious enemies as well. These consisted of a diverse contingent of anti-Christian

‘‘cults’’ that included Mormonism (‘‘strongly anti-American’’ and ‘‘thoroughly

anti-Christian’’), Christian Science (a ‘‘farrago of irreligion and nonsense’’), Ad-

ventism (‘‘essentially polytheistic’’), and Spiritualism (‘‘in reality demonism’’).∂∑

Another adversary was the Catholic Church, the oldest Christian denomination,
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which was described by one writer as ‘‘so di√erent from, and so hostile to, real

Christianity, that it is not, in fact, Christianity at all.’’∂∏ Nor did the enemies list

end there, for the authors of The Fundamentals found potential opponents lurking

even in the pews of their own Protestant churches. A sermon by Anglican bishop

J. C. Ryle, also recently deceased, was dusted o√ to warn in the most dire terms of

these enemies within: ‘‘All were not Israel who were called Israel, and all are not

members of Christ’s body who profess themselves Christians. Take notice, you

may be a staunch Episcopalian, or Presbyterian, or Independent, or Baptist, or

Wesleyan, or Plymouth Brethren—and yet not belong to the true Church. And if

you do not, it will be better at last if you had never been born.’’∂π

Turning from religion to society, the essayists found even more enemies, por-

traying Christianity as threatened by secular philosophy and at odds with contem-

porary culture. Unlike the earlier essays, which had shown at least some respect

for secular scholarship, the later ones were consistently critical and frequently

dismissive of it. A few authors were conspicuously anti-intellectual, proudly

boasting that they spoke for ‘‘less learned folk.’’∂∫ Not content to criticize specific

thinkers, the writers in these volumes derided thinkers in general; Salem, Vir-

ginia, preacher A. W. Pitzer dismissed them as ‘‘the wise men of this world, filled

with philosophy so-called.’’ In an essay entitled ‘‘The Wisdom of the World,’’

Pitzer traced the roots of contemporary philosophy through several ancient so-

cieties, giving special attention to Athens, a civilization where ‘‘godlessness and

vice, irreligion and immorality, went hand and hand,’’ and which as a result

‘‘perished of its own inherent rottenness.’’∂Ω Presbyterian pastor George F. Pente-

cost extended the critique of classical culture into modern times. ‘‘Read Homer

and Milton, Shakespeare and Dante, read Bacon, Macaulay, Addison and Carlyle,

go through all the best literature of all ages,’’ he expounded grandiloquently,

‘‘and it will fall infinitely short of the purity, beauty and grandeur of thought

and expression found in God’s Word.’’∑≠ The prominent Presbyterian lay leader

Robert E. Speer brought the argument up-to-date by depicting contemporary cul-

ture as godless and morally debased—‘‘a vain and empty thing.’’∑∞ Some warned

of anarchy, describing secular society as lawless and licentious, and cautioning

readers not to be ‘‘mastered by the mob.’’∑≤ Others took a more ideological stand,

suggesting that the greater threat was from state-sponsored socialism. Although

usually a moderate voice, Princeton theologian Charles R. Erdman was unequivo-

cal on this point, insisting in the closing essay of the final volume of The Fundamen-

tals that Christianity and socialism were antithetical and could never under any

circumstances be reconciled, since ‘‘ ‘Christian socialism’ is neither Christian nor

Socialism.’’∑≥ All of the authors could agree that Christianity was threatened by the

spread of secularity and that if nothing were done to stop it, the consequences
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would be dire. Thus the Reverend Daniel Ho√man Martin, a minister from Glen

Falls, New York, made the case for Sunday closing laws, arguing that the Sabbath

should be protected from ‘‘the contaminations of a wicked world’’: ‘‘We are not

pleading for a Puritan Sunday of bigotry or intolerance. We are not pleading for

blue laws. But as between bigotry and a mush of concession give us bigotry every

time. And even the bluest of blue laws would be preferable to red anarchy.’’∑∂

In these later volumes, the relationship between faith and science appeared

more troubled than before. Acutely aware of the advances of modern science and

confident that Christian teachings had been confirmed by the best scientific

research, the authors persisted in claiming that there was no inherent conflict

between faith and science. At the same time, they were disturbed by the increas-

ing secularity of science and specifically by what they perceived to be a growing

godlessness among scientific professionals. Thus they began to amend the con-

tention that there was no conflict between faith and science, arguing more along

the lines of Pitzer when he claimed that there was no conflict ‘‘provided each one

acts in his proper role.’’ In consigning faith and science to separate spheres, the

authors drew clearer boundaries than before, requiring that science concern

itself exclusively with the observable world, and insisting that it ‘‘has passed out

of its proper sphere when it invades the domain of the Invisible and the Infinite.’’

More to the point, they demanded sharper distinctions between reason and

revelation (what Pitzer called ‘‘the boundary of the known’’), refusing to accept

that science had any authority at all ‘‘when it assumes to deny that the infinite

God has revealed or can reveal Himself in His Word, His Son, His Spirit.’’∑∑ In

essence, the authors seemed willing to accept the findings of science, but only as

long as the findings confirmed and did not criticize or question any assumptions

of their religious faith.

Furthermore, several writers wanted to have nothing to do with science what-

soever. This view was stated best by Howard Crosby in his ‘‘Preach the Word,’’

where he counseled ministers in no uncertain terms to ‘‘leave science alone.’’ As

a biblical scholar and professor of Greek who served for more than a decade as

chancellor of the University of the City of New York (later New York University),

Crosby was far from a simpleminded critic of all things scientific. Even so, he

saw religion and science as separate spheres. ‘‘All the knowledge of the material

world, which science deals in,’’ he wrote, ‘‘has nothing to do with the soul’s

salvation.’’ He allowed that it was entirely proper for the preacher to have some

knowledge of the natural world, including the main principles of natural science,

if only to be considered ‘‘an educated man.’’ But, he cautioned, for the minister,

the study of science could be a distraction to the teaching of heavenly truths, and

there was no reason whatsoever ‘‘to waste his time on protoplasm, bathybius,
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and natural selection, into which and the like subjects Satan would gladly draw

him.’’ Indeed, faith and science were not only separate spheres; they were also

unequal ones:

Science and religion are too often spoken of as if they occupied the same

plane. Both those who say they are antagonistic, and those who say they are at

one, equally talk of the two as on a level. You might as well talk of bread-

baking and religion as if they were co-ordinates. Of course there is a connec-

tion between science and religion. So there is between bread-baking and

religion. The scientific man ought to be religious. So ought the bread-baker.

Science can furnish examples of God’s wonders in nature. So can bread-

baking. But such connections cannot put the subjects on the same level.

For Crosby, who was at heart a Presbyterian preacher, the supernatural realm was

clearly superior to the scientific, since science could never comprehend let alone

o√er comfort to the soul. ‘‘Science,’’ he wrote, ‘‘at its utmost reach can never

touch the sphere of the soul’s pressing wants.’’ Why then, he asked rhetorically,

‘‘meddle with it in the pulpit?’’ As for those preachers who did, he was unsym-

pathetic, accusing them of blasphemy and predicting that their preaching would

become barren and lifeless. ‘‘The Word is supernatural,’’ he concluded, ‘‘and woe

to the preacher who leaves the supernatural for the natural.’’∑∏

When it came to evolution, the authors in these later volumes took an even

harder line, anticipating arguments that would become commonplace among

antievolution activists over the next decade. In contrast to the essayists from the

earlier volumes, who had criticized Darwinism while accepting other theistic

forms of evolution, these later writers tended to collapse almost all evolutionary

theory, rejecting both materialistic and theistic versions more or less equally. In

addition, they were clearer than ever about the threat to Christianity and Christian

civilization posed by evolutionists, whom they increasingly defined as enemies of

religion and society. Ironically, it was the theistic evolutionist Wright who made

the argument first, claiming in ‘‘The Passing of Evolution,’’ the lead essay of the

seventh volume, that Darwin himself had never meant to exclude design, but that

later Darwinists—he did not name any names—had transformed his science

into theology by assuming that his naturalistic methods required a materialistic

(and atheistic) theory of the universe. Thus Wright found himself in the awk-

ward position of defending Darwin against the Darwinists, describing how they

had carried the concept of natural selection to ‘‘illogical conclusions’’ in which

chance and time had been allowed to take the place of a designing deity. To

defend Darwin, however, he had to describe him more as a creationist than an

evolutionist, going so far as to suggest that the author of The Descent of Man
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believed that humans came into existence ‘‘as the Bible represents, by the special

creation of a single pair.’’ As Ron Numbers has shown, Wright considered him-

self to be consistent in seeing creation and evolution as almost synonymous, part

of an ongoing evolutionary process into which God stepped to create humans

from apelike creatures. Even so, Wright’s thinking at this time was clearly mov-

ing away from Christian evolutionism toward fundamentalist conceptions of

creation. After all, he concluded his essay, ‘‘the evidence for evolution, even in its

milder form, does not begin to be as strong as that for the revelation of God in

the Bible.’’∑π

Others, including a trio of authors writing in the eighth volume, were even

more critical of Darwinism and, by extension, of evolutionary theory of any and

all kinds. Adopting arguments that had been advanced by the scientific critics of

Darwin, and drawing heavily on several popular pamphlets—Alexander Patter-

son’s The Other Side of Evolution (1903), Eberhard Dennert’s At the Deathbed of

Darwinism (1904), and Luther T. Townsend’s Collapse of Evolution (1905)—that had

been circulating widely among conservative clerics of the time, these writers

described Darwinism as a discredited theory that had lost all hope of scientific

validation. More important, having no real reason to defend theistic evolution,

they categorically denied any relationship between creation and evolution. The

Anglican curate Dyson Hague summarized their views: ‘‘Man was created, not

evolved,’’ he stated flatly. ‘‘That is, he did not come from protoplasmic mud-

mass, or sea ooze bathybian, or by descent from fish or frog, or horse, or ape; but

at once, direct, full made, did man come forth from God.’’ Painting with a broad

brush and cribbing freely from Townsend’s Collapse of Evolution, Hague listed the

principal points against evolution, arguing that both Scripture and science had

proven that (1) there was no such thing as a universal law of development; (2) no

new type had ever been discovered, and generation took place ‘‘after their kind’’

or species by species (‘‘the trilobite never produced anything but a trilobite’’);

(3) there could never be a transmutation of species, since ‘‘a man cell develops

into a man and the monkey cell develops into a monkey’’; and (4) ‘‘the missing

link’’—the transitional connection between ape and human that scientists had

been seeking ever since Darwin suggested its existence—had never been found.

Elaborating on the last point, he reminded readers that men were not monkeys,

passing on the popular misrepresentation of Darwin’s ideas that his enemies had

been using, much to the delight of appreciative audiences, ever since Wilberforce

had debated Huxley. ‘‘A man does a thousand things every day,’’ wrote Hague,

‘‘that a monkey could not do if he tried ten thousand years. Man has the design-

ing, controlling, ordering, constructive, and governing faculties. Man has per-

sonality, understanding, will, conscience. Man is fitted for apprehending God,
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and for worshipping God.’’ The last point was crucial, because humans were not

simply superior beings but spiritually superior ones, ‘‘made in the image of

God.’’ The problem with evolution—even in its theistic versions—was that it

denied this spirituality, e√ectively removing any reason for revealed religion.

‘‘The Genesis account of man,’’ Hague concluded, was ‘‘the only possible basis of

revelation.’’ Moreover, it was the only hope for salvation, ‘‘the only rational basis

for the doctrine of regeneration.’’∑∫

Even more adamant was the pseudonymous article ‘‘Evolutionism in the Pul-

pit,’’ written by ‘‘An Occupant of the Pew’’ and reprinted in the eighth volume of

The Fundamentals from a 1911 piece appearing in a Presbyterian Church publica-

tion. The essay was nothing less than a full-scale assault on Darwinism, which

the author described as not just dying but ‘‘already dead.’’ It was also a classic

example of antievolution writing, introducing themes that would continue to

appear in creationist speeches and pamphlets for decades to come. The essay

began with a basic statement of Baconian science, describing the evolutionary

theory of Darwin, Huxley, and Spencer as ‘‘a system based upon hypothesis only’’

that even after forty years was ‘‘without a single known fact to support it.’’ In a

quotation that William Jennings Bryan would repeat regularly in his speeches and

writings, the author claimed that in Darwin’s two principal works alone, the

expression ‘‘we may well suppose’’ occurred over eight hundred times. (While

completely false, the claim continues to be recited by critics of Darwinism even

today.) Comparing Darwin to Jules Verne, the author dismissed Darwin’s science

as science fiction, which even ‘‘the average man’’ finds ‘‘little less than farcical.’’

Apparently drawing on Townsend, ‘‘Occupant’’ went on to make use of a literary

device that would become almost universal among antievolution writers, provid-

ing a list of anti-Darwinist scientists, ‘‘distinguished in their respective depart-

ments,’’ each of whom o√ered ‘‘unequivocal testimony’’ that the Darwinian the-

ory of descent had ‘‘not a single fact to confirm it.’’ It did not seem to matter to

the writer that several of the scientists listed were either discredited or unknown,

or that others in fact accepted some version of the theory of descent. The point

was to discredit Darwinism and even more to show that its assumptions were

thoroughly at odds with the fundamentals of Christian faith, since ‘‘such a

system can have no possible points of contact with Christianity.’’∑Ω

In addition to discrediting Darwinism, however, ‘‘Occupant’s’’ primary pur-

pose was to banish it from the church by removing those ministers who con-

tinued to preach it. Writing from his place in the pew, the author expressed

astonishment that so many clergy still clung to the theory, apparently because

they were afraid of being ridiculed as unscholarly, even though ‘‘scholarship can

no longer be pleaded as an excuse for clinging to Darwinism.’’ Contrasting the
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laity with their church leaders, he maintained that ‘‘the ordinary individual’’

experienced ‘‘a feeling akin to disgust’’ at those clergy who used ‘‘intellectual

subtleties and plausible sophistries’’ to rationalize their views, ‘‘all of which,

to this untrained and practical mind, sounds like unmitigated and pharisaical

cant.’’ Under the circumstances, it seemed only right to demand that these errant

clergy have the ‘‘common honesty’’ and ‘‘sense of honor’’ to step down from the

pulpit, ‘‘taking with them those of their flocks who think like them and wish

to follow.’’∏≠

Finally, in a rambling essay called ‘‘The Decadence of Darwinism,’’ Colorado

minister Henry Beach took one final step in politicizing the issue. Beach had little

to o√er on evolutionary theory, confessing that ‘‘as a purely academic question’’ it

meant nothing to him. (‘‘Who cares,’’ he asked, ‘‘whether a protoplastic cell, or

an amoeba, or an ascidian larva, was his primordial progenitor?’’) But he had a

lot to say about evolutionary practice, the application of Darwinian assumptions

to religion and society, since he believed that the theory had implications that

were anti-Christian and antimoral. ‘‘Darwinism,’’ as he put it simply, ‘‘degrades

both God and man.’’ Trying his hand at science, and taking his definitions from

the encyclopedia, the Colorado minister used commonsensical observations to

deduce that the theory of natural selection was self-contradictory and impossible,

since ‘‘it is false that man is derived from a brute and a brute from a vegetable.’’

His science (such as it was) notwithstanding, Beach made a better case when it

came to ethics, where he criticized Darwinism for its ‘‘poor morals.’’ Articulating

concerns that were appearing in response to growing German militarism on the

eve of World War I, he seemed to mistake Darwinism for Social Darwinism,

describing it as a theory that sanctioned the domination of might over right. ‘‘A

theory of nature must be ideal to be true,’’ he explained. ‘‘Natural selection is a

scheme for the survival of the passionate and the violent, the destruction of the

weak and defenseless. To be true, black must be white, and wrong must be right,

and God an Ivan the terrible.’’ As for what should be done to counter the danger

that Darwinism posed to society, Beach was uncertain. A minister himself, he did

not appear particularly troubled by the preaching of evolution from the pulpit.

But he was concerned with the schools, where ‘‘the teaching of Darwinism, as

an approved science’’ had become ‘‘the most deplorable feature of the whole

wretched propaganda.’’ Raising for the first time a specter that would dominate

the thinking of antievolutionists throughout the coming decade, Beach warned

that Darwinian doctrine was already present in the schools, and that even now it

was working its way into the minds of the children and youth, ‘‘like the revenge

of the Pied Piper of Hamlin Town.’’∏∞

Taken together, the essays sounded like an alarm bell awakening fundamen-
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talists to the threat posed by their Darwinist enemies. Yet having raised the

warning, the authors of The Fundamentals appeared to lose interest in the issue. In

the last four volumes, not a single essay on evolution was to be found, with

writers instead emphasizing the need for evangelism and focusing on more

conventional enemies like Catholics and socialists. David Livingstone has sug-

gested that this apparent retreat may have been due to decisions made by Torrey,

editor of the final volumes, who was a firm believer in the harmony of Scripture

and science, and who personally accepted theistic versions of evolution. George

Marsden thinks that the battle lines were not yet firmly fixed, since there was still

no clear consensus among fundamentalists on the dangers of biological evolu-

tionism. Ron Numbers has found more agreement on the perceived threat, but

he notes that even those who had made up their minds that Darwinism was a

danger to society were not ready to move against it. ‘‘Fundamentalists may not

have liked evolution,’’ he explains, ‘‘but at this time few, if any, saw the neces-

sity or desirability of launching a crusade to eradicate it from the schools and

churches of America.’’∏≤

Yet even while avoiding the issue of evolution, the essays in the final volumes

of The Fundamentals contributed to what would become a more combative brand

of conservatism among American fundamentalists. Published in 1915, the last

three volumes in particular were marked by a growing sense of eschatological

expectancy, a feeling of foreboding expressed in the premillennial predictions of

Arno C. Gaebelein, who wrote in the eleventh volume that the last days of the

world were at hand and ‘‘the time of the end is here.’’∏≥ With World War I already

under way, martial metaphors had become more common, with frequent refer-

ences to the Bible as an ‘‘armory’’ and a ‘‘weapon,’’ to Christians as an ‘‘army’’ of

‘‘warriors,’’ and to the church’s mission as ‘‘conquest’’ and ‘‘victory.’’∏∂ The dis-

course also was more pessimistic, as events unfolding in Europe seemed to

encourage skepticism about the likelihood of political progress in the future,

leading several of the authors to advocate a turn away from political reform in

favor of a more personal approach to solving the problems of the world.∏∑ Among

these was Charles G. Trumbull, editor of the influential Sunday School Times, who

argued that churches should avoid social programs and act instead to save souls

one by one, cautioning that ‘‘the salvation of society regardless of the salvation of

the individual is a hopeless task.’’∏∏ Even the most moderate of the writers, like

Speer, a leading advocate of foreign missions, took on a more confrontational

tone, calling for a missionary faith that was based ‘‘not on compromise, but on

conflict and conquest.’’∏π The most militant authors, like George Pentecost, who

as a young man had been a chaplain during the Civil War, pulled out all the stops:
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‘‘The Christian’s calling in the world is that of the soldier,’’ he told readers. ‘‘He

must fight the good fight of faith.’’∏∫

In any case, the project had done its work. By 1915, with the publication of the

final volume of The Fundamentals, a fundamentalist identity had been constructed,

a way of talking and thinking that brought Christian conservatives together into a

community of discourse and allowed them to begin thinking about themselves

as a political movement. In The Fundamentals they had found a common con-

sciousness, a definition of the boundaries that would distinguish themselves

from others, and an emerging sense of political purpose, a predisposition to do

battle against an ever-growing list of enemies. Among those enemies, evolution

was waiting in the wings, a concern that had not yet become a cause. But be-

fore fundamentalism could generate an antievolution crusade—indeed, even be-

fore it could give birth to what eventually became a full-fledged fundamentalist

movement—activists had to turn from creating identities to building institutions,

mobilizing and organizing for what would become the biggest political struggle

of the 1920s.



2 : Mobilization
activists and organizations

William Bell Riley had expected a crowd, but nothing like this one. For more than

a year he had been recruiting conservative church leaders to join him in Phila-

delphia in May 1919 for what he had been calling a ‘‘World Conference on the

Fundamentals of the Faith.’’ But as the meeting approached, Riley and his local

conference organizers began to realize that they had seriously underestimated

the more than six thousand participants who poured into the city from forty-two

states and most of the Canadian provinces, as well as seven other countries. Over

the course of the week, the crowds grew larger each day, filling the grand opera

house of the Academy of Music and flowing over into Philadelphia’s largest

theater and several of its biggest churches. As he rose to welcome the throngs,

Riley seemed overwhelmed at the turnout. ‘‘The importance of this occasion,’’

he began his opening remarks, ‘‘exceeds the understanding of its organizers.’’∞

In The Fundamentals, evangelical conservatives had discovered an identity, along

with a mounting sense of political purpose. But before they could begin to act on

their common concerns, they had to assemble the activists and build the organi-

zations that would become the backbone of their movement. With the war no

longer delaying the expression of their discontent, Riley and his colleagues had

set to work. At Philadelphia, they not only mobilized religious conservatives in

unprecedented numbers, but they also began to organize them by establishing

what soon became the World’s Christian Fundamentals Association (wcfa), the

first and most formidable of the early fundamentalist groups. By 1920, led by the

wcfa and its teams of organizers, fundamentalists had transformed themselves

from a community of like-minded conservatives into an organized opposition, a

change that was captured when Baptist editor Curtis Lee Laws coined the term

‘‘fundamentalism.’’≤ Within a year they had become a full-fledged political move-

ment, commonly referred to by themselves and others as the ‘‘fundamentals

movement.’’≥ By 1922, they had carried their movement across the continent,

holding annual meetings in Philadelphia, Chicago, Denver, and Los Angeles. The
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following year they met in Fort Worth, Texas, a site symbolic of a new campaign to

bring their message to the American South.∂ At every step the movement grew,

attracting activists and spawning new organizations, mobilizing support not only

for fundamentalism but also for the antievolution movement that would emerge

from it.

Among social movement scholars, mobilization has been a hotly contested

concept. All agree that, to succeed, movements must attract activists and con-

struct groups and organizations to support and sustain them. As to how to go

about mobilizing, however, there has been considerable disagreement. Advo-

cates of resource mobilization theory maintain that the process consists prin-

cipally of the accumulation and application of resources, including not only time,

facilities, money, and people, but also intangible assets such as access, experi-

ence, and legitimacy.∑ Critics have pointed out problems with the theory, with

new social movement theorists concerned that it ignores the personal and psy-

chological aspects of movement participation, and political process thinkers

finding fault with its failure to consider the role of the larger political system.∏

Others, including those who study network structures, have taken a di√erent

tack, stressing the importance of the social relationships that come into play

when members are mobilized, and examining the complex webs that tie together

the people, groups, and organizations that make up movements.π Amid the

disagreements, a few scholars have sought to shift the focus by turning their

attention to the mobilization process itself. Among them is sociologist Bert

Klandermans, who in a series of studies has argued that the best way to analyze

mobilization is by recognizing it as a multistep process that requires (1) the

activation of mobilization potential, (2) the development of recruitment networks,

(3) the generation of motivation to participate, and (4) the removal of barriers to

participation. The steps are distinct, dealing with di√erent aspects of mobiliza-

tion, but they have a cumulative character, and they interact with one another.

Although di√erent movements will approach each step di√erently, all must nego-

tiate some version of the larger process. In several studies of European protest

groups, Klandermans has found that the steps can be steep, with many chances

to stumble along the way. As a result, the movements that mobilize successfully

tend to be few and far between, whereas those that fail to get o√ the ground are

all too common.∫

Fundamentalists were among the successful ones: the question is, How did

they do it? Beginning with Norman Furniss, the first students of the funda-

mentalist movement said little about mobilization, attributing its appearance to

broader societal considerations: conflicts between traditional theology and new

trends in science, concerns about the influence of modernism and evolution on
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society, doubts about the inevitability of progress created by the war.Ω Many

followed Richard Niebuhr in emphasizing the importance of social and eco-

nomic factors, depicting the movement as an agrarian protest against urban

society.∞≠ Other scholars, like Richard Hofstadter, adopted a more sociological

and psychological approach, describing the movement as a manifestation of

anxiety about the loss of social status, along with the paranoia that resulted when

conservatives began to feel threatened by the modernizing trends taking place in

their churches.∞∞ Almost all of these observers viewed fundamentalism as an

explosion of popular protest that occurred more or less spontaneously, the prod-

uct of an intense and often irrational response to the modern world. But the

fundamentalist movement was not a popular protest, at least in the beginning,

and it was certainly neither spontaneous nor irrational in its origins. Rather, it

began as an elite enterprise, brought into being by a careful and self-conscious

process of political mobilization.

Activating Potential
When movements mobilize they start with what is already there, building

from a preexisting base of potential support. Even before any activity begins,

there are resources to draw upon: attitudes and identities among a sympathetic

part of the population, indigenous social networks, sometimes already estab-

lished institutions. This reservoir of resources, what Klandermans calls the ‘‘mo-

bilization potential’’ of the movement, is the seedbed from which it will flower.∞≤

For fundamentalists, the reservoir was rich, consisting not only of a collective

identity already inspired by The Fundamentals, but also an impressive array of

conservative evangelical institutions and interrelationships. From the 1880s on,

conservative evangelicals had been building Bible colleges—Chicago’s Moody

Bible Institute, Minneapolis’s Northwestern Bible School, the Bible Institute

of Los Angeles (Biola) were among the biggest and best known—which by the

early twentieth century were educating thousands of conservative ministers and

church workers.∞≥ At about the same time, Bible conferences had started to meet

regularly in summer retreat settings, bringing together conservatives from dif-

ferent denominations and distant parts of the country. Inspired by the Bible

conferences, dispensationalists had begun to sponsor their own prophecy con-

ferences, where millennialist ministers addressed audiences eager to study the

prophetic books of the Bible, especially Daniel and Revelation, and where large

crowds gave them a sense of their growing strength.∞∂ Conservative evangelical

publications were expanding rapidly as well, with magazines like Moody Monthly,

Our Hope, and the Sunday School Times reaching readers in the tens of thousands.∞∑

Increasingly, all of these institutions were becoming interrelated, with the Bible
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colleges sponsoring Bible and prophecy conferences, with ministers from one

meeting appearing at the next, and with the religious periodicals providing pub-

licity. By 1918, at the close of the war, a broad conservative evangelical network—

what Riley called ‘‘a new fellowship’’—was already being built. ‘‘Individuals and

organizations,’’ he observed, ‘‘are, by the law of attraction, flowing into it.’’∞∏

At the heart of this network were the ministers. Ministers were a constant

presence in the early days of the fundamentalist movement, establishing Bible

colleges, organizing Bible and prophecy conferences, and editing conservative

evangelical publications. In addition to planning the earliest conferences and

meetings, they appeared on the platform to deliver soul-stirring sermons and

counsel those who responded to the altar calls. They also took their places in the

audience and congregated in the halls outside the sessions, comparing notes

with old colleagues and meeting new ones. In their ranks were some of the most

famous preachers of the day, including Moody protégés A. C. Dixon, James M.

Gray, and R. A. Torrey. Baptists (W. B. Riley, John Roach Straton, Jasper C.

Massee, T. T. Shields), Methodists (Leander W. Munhall, Arno A. Gaebelein),

and Presbyterians (C. I. Scofield, Clarence E. Macartney) were most frequently

represented, but clergy came from almost every Protestant denomination (Ad-

ventists, Anglicans, Congregationalists, Dutch Reformed, and Lutherans all at-

tended early meetings); some participants were associated with no denomination

at all.∞π Denomination aside, many of the ministers presided more or less inde-

pendently over their own churches, which served some of the country’s largest

congregations, early-era megachurches like Boston’s Tremont Temple, New York

City’s Calvary Baptist Church, or Philadelphia’s Arch Street Presbyterian Church.

Although a few (such as Fort Worth’s J. Frank Norris) were lifelong southerners

and others (like Riley and Straton) had been born in the South and retained

strong southern ties, most were from the North (counting also Canadians like

Shields, who hailed from Toronto).∞∫ By the standards of their time, they were

well educated and well traveled, and they represented a surprisingly broad band

of opinion. Together, they comprised a formidable nucleus to the emerging fun-

damentalist network. ‘‘Hundreds of the most eminent preachers of the world,’’

wrote Riley in 1918, ‘‘eminent because of their confidence in Christ, and their

unshaken belief in the Bible, recognize themselves as already members of the

new brotherhood.’’∞Ω

Surrounding and supporting the ministers were the members of their con-

gregations. In his classic study The Fundamentalist Controversy, Furniss asserted

that fundamentalism was a product of the rural South, its adherents consisting

mainly of the poor and illiterate. In fact, at least in its early years, it was quite the

opposite, a movement of metropolitan northerners who were in most cases of the
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middle class and moderately educated. These congregants of big city churches

were prosperous and respectable people: photographs from early meetings in-

variably show men in business suits and women in discrete but fashionable

Victorian traveling dresses. George Marsden has suggested that because fun-

damentalist churches grew by conversion, their congregations were probably

somewhat younger than those in older, more established churches, with more

members who were recent arrivals to the city and still making their way into the

middle class. That said, Marsden also emphasizes that even among the church

members who would be considered of the working class, fundamentalism ap-

pealed to those who in their aspirations and values were essentially bourgeois

and Victorian. He points out that many of the first fundamentalists were Anglo-

Americans of English and Scottish ancestry, who may have seen the movement as

a way to separate themselves from more recent immigrants as well as to shore up

conventional norms against the challenges of an increasingly secular society. In

any case, it is clear that early fundamentalists were far from the fringes of society.

Over time, as the movement turned its attention from North to South, it would

attract more support among southerners, including poorer rural ones. Yet even in

the South, fundamentalists in the 1920s tended to find their greatest advocates in

cities and larger towns, and among the same kind of middle-class people who

comprised the movement in the North.≤≠

Although men played the most prominent part in the movement, women were

among its strongest supporters. As Margaret Bendroth has shown, fundamental-

ist attitudes toward women tended to be complex and contradictory, a mixture of

appreciation of women’s unique spiritual gifts and suspicion of their innate

sinfulness. Bendroth and Betty DeBerg have demonstrated how leaders of the

movement encouraged women to be active in certain roles, particularly as Sunday

school teachers and leaders of missionary societies, though allowing them al-

most no o≈cial authority or status in fundamentalist organizations. Though they

attended the early Bible and prophecy conferences, usually accompanying their

husbands, women seldom appeared on programs or as members of conference

committees. Almost without exception, o≈cials of the wcfa were men; even the

association’s committee on Sunday school literature consisted entirely of males.

The woman’s auxiliary, created in 1930, seemed to have had no real presence—let

alone any power—in the wcfa. Indeed, both Bendroth and DeBerg have argued

that during the 1920s fundamentalism became more suspicious of women, who

were increasingly described as too sympathetic to liberalizing trends (including

what was seen as an emerging feminism) in the church and society. Nevertheless,

women would continue to be active in the movement, appearing alongside their

husbands at meetings and services, lobbying church and political leaders, and
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writing letters to their local newspapers in support of fundamentalist causes. At

the time of the Scopes trial in 1925, one reporter estimated that 70 percent of all

fundamentalists were women.≤∞

Similarly, although fundamentalism was initially a lily-white movement and

remained overwhelmingly white and in most places segregated, some African

Americans did support it. By and large, black churches of the period tended to be

theologically orthodox, and many of their ministers were biblical literalists who

held strong dispensationalist sympathies. As Je√rey Moran has shown, concerns

about evolution, which they saw as a threat to revealed religion, led many African

American church leaders to find allies within the fundamentalist ranks. Although

Moran found no public expressions of the sentiment, he speculates that these

church leaders may also have considered evolution to be a threat to their race,

since it had for some time been associated with certain strains of scientific

racism, and since some of America’s leading evolutionists were among the stron-

gest promoters of the international eugenics movement that was thriving during

that period.≤≤ Throughout the 1920s black preachers frequently expressed their

opposition to evolution in their sermons, insisting, like Baltimore’s Reverend

A. B. Callis, that there ‘‘couldn’t be any relation between man and monkey. A

monkey has no soul, therefore has no salvation. But man has both a soul and a

salvation.’’≤≥ In 1925 large numbers of black believers rallied behind William

Jennings Bryan at the Scopes trial. ‘‘The negro commends . . . Bryan for his solid

stand for the fundamentals of our faith,’’ stated the Reverend George Wash-

ington Sandefur, one of a delegation of black Baptists ministers who attended the

trial. Sandefur went on to say that he ‘‘did not know a single minister among my

race in Tennessee who is an evolutionist.’’≤∂ After that time, black church leaders

would voice a growing suspicion of fundamentalism, especially in the latter

1920s, when it came to be increasingly identified with southern white racism.

Nevertheless, while African Americans remained on the outside of fundamental-

ism’s strictly segregated organizations, many (Moran suggests a majority) may

have considered themselves to be fundamentalists.≤∑

Although the diversity of the movement can be overstated (the fact remains

that it was and would continue to be dominated by white middle-class males),

fundamentalism had more potential supporters than anyone at the time seemed

to realize. In their early meetings, leaders could always count on the ministers

who made up the core of the movement, along with the members of their con-

gregations who accompanied them. More surprising to them were those in the

audience who had arrived on their own—without any preexisting connections to

conservative churches or conferences. By and large, these people were ‘‘closet’’

conservatives, members of mainline churches who had become disa√ected by
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liberalizing trends in their own denominations. For such alienated conservatives,

the early meetings would provide a means by which they could move from their

moderate or liberal congregations to more orthodox ones. From all accounts,

they appeared in astonishing numbers. Riley reported that when organizers of

the 1918 New York Prophetic Bible Conference rented Carnegie Hall as the main

site for their meeting, ‘‘many hundreds’’ of ministers opposed the action, declar-

ing it ‘‘almost a presumptuous sin since there would be so few present.’’ When

the meeting convened, however, the hall was packed three times a day for four

straight days, and every evening overflow auditoriums had to be opened in nearby

churches, with speakers and singers dispatched to lead the satellite sessions. By

the close of the conference, Riley would later boast, the same ministers who had

sco√ed at the idea of renting Carnegie Hall were expressing ‘‘open astonishment

that the Hall was not su≈cient to hold the crowds.’’≤∏

For fundamentalism to become a movement, it would need to activate this

potential support. Movements require mobilization, and mobilization requires

mobilizers. Among these, William Bell Riley was unsurpassed. As a biblical

inerrantist, a born-again evangelical, and a staunch dispensational premillen-

nialist, Riley’s fundamentalist credentials were impeccable. A gifted preacher, a

skilled administrator, and a successful fund-raiser, by World War I he had built a

small evangelical empire in Minneapolis around his First Baptist Church and

Northwestern Bible and Missionary Training School.≤π Riley was also an experi-

enced revivalist who was in constant contact with an ever-expanding national

network of conservative preachers and congregations. Above all, he was a man

who made things happen. Most histories of the movement date the founding of

fundamentalism to a 1917 meeting at Montrose, Pennsylvania, that was attended

by Dixon, Torrey, Riley, and others. But as Ferenc Szasz has pointed out, eighteen

months of inaction followed that gathering, and fundamentalism only really

began to become a reality when Riley took matters into his own hands.≤∫ Using

the 1918 Carnegie Hall conference as a base of operations, he worked the halls

tirelessly, taking notes on organization, buttonholing financial supporters, and

convincing anyone who would listen of the need for a more ambitious meeting, a

national and even international gathering of the growing forces that would make

up fundamentalism. For the next six months, he was in constant motion as he

laid plans for the proposed meeting, contacting pastors from across the county

and abroad, drawing up an extensive program, establishing a committee on

arrangements, and sending announcements to church publications across the

country. Proclaiming that a ‘‘World Conference’’ would take place in Philadelphia

in the late spring, the expansive Riley described it as the biggest and most

important event of its kind ever held. ‘‘The whole Christian world will be inter-
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ested in this Conference,’’ he wrote in a preconvention advertising broadside. ‘‘In

proportions it will exceed anything that has yet taken place on American soil.’’≤Ω

In calling the conference, Riley was not only arranging a meeting but also

beginning to construct an organized movement. Working closely with Phila-

delphia pastor J. Davis Adams, who was in charge of local arrangements, he es-

tablished a conference executive committee whose members represented a broad

conservative constituency. Program speakers were chosen carefully, with an eye

to both doctrinal and denominational considerations. ‘‘Premillennial Methodists

are scarce,’’ Riley wrote to Adams in April, ‘‘and [the Moody Bible Institute’s Dr.

Henry] Ostrom might be worthy [of ] consideration by the Committee.’’ Egos

frequently had to be assuaged: ‘‘I have a letter from Brother [Arno C.] Gaebelein

and he feels deeply grieved that he has not been asked to take a place in the

program.’’≥≠ The arrangements called upon all of his formidable diplomatic skills

(‘‘It is exasperating, to say the least,’’ he confided to Adams, ‘‘to deal with men

who cannot do anything to suit anybody else’’),≥∞ but by April he had managed to

persuade most of America’s leading conservative preachers to attend the meet-

ing. Equally essential were the plans to establish the conference as a continuing

organization, complete with o≈cers, committees, and permanent membership.

Here Riley was again intimately involved, setting out plans for standing commit-

tees and personally choosing the people who would chair them. (In December

1918 he had presided over the creation of the Northwestern Prophetic Associa-

tion, a Minnesota premillennialist group that had adopted its own constitution

and declaration of faith, along with an organizational structure of o≈cers, com-

mittees, and membership dues.)≥≤ Yet he spent the bulk of his time planning for

what would come after the conference itself, developing an ambitious scheme to

send out speakers to no fewer than seventy-five locations across the country,

thereby transforming the conference into a continuing national organization.

‘‘You think that you have a big job on your hands with this one conference,’’ Riley

wrote to Adams, ‘‘and you have; but, man alive! think of me trying to get twenty

five of these, yea seventy five, arranged and going. It is simply maddening.’’≥≥

The planning paid o√. Arriving in Philadelphia for the May conference was an

all-star cast of conservative clergy, among them some of the English-speaking

world’s most famous preachers. During the week more than twenty of these

dignitaries addressed the convention. Beyond the speeches and sermons, how-

ever, the real work of the conference took place in several days of business

sessions. In these meetings, organizers adopted a nine-point doctrinal statement

(written by Riley) that was broad enough to reach across denominational divi-

sions, while avoiding the common points of conflict between the various versions

of dispensationalism. Five standing committees were created, and the chairs of
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these bodies constituted an executive committee, with Riley presiding. Member-

ship was o√ered at both associate and active levels, and active members paid five

dollars yearly to be able to vote and hold o≈ce. Institutional memberships were

available as well, not only to churches but also to Bible schools and conferences,

suggesting a strategy by which the conference would attempt to encompass the

emerging network of fundamentalist groups. Perhaps most important, in estab-

lishing an ongoing organization—what would come to be called the World’s

Christian Fundamentals Association—the Philadelphia conference had brought

together what were previously unorganized protests into a unified movement,

giving ‘‘positive expression,’’ as Riley put it, ‘‘to one of the greatest movements of

modern times, a movement that is indisputably from God.’’≥∂

Building Networks
No matter how well movements activate potential, they cannot recruit new

members unless they have access to the networks where recruitment takes place.

Social networks come in many forms, ranging from friendship ties to organiza-

tional memberships, and they include the invisible connections that can be built

through media or direct mail. Personal and organizational networks have been

shown to be most important, since people are more likely to join groups if they

have been recruited by those whom they know and trust. Thus movements must

create new networks and connect to existing ones, primarily by recruiting activ-

ists at the local level and forming coalitions among face-to-face groups.≥∑

For the newly formed wcfa, the process of building networks began even

before the Philadelphia convention had ended. Each of the five standing commit-

tees created there was designated a ‘‘Committee on Correlation’’ to ensure closer

cooperation between (1) Bible schools, (2) colleges, seminaries, and academies,

(3) religious periodicals and magazines, (4) Bible conferences, and (5) inter-

denominational foreign missionary societies. Although a few of the committee

reports suggested the need for greater centralization (James M. Gray’s Commit-

tee on Bible Schools, which set out to standardize their curricula and creeds was

the most ambitious), most concentrated on building better communication and

cooperation between existing bodies and groups. The intention, as the Resolu-

tions Committee put it, was not so much ‘‘federation’’ as ‘‘fellowship.’’≥∏

The real work of network building fell to the Committee on Bible Confer-

ences, whose role was to carry out Riley’s plan to establish local conferences

across the country by using a system of traveling speakers. For years, local

communities had been sponsoring Bible conferences, and Bible institutes like

Moody, Northwestern, and Biola each ran successful regional programs. Occa-

sionally, two or more of these programs competed for participants. In fact, the
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organizers of the Philadelphia meeting had feared that attendance would be

limited there because several other conferences were scheduled in East Coast

cities at roughly the same time.≥π Now, however, the Committee on Bible Con-

ferences, whose leadership Riley himself assumed, was determined to bring

order to these previously disconnected programs. Roughly copying the Chau-

tauqua circuit, which had brought popular adult education and entertainment to

Americans for decades, the committee proposed the creation of four or five

routes along which speakers would travel in small groups, coordinating con-

ferences on each route. The speakers would move to the next stop as soon as they

had finished their part at the previous one, thereby saving time and money. At

least in theory, the design appeared to be extraordinarily e≈cient. ‘‘We are per-

suaded,’’ the committee explained, ‘‘that these assemblies can be so arranged in

complete and adaptable circuits as that a company of speakers given such a

circuit could cover within a month from ten to twenty centers without the loss of

time on the part of any speaker and with the least possible expenditure in travel

and entertainment.’’≥∫

Although its execution was far from perfect, the conference circuit was essen-

tial to the formation and coordination of an extensive new network of future

fundamentalists. Almost as soon as the Philadelphia meeting adjourned, Riley

had put the plan into operation, venturing forth with some fourteen speakers on

a cross-country tour that would eventually cover about seven thousand miles and

reach eighteen cities. Moving westward in a three-pronged sweep, the group—

which included such well-known preachers as A. C. Dixon, J. C. Massee, and

Charles A. Blanchard—spoke in teams of four or five, holding three- to six-day

conferences for six weeks as they made their way from coast to coast. The

financial and logistical problems posed by the continentwide campaign were

daunting, and at points Riley’s year-long planning broke down in execution. But

the conference campaign was a brilliant way to build recruitment networks.≥Ω

Everywhere the speakers stopped, pastors were recruited, local fundamentalist

groups were established, and plans for regional conferences were implemented.

Letters poured in from across the country testifying to the campaign’s success.

‘‘The sessions of the conference were largely attended,’’ wrote Biola’s super-

intendent about the meetings in Southern California; ‘‘the newspapers gave ex-

tensive publicity, and scores of pastors were present from di√erent sections of the

State.’’∂≠ Nor did the campaign stop there. By the end of August 1919, Riley had

recruited a fresh team to carry out a six-month circle of the continent, this time

going south as well as west and including a hundred more stops, fifty of which

were smaller towns (Berne, Indiana; Owensboro, Kentucky; Alcolu, South Caro-

lina; Waxahachie, Texas; etc.). Everywhere along the way, amid reports of great
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crowds and enthusiastic audiences, there was a growing impression that conser-

vative congregants were for the first time experiencing a sense of themselves as

part of a larger movement, and that they were committing themselves to it.

Moreover, the movement was clearly building on its own success. ‘‘In addition to

the decision of every point visited to be reached again within a year, scores of

adjoining cities have placed requests with the committee to be remembered when

consideration is being given to future circuits,’’ wrote Riley.∂∞

By building these networks, the wcfa established itself as the most for-

midable of the early fundamentalist organizations. Over the course of its first

four years, the association held annual meetings in Philadelphia, Chicago, Den-

ver, and Los Angeles, with new members recruited at each location. The commit-

tees reported regularly, announcing initiatives that included alliances between

conservative denominational publications, construction of a Bible-based Sunday

school curriculum, and investigations of modernist influences on church mis-

sion boards, in divinity schools, and at several denominational colleges. The

Committee on Bible Conferences was by far the most active, continuing to spon-

sor continentwide campaigns and adding its own business manager to operate

the increasingly intricate system of speakers.∂≤ Membership rules were clarified

and dues introduced and collected.∂≥ Publicity poured out from the organiza-

tion’s o≈ces, with reports on the wcfa appearing in a growing number of

religious publications.∂∂ For his part, Riley was active in almost every aspect of the

organization and stretched so thin that the 1921 Denver meeting voted him a

salaried secretary to lighten the load.∂∑ In keeping with the original concept of the

wcfa as a federation of groups, state chapters began to be organized, with the

Iowa association developing a model constitution.∂∏ By the fall of 1922 Riley

predicted that ‘‘another year would give us a State organization in every state of

the Union.’’∂π At its Los Angeles meeting the same year, the wcfa could rightly

celebrate its role in organizing what was now popularly called the ‘‘fundamental-

ist movement.’’ ‘‘The time is at hand,’’ announced a delighted Riley in his keynote

address, ‘‘when we no longer need to advertise ourselves or our ‘Association’; it is

the best known movement of the twentieth century.’’∂∫

Yet within fundamentalism, the wcfa was only one of many overlapping

organizations. While a few early fundamentalists were determinedly nondenomi-

national, most were active in their own denominations. In spite of their separatist

tradition, Baptists were among the most loyal to their church conventions.

In 1920 conservatives concerned about the direction of the Northern Baptist

Convention organized the Fundamentalist Fellowship, composed exclusively of

Northern Baptists. Although working independently of the wcfa, the group

shared many members with it, including leaders like Dixon, Massee, and the
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omnipresent Riley. Determined to wrest power from liberals in the denomina-

tion, the fellowship adopted a conservative creed, called the ‘‘New Hampshire

Confession,’’ and began to lobby for its acceptance at the convention’s 1922

annual meeting. Turned back at the meeting by a coalition of moderates and

liberals who took advantage of long-standing Baptist suspicion of creedal state-

ments, fundamentalists seemed stunned.∂Ω Increasingly convinced that some of

his conservative colleagues had been too willing to compromise their principles

for the sake of denominational harmony, a frustrated Riley abruptly resigned

from the Fundamentalist Fellowship in order to organize a more militant group.

Founded by Riley and fellow firebrands J. Frank Norris and T. T. Shields, the

Baptist Bible Union (bbu) was designed to unite all Baptist fundamentalists

in North America, with Riley symbolically representing the North; Norris, the

South; and Shields, Canada. Committed to denominational reform, the bbu was

also willing to consider establishing its own Baptist agencies, acting like (but not

calling itself ) a new Baptist denomination. The bbu was present at the state (in

Canada, the provincial) level as well, organizing active chapters in many states

and provinces, and holding regular meetings simultaneously with Baptist state

and provincial conventions.∑≠ In addition, Baptist fundamentalist groups flour-

ished at the local level, many of them independently of national and state Baptist

organizations. For example, while John Roach Straton was a charter member of

the wcfa, the Fundamentalist Fellowship, and the bbu, he was most active in his

own Baptist fundamentalist organization, the Fundamentalist League of Greater

New York.∑∞ From time to time the existence of overlapping organizations led

to tensions between groups, with fundamentalists dividing their energies and

working at cross purposes. On the whole, however, the explosion of organiza-

tions created multiple means for bringing members into the movement. As the

1923 wcfa platform put it, fundamentalism was an alliance of armies, uniting

‘‘souls from hard-fought battlefields, who are fighting for the same cause, for the

same blessed truth under the same Captain.’’∑≤

Of all the groups, the most ambitious builders of networks were the antievolu-

tion organizations. Fundamentalists would take up the issue of evolution for a

variety of reasons, including institutional and organizational ones. Throughout

the early 1920s the major Protestant denominations had proven themselves re-

markably resilient in fending o√ fundamentalist initiatives. As early as 1922,

following the crushing defeat by Northern Baptists of the conservative New

Hampshire Confession, W. B. Riley had become all too aware of the di≈culties in

carrying out denominational reform. Though appreciating the long-standing

loyalty that fundamentalists often felt to their church denominations, Riley was

frustrated by their willingness to compromise on individual issues for the sake of
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denominational peace.∑≥ Thus he began to investigate the possibilities of inter-

denominational reform. With critics of evolution beginning to attract atten-

tion in many churches, he saw antievolutionism as an issue that could bring

together fundamentalists from across denominational lines. In 1923, working in

his home state of Minnesota, he invited ministers from no fewer than eight

denominations to help found the Anti-Evolution League for the purpose of op-

posing the teaching of evolution in the state’s public schools.∑∂ The group drew

up a constitution, elected o≈cers (Riley, of course, was president) and a board of

directors, and set membership dues at one dollar per year.∑∑ A mass meeting was

held in March at the Swedish Tabernacle, the largest church in the Twin Cities,

where the new league passed resolutions calling for the removal of textbooks

from the public schools of Minnesota. The next day similar resolutions were

passed by the Presbyterian Minister’s Association of Minneapolis and within

weeks by several other ministerial groups.∑∏ The Anti-Evolution League provided

a prototype, as similar groups appeared in other states. By 1924 a national asso-

ciation, the Anti-Evolution League of America, led by John W. Porter of Kentucky

and T. T. Martin of Mississippi, was formed to coordinate the state organiza-

tions.∑π In its ability to establish extensive networks of supporters, the national

league seemed to have almost unlimited potential, reaching beyond conservative

evangelicals to ‘‘American citizens,’’ ‘‘tax payers,’’ and ‘‘parents.’’ Admittedly,

antievolutionism was a late addition to the fundamentalist family and was still

only emerging in 1923. But even at its inception, the league was already viewed by

the membership as more than an o√shoot of fundamentalism. Its creation, wrote

one of its organizers, was ‘‘an initial step in what is destined to be a nation-wide

movement of tremendous moment.’’∑∫

Motivating Participants
To mobilize, movements must motivate their members by convincing them

that there are more benefits than costs to participating. According to standard

social choice theory, movements seldom succeed because the benefits that come

to any individual, when averaged out among all of the participants, almost never

exceed their costs. It follows that participation is not a rational choice for most

movement members, since it makes more sense to be ‘‘free riders,’’ allowing

others to act for them. But social movement theory suggests that people often

become active in movements for reasons that are collective and social rather than

selective and self-interested. Moreover, studies of actual movements confirm that

members participate more often when they see themselves as pursuing a com-

mon cause with other like-minded persons. Thus it is essential that movements

communicate to their members the sense that others are active alongside them.∑Ω
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For early fundamentalists, this communication took place constantly, as lead-

ers sought to motivate members with glowing accounts of the movement’s grow-

ing strength. Throughout its first two years, the wcfa kept up a steady stream of

publicity on the success of its conference circuits, with every item depicting

auditoriums and churches teeming with enthusiastic supporters. A typical report

described meetings held in late 1920 throughout the Midwest and South, where

‘‘great crowds assembled’’ all along the line. In Cleveland, the Euclid Avenue

Baptist Church was ‘‘packed night after night, and well filled in the day services.’’

Even where the turnout began small, as in Elgin, Illinois, it built steadily, ‘‘finally

filling the house.’’ Only in Columbia, South Carolina, could the attendance be

considered no more than ‘‘fair.’’ Audiences were diverse, representing a broad

cross section of evangelicals from di√erent denominations. In Je√erson City,

Missouri, for example, ‘‘the meetings were in the Baptist, Methodist and Chris-

tian churches, moving from building to building to accommodate the crowds.’’∏≠

The crowds were enthusiastic. By 1921 the wcfa was claiming that ‘‘hundreds,

and even thousands of people, who were either indi√erent to the articles of our

Faith or in opposition to them, have been converted into ardent advocates of that

declaration.’’∏∞ Financial support seemed to be growing as well, as reports from

the same year showed that the movement had managed to create a national

organization, sponsor hundreds of conferences, and produce a growing stream

of publications, all by ‘‘free will o√erings.’’∏≤ Perhaps most significant to leaders

like Riley, the movement had come to be noticed not only in church publications

but also in the popular press. ‘‘The Christian Fundamentals movement is stirring

the nation from sea to sea,’’ wrote Riley in the summer of 1922. ‘‘Within the last

sixty days more articles have been written upon this subject than upon any other

single subject of religious concern.’’∏≥

While fundamentalism found support from the conservative evangelical press,

the movement relied on its own periodicals to motivate its members. These

home-grown publications were primarily church-based papers, some with a

large regional readership. The most prominent were Riley’s Christian Fundamentals

in School and Church (later called The Christian Fundamentalist), Curtis Lee Laws’s

Watchman-Examiner, and J. Frank Norris’s The Searchlight.∏∂ As the o≈cial organ of

the wcfa, Christian Fundamentals in School and Church was the movement’s organi-

zational voice, not only carrying on its first page the wcfa’s seal (designed by

Riley himself ) and its distinctively Midwestern motto (‘‘Prairie fires are stopped

by starting opposing fires to meet the on-rushing flames’’), but also featuring

regular reports from wcfa committees and o≈cials.∏∑ The Watchman-Examiner,

edited by Brooklyn, New York, pastor Laws, embodied the mind of the move-

ment, consisting principally of carefully crafted editorials and opinion pieces.∏∏
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But it was Norris’s The Searchlight that captured the movement’s emotion and

energy, while also introducing a more innovative style of journalism to funda-

mentalist publishing. Originating (like most of the early fundamentalist papers)

as a church newsletter, complete with regular reports on Sunday school atten-

dance, building campaigns, and upcoming church picnics, The Searchlight under-

went a transformation after 1920, when Norris surfaced as a movement leader.

Following Riley’s example, Norris expanded his paper by reprinting articles from

other fundamentalist publications, while at the same time sending pieces from

his paper to be reprinted by them, contributing to what was rapidly becoming a

fundamentalist newspaper network. A tireless self-promoter, Norris included

regular updates on when and where The Searchlight had been reprinted, along with

correspondence from other movement leaders complimenting him on his pub-

lication. (‘‘I have enjoyed reading in the Searchlight your ‘red-hot’ discussion,’’

wrote A. C. Dixon. ‘‘It cannot fail to do good.’’)∏π Not content with the staid style

of the church newsletter, Norris adopted techniques from mass circulation news-

papers: splashy headlines, editorial cartoons, and eye-catching advertisements

(including those featuring tourist packages for wcfa conventions).∏∫ Yet Norris’s

true gift was in marketing. Selling subscriptions at one dollar per year, The

Searchlight consistently published letters from satisfied customers, many of them

asking for sample copies and subscription blanks to give to their friends. The

letter writers made it clear that by buying copies, they were helping to build the

fundamentalist movement. Norris echoed the sentiment: ‘‘The circulation is

increasing by leaps and bounds. Every mail brings in new names. Only a dollar a

year. Let everyone who believes in the whole truth and who wants to see all heresy

and isms [sic] exposed, help to circulate the paper.’’∏Ω

The process of motivating members was more systematic than it seemed.

Although editors were eager to attract any and all readers, their e√orts tended to

focus on specific constituencies, taking advantage of existing networks and orga-

nizations. Because the main newspapers of the movement were Baptist, they

turned first to their Baptist readers, addressing their denominational concerns

and leadership. In his Watchman-Examiner, for example, Laws concentrated almost

entirely on issues involving the Northern Baptist Convention, while also actively

recruiting for the Fundamentalist Fellowship that he had helped to organize

within it.π≠ By contrast, Riley’s Christian Fundamentals reflected the editor’s more

complex denominational views. A devoted (if deeply disgruntled) Northern Bap-

tist who was a power in his own state convention, Riley was also committed to

building an alliance between fundamentalists within the Northern and Southern

Baptist Conventions. Thus in the early 1920s he frequently printed stories exam-

ining conflicts among Southern Baptists, while at the same time reminding his
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readers that ‘‘the great body of Baptists, North and South, is loyal to the funda-

mentals of the faith.’’π∞ For his part, Norris took a more confrontational route

with The Searchlight, conducting unrelenting campaigns against both the Southern

Baptist Convention and the Baptist General Convention of Texas. Censured by his

own state organization in 1922, Norris began to seek out ties to northern funda-

mentalists, primarily in the bbu. He also began a close correspondence with

Riley. As the most active and visible fundamentalists within the Northern and

Southern Baptist Conventions, the two leaders represented the potential for a

conservative alliance that could transcend the historical divisions that had divided

Baptists since before the Civil War. Using their newspapers, they began to intro-

duce one another to their respective readers by advertising pulpit exchanges,

printing biographies and pictures, and highlighting their activities and awards.

Each strongly supported the other. (Although they would later experience a fall-

ing out, during most of the 1920s they considered themselves to be ‘‘dear and

appreciated friends.’’)π≤ Above all, both men regarded Baptists as the core of the

fundamentalist movement. ‘‘We be Baptists,’’ wrote Riley in The Searchlight, ‘‘and

there are some of us in the North who earnestly crave the fellowship of the great

Southern hosts who hold the Bible to be the inspired Word of God.’’π≥

But mobilizing Baptists was just the beginning. With their strong tradition

of independent publications, Baptists tended to dominate the fundamentalist

press. Because so many of them were unrestricted by denominational ties, the

Baptist publications seemed more disposed to reach out to readers from other

denominations, going out of their way to address issues of interest to Method-

ists, Presbyterians, and others. In 1921, when Norris campaigned to remove

biblical critics from the faculty of Southern Methodist University (smu), he con-

sciously courted what he called ‘‘old-fashioned, John Wesley, orthodox, God-

fearing Methodists.’’π∂ Riley followed fast on his heels, providing extensive cover-

age in his Christian Fundamentals of Norris’s charges against smu; he also pub-

lished claims that Methodist bishops had ‘‘gone over, in a body, to modern-

ism.’’π∑ Conservative Methodists then began to speak for themselves, led by those

like Leander Munhall, editor of the Eastern Methodist, who denounced the North-

ern Methodist Church for ‘‘the unMethodistic teaching in her schools.’’π∏ Within

a year, Baptist and Methodist fundamentalists were working together closely in

the newfound Council of Church Schools of the South, where they ‘‘fraternize,’’

according to Norris, ‘‘in perfect fellowship.’’ππ

Meanwhile, Northern Baptists and Northern Presbyterians were finding com-

mon ground in their attempts to discredit the outspoken liberal Harry Emerson

Fosdick, an ordained Baptist minister who served as pastor of New York City’s

Park Avenue Presbyterian Church.π∫ As connections between Baptist, Methodist,
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and Presbyterian fundamentalists grew closer, those from other denominations

came on board, including Congregationalist conservatives in the Churches of

Christ.πΩ The mobilization process had its limits: few of the early fundamentalist

publications made any mention of Adventists, Pentecostals, or holiness groups,

many of which would later be associated with the movement.∫≠ Catholics, of

course, were beyond the pale and not even considered as potential collabora-

tors. Nevertheless, within broadly Protestant boundaries, early fundamentalism

showed a surprising openness. ‘‘This movement,’’ wrote an agitated Riley, re-

sponding to depictions of fundamentalists as narrow sectarians, ‘‘represents no

single doctrine, nor has it at any time laid any unusual emphasis upon any

particular phase of truth.’’∫∞

By 1923 the movement was reaching beyond church-based mobilization. Over

the course of its first four years, fundamentalism had built a strong base of

support within the largest Protestant denominations. At the same time, its at-

tempts to assume control of the denominations had consistently ended in failure.

Consequently many in the movement had come to advocate broader coalitions

with activists from other churches, as well as those not associated with any

church. At its 1922 convention, for example, the wcfa had resolved to create a

Layman’s Movement, with William Jennings Bryan at its head, to operate along-

side its clergy-dominated committee structure. Although Bryan adamantly re-

fused to serve, his selection was symbolic. The son of a Baptist father and a

Methodist mother who himself converted to Presbyterianism, he seemed at home

in any Protestant church. Moreover, he was adept at bringing his broadly evan-

gelical message to almost any audience, including relatively nonreligious ones.

Above all, Bryan was a national figure who could reach out to supporters in every

part of the country. ‘‘The Christian Fundamentals Association,’’ insisted Riley,

‘‘regards neither the Mason and Dixon line, nor any denominational line, in its

contention for the faith one for all delivered.’’∫≤

But the broadening of the movement was symbolized even more by the deci-

sion of the wcfa to hold its 1923 convention in Fort Worth. A movement born in

the big cities of the North, fundamentalism came to the South cautiously and

only after building bases of support in the Midwest and West. Many of its mem-

bers seemed to view the South in stereotypical terms, as a backward and provin-

cial place. Few had any close ties to the largest southern denominations, which

were deeply conservative but not particularly sympathetic to fundamentalism,

in large part because there was so little liberalism to threaten the southern

churches. Even so, encouraged by Norris, wcfa leaders became convinced that

they could bypass the southern denominations by taking their message directly to

what one called ‘‘the plain, common people of the South.’’∫≥ At Fort Worth, their
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expectations were met and far surpassed. Meeting in the auditorium of Norris’s

First Baptist Church, which held between five and six thousand persons, the

sessions were regularly filled. More important, however, was what went on out-

side the convention halls. ‘‘On the street cars, in the banks, in hotel lobbies, in

the factories, on business corners, in the houses, in clubs, everywhere people are

discussing the fundamentals convention,’’ reported an excited Riley.∫∂ Mobiliz-

ing members wherever they found them, fundamentalists at Fort Worth began to

think of themselves for the first time as a truly national movement. ‘‘Our appeal,’’

the convention concluded in its final resolutions, ‘‘is not only to the members of

evangelical churches, but to the great body of men and women whose homes and

whose hearts and lives are involved.’’∫∑

Removing Barriers
In addition to motivating their members, movements must remove the bar-

riers that prevent them from participating. Barriers can often consist of concrete

concerns—time, money, other obligations—that discourage even the most moti-

vated from becoming actively involved. But barriers can be psychological and

emotional as well, and as a result they are closely and reciprocally related to

motivations. Thus removing them is not always simple, and many movements

fail to mobilize some of their most likely members.∫∏

For early fundamentalists, the psychological and emotional barriers were

especially steep. To begin with, most of them were ambivalent about becoming

associated with any kind of movement. In his early essays, Riley avoided the term,

preferring to call the new alliance of conservative evangelicals a ‘‘brotherhood,’’

‘‘fellowship,’’ or ‘‘possibly a loose organization.’’∫π In contrast to conservatives,

liberals had created movements, in particular the Interchurch World Movement,

an idealistic and ill-fated attempt of postwar reformers to unite the major Protes-

tant denominations behind a common goal of achieving peace and building a

better world. More troubling to fundamentalists, they had constructed inter-

denominational institutions such as the Federal Council of Churches and the

Young Men’s Christian Association (ymca), both of which threatened the de-

nominational structure of Protestantism. (Among other dangers, Riley believed

that such ecumenical groups would lead inevitably to cooperation between Prot-

estants and Catholics, and on at least one occasion he claimed that the Inter-

church World Movement had actually been ‘‘courting Rome.’’)∫∫ Failing to see

the irony in their own interdenominationalism, fundamentalists were confused

about denominational loyalties. ‘‘We have come to believe that the brotherhood

of faith and of teaching is bigger than denominational labels,’’ an uncharac-

teristically tongue-tied Riley tried to explain, ‘‘and while not despising the latter,
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we are ready to protest against the destruction of honorable denominational titles

by a coalition that renders them meaningless to us.’’∫Ω When it came to their own

denominations, most fundamentalists were highly conflicted in their feelings.

On the one hand, they portrayed themselves as champions of their churches,

defending orthodoxy and traditional values. ‘‘The great heart of the Baptist de-

nomination is yet loyal to the Book and the Blood,’’ wrote Riley to his fellow

Northern Baptists. ‘‘It is not necessarily too late to recover our reputation.’’Ω≠ On

the other hand, they thought of themselves as holy warriors leading all-out

assaults on their church establishments, ‘‘allies of faith,’’ as Riley called them,

‘‘as confident in their God as were the great Generals of the Entente.’’Ω∞ The two

conceptions of themselves—as insiders and as outsiders—were often at odds,

and the juxtapositions were jarring, as when Riley called upon all ‘‘orthodox

people’’ to foment ‘‘revolutions’’ in their churches.Ω≤ Above all, fundamentalists

were ambivalent about activism. Conventional and conservative in their values,

they had a hard time conceiving of themselves as reformers, let alone as radicals.

‘‘The orthodox men of the country are not trouble-breeders,’’ observed Riley.

Even so, there were times when they had no choice but to act. ‘‘Silence sometimes

becomes a sin,’’ he had concluded, ‘‘and the men who are ready now to speak

realize that fact.’’Ω≥

Nor were fundamentalists particularly open to organizing. As Protestants,

most of whom were associated with congregational or separatist churches, they

were historically distrustful of ecclesiastical hierarchy. Even within their own de-

nominations, they preferred leadership to be personalized and membership par-

ticipatory. Contrasting themselves to their liberal counterparts, they constantly

complained that liberal church leaders had adopted strategies of centralization

and consolidation from the business world in an attempt to make America’s

churches as e≈cient as its corporations. In the Interchurch World Movement,

they saw an extreme version of the trend, an attempt to control the churches in

the same way that corporate monopolies had gained control over the economy.

Riley explained: ‘‘They naturally reason that if the great millionaire magnates of

the world have been able by consolidation and corporation to either control or

crush out all opponents, the principle can be worked in church; and a steam

roller can be created before which no man, even the fanatic, would dare attempt

to stand.’’Ω∂

By contrast, fundamentalists conceived of themselves as a decidedly decen-

tralized group, an amalgamation of mostly independent ministers and their

church congregations. Admitting that they lacked administrative support, lead-

ers looked for resources at the local level. As one example, Riley made the case

for using church bulletins to counter the propaganda that poured out from the
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powerful and well-funded denominational publications. Applying military analo-

gies, he described the strategy: ‘‘In the process of time the repeating rifle is more

e√ective than the cannon, and while Moderns are constructing their Big Berthas,

let Conservatives get busy with their Mausers. Of course these are supposed to be

out of date now, as our theology is, but when dexterously employed, they have

proven as e√ective as sound theology.’’Ω∑

Indeed, fundamentalists sometimes disclaimed responsibility for organizing

their own organizations. In his keynote address to the wcfa convention in 1922,

Riley characterized the first four years of the fundamentalist movement as a

conscious creation, not an outburst of protest or a ‘‘mere tidal wave of excitement

consequent upon the late war.’’ Yet as he depicted the movement, it seemed

surprisingly spontaneous, the product less of planning than of what he called

‘‘certain irresistible forces.’’ He elaborated: ‘‘If ever a movement came in answer

to prayer, it was this movement. And if ever a large company of men, living at

remote distances from one another and laboring under varied circumstances,

found themselves animated by a common conviction and pushed forward by a

common impulse, it was that company who brought this Association to the birth,

and who, without exception, abide as its leaders to this blessed hour.’’ Above all,

fundamentalists insisted on seeing their e√orts in spiritual terms. As Riley stated

in his 1922 address, the movement had come about because ‘‘believers by the

millions’’ had ‘‘long waited’’ and ‘‘ardently prayed’’ for ‘‘the realization of just

such a fellowship.’’Ω∏

In the same way, fundamentalists seemed conflicted about seeking financial

support for their movement. Although Lyman Stewart’s generous funding of The

Fundamentals had made the movement possible, its leaders consistently claimed

that almost all of the financing came from the contributions of small donors.

At times, they went so far as to suggest that money did not matter to the move-

ment, and that it was ‘‘not financed at all, save as God has put his continued

blessing upon it.’’Ωπ Here again, they contrasted themselves to their liberal coun-

terparts, blasting interdenominational organizations like the Federal Council of

Churches for relying on the main denominations for support, feigning friendship

with them, as Riley put it, ‘‘in order to be able to filch from the spoils, goodly

garments, shekels of silver, wedges of gold.’’Ω∫ Worse, these same liberal organi-

zations had become beholden to the powerful patrons and well-financed founda-

tions that funded them, with John D. Rockefeller and the Rockefeller Foundation

Fund being the most obvious o√enders. Throughout the early 1920s Riley carried

on a sustained campaign of criticism against Rockefeller, a fellow Northern

Baptist, maintaining that the denomination and its University of Chicago Divinity

School had become captive of the ‘‘Rockefeller millions.’’ΩΩ Indeed, for fun-



56 : a c t i v i s t s  a n d  o r g a n i z at i o n s

damentalists Rockefeller served as a foil, a symbol of corporate control against

which they posed their own independence and widespread popular support. Thus

throughout the early years, Riley repeatedly boasted that ‘‘no man of means’’ (he

conveniently omitted Lyman Stewart) had been asked to support the fundamen-

talist movement and ‘‘no gift of any considerable amount’’ had ever been made

‘‘by any one man.’’∞≠≠ Even four years into the movement, he asserted that, with

only one exception (presumably the $300,000 that the Stewarts had contributed to

fund The Fundamentals), the largest gift it had ever received was $150, and that

support continued to come entirely through ‘‘the multiplied gifts of the peo-

ple.’’∞≠∞ Yet in almost the same breath Riley admitted that ever-expanding pro-

grams had created financial di≈culties, and he called for twenty-five donors to

contribute a thousand dollars a year each to maintain the solvency of the move-

ment. The request would become a repeated refrain, in later years supplemented

by calls for individual donors to give anywhere from $25,000 to $5 million each.

That said, it is also true that even in their most dire straits, fundamentalists

continued to turn to small donors, passing the collection plate and relying on

membership fees to keep the movement financially afloat. Ultimately, they tended

to regard financial support as a secondary concern, assuming that God would

somehow provide. Said Riley: ‘‘If it be His will that the work shall be carried on

after this manner, the same Spirit who has sustained us until this good hour, will

raise up for us these friends and provide these funds.’’∞≠≤

There was another problem as well: even when they organized, fundamental-

ists found it di≈cult to stay organized. An alliance of independent and strong-

minded ministers, the movement was beset by conflicts and disagreements from

the start. Over time, as it grew and institutionalized, internal tensions only inten-

sified. Fundamentalist leaders presided over their personal fiefdoms like biblical

patriarchs, tending to view one another with jealously and suspicion. Riley felt

little a√ection for Straton, distrusted Shields, and eventually broke with Norris.

Straton fought with the more moderate Jasper Massee, calling him an apostate to

the fundamentalist cause. At one time or another, Norris managed to alienate

virtually every major fundamentalist leader. All of them kept their distance from

William Jennings Bryan: only T. T. Martin would go to Dayton, Tennessee, to

support him during the Scopes trial.∞≠≥ In the same way, denominational di√er-

ences were never far from the surface, and Baptists came in for frequent criticism

from Methodists and Presbyterians for attempting to control the movement.

Even among members of the same denomination there were tensions, particu-

larly between those (like supporters of the Baptist Fundamentalist Fellowship)

who were committed to working within church structures and those (such as

advocates of the bbu) who operated outside of them.∞≠∂ Doctrinal disagreements
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were also common, especially in the early days of the movement. As late as 1922,

Riley declared that the contention that the movement was ‘‘distinctly premillen-

nial’’ was ‘‘as false as the motivations of the men who make it.’’∞≠∑ Institutional

interests also had to be considered, both within the wcfa, where state and local

chapters were constantly being created, and outside of it, with the prolifera-

tion of o√shoot organizations, including the Anti-Evolution Leagues. Finally, by

1923 there were growing divisions concerning the direction of the movement,

with many believing that the time had come to turn their attention from working

within the churches to changing the broader culture around them. At stake,

these partisans argued, was nothing less than ‘‘civilization itself.’’∞≠∏ With the

movement appearing to go in di√erent directions, leaders expressed frustration.

‘‘Some Fundamentalists are laws unto themselves,’’ Riley lamented, ‘‘and even

those who have no such disposition are not as yet in the close co-ordinated

fellowship that would accomplish the best and most to be desired results.’’∞≠π

All told, organizing fundamentalists was an overwhelming task. On its face,

fundamentalism was a controlled and structured movement, with the wcfa in

charge of an intricately interconnected network of activists and groups. When

considered more closely, however, it was a decentralized and disorderly con-

glomeration of often competing constituencies, many of them suspicious or

resentful of each other. As early as 1922, wcfa leaders were convinced that they

had lost control of the movement. Attempting to bring the growing number of

fundamentalist groups under a central direction, they introduced a resolution at

that year’s convention to divide the continent into nine regions, each admin-

istered by a member of the organization’s central Advisory Committee. ‘‘Believ-

ing as we do that our work is so essentially one,’’ the resolution explained, ‘‘there

can be no overlapping of interests.’’∞≠∫ Apparently no one paid any attention. For

his part, Riley struggled valiantly to hold things together. In the first five years of

the movement, he had spoken at over 250 conferences, raised almost $200,000,

and founded no fewer than four fundamentalist organizations. During that time

he had continued to serve as minister of his large Minneapolis church and

president of its Bible college. At every step he had made ambitious new plans,

including his intention, announced in 1923, to bring 100,000 new members into

the movement the next year. Although his energy seemed inexhaustible, his

pronouncements grew more strained and shrill, and his appeals for money more

frequent.∞≠Ω In 1924, following an automobile accident, he collapsed in his pul-

pit, su√ering from what he later described as a ‘‘nerve collapse’’ or ‘‘nervous

break.’’∞∞≠ Although he would fully recover and live until 1947, he would never

regain his position as fundamentalism’s preeminent figure, let alone control the

movement. Returning from his recuperation, Riley appeared resigned to the
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di≈culties in organizing the fundamentalist forces. ‘‘One of the greatest dangers

to Fundamentalism is the absolute independence of the average Fundamentalist

and his unreadiness to find harmonious ways with the brethren of his own

convictions,’’ he wrote. ‘‘If Fundamentalists did as good team-work as do Mod-

ernists, their success would be far greater.’’∞∞∞

Nevertheless, fundamentalists had managed to mobilize. Building on existing

evangelical institutions, tapping into long-standing networks of ministers and

lay leaders, supported by the gifts of a small number of large donors and large

numbers of small ones, they had created in a matter of months an extraordinary

institutional infrastructure. Now they had to put it to use. Ambivalent about

activism, divided among themselves, seemingly incapable of sustaining organi-

zations, they craved an issue that would bring them together in a common cause.

In evolution they would find their issue.



3 : Framing
the campaign against the colleges

William Jennings Bryan had always felt a little more hopeful about the future

when he was speaking to students. For decades he had been a familiar face on

America’s college campuses, where he drew admiring audiences, often in the

thousands, who came to experience his eloquence and stand in line to shake his

hand. But in the early 1920s he sensed that something was seriously wrong: the

crowds at the colleges seemed smaller, the students more distracted and less

enthusiastic. At the same time, he began to receive disturbing letters from par-

ents relating how their children had returned home from college as doubters,

having lost their faith. As the letters continued to arrive, Bryan became more and

more convinced that American schools were systematically undermining the

religious views of their students, and as Mary Baird Bryan described her husband,

‘‘his soul arose in righteous indignation.’’∞

With peace and prosperity, secularity was spreading, particularly among the

young. America’s colleges seemed especially vulnerable, as the press reported in

lurid detail how students were turning their backs on their traditional religious

upbringing in favor of worldly pleasures like football games, jazz music, and

petting parties. While secular critics expressed concern and mainline church

denominations announced new programs to reach out to college students, Bryan

urged that more be done about the problem, and fundamentalists began to rally

around him. Beginning in 1920 they came together to cleanse and reform aca-

demia, confronting college presidents, investigating teachers and textbooks, and

demanding (sometimes forcing) the resignation of professors. For fundamental-

ists, the campaign against the colleges provided a site where they could take their

stand against the rising tide of secularity. It o√ered them a target: college pro-

fessors whom they could hold responsible for destroying the faith of their stu-

dents. It also gave them a leader. Although Bryan himself was not a fundamental-

ist, he soon became the most widely recognized voice of the new fundamentalist

movement, delivering hundreds of speeches and publishing scores of articles
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and essays that reached millions of readers. Above all, the campaign gave them

an issue, for it was in the colleges that students discovered Darwinism. From that

time fundamentalism would become a movement increasingly committed to

ending the teaching of evolution in the nation’s schools.

Over the years, social movement theorists have shown a growing interest in

how movements frame issues. According to Erving Go√man, who was one of the

first to introduce the idea, frames are interpretive schemes that simplify and

make sense of the world by locating and labeling events or experiences.≤ William

Gamson and others have defined them as accentuating and punctuating devices,

used to underscore the seriousness of a condition or to define as immoral or

unjust situations that may previously have been regarded as unfortunate but

tolerable.≥ But it was David Snow and Robert Benford who defined the concept

most clearly. In their essay ‘‘Ideology, Frame Resonance, and Participant Mobili-

zation,’’ which has become something of a classic in social movement scholar-

ship, Snow and Benford argue that frames must carry out three essential func-

tions: (1) determining that a condition or situation is in need of alteration;

(2) proposing solutions that specify what has to be done; and (3) providing

a rationale for ameliorative action. In Snow and Benford’s terms, these three

tasks—diagnostic, prognostic, and motivational—are the core components of the

framing process.∂ The tasks are interrelated (often overlapping); any one of them

alone is not enough to provide meaning to a movement. When integrated, how-

ever, they can create a powerful template that allows activists to define what is

wrong, how to fix it, and what they themselves can do. In addition to providing

meaning, the three steps contribute to mobilization, since the framing process

can have the e√ect of energizing movement followers, attracting the attention of

bystanders, and embarrassing or even neutralizing enemies. Thus for social

movements, frames inspire both a sense of agency and a commitment to action,

‘‘moving people,’’ in the words of Snow and Benford, ‘‘from the balcony to the

barricades.’’∑

On the whole, previous studies have failed to address how evolution emerged

as a fundamentalist issue. In his History of Fundamentalism, for example, Stewart

Cole said little about evolution, preferring to treat fundamentalism primarily in

theological and denominational terms. Ernest Sandeen, in The Roots of Fundamen-

talism, mentioned evolution almost as an afterthought, and then only to portray it

as an anomaly, an issue that was incompatible with fundamentalism’s true char-

acter as a millennialist movement. By contrast, Norman Furniss devoted most of

The Fundamentalist Controversy to disputes over evolution but paid little attention to

how or why the idea became controversial in the first place. Even in those histo-

ries that describe the development of the evolution fight, like George E. Webb’s



c a m pa i g n  a g a i n s t  t h e  c o l l e g e s : 61

The Evolution Controversy in America, the treatments seem too predictable, with

fundamentalists moving easily, almost inexorably in the early 1920s from a con-

cern about modernist theology into a full-scale campaign against evolutionary

science.∏ In fact, the truth was more complicated, since most fundamentalists of

the time saw modernism and evolutionism (along with atheism, agnosticism,

and infidelity of all kinds) as bound together as part of a di√use and mostly

undi√erentiated secularity. For evolution to emerge as an independent issue, it

first had to be framed: that is, isolating it as a source of injustice, targeting those

responsible, and motivating others to oppose it. In other words, the task taken

up by Bryan and the phalanx of fundamentalist preachers who worked alongside

him was to turn evolution from an idea into an issue.

Diagnosis
Framing begins with a diagnosis of the problem, a process that consists of

identifying injustice and attributing blame. While most movements are inspired

by the perception of some kind of injustice, it can be di≈cult for movement

members to agree on the exact character or nature of the o√ense. Thus before

problems can be corrected they must be defined: complaints must be collected,

grievances filed, injuries investigated. Once the injustices are identified, cause or

culpability must be determined, as someone or something is found to be at fault.

The diagnostic process consists for the most part of collecting evidence.π

At the beginning of their campaign against the colleges, fundamentalists

found the process to be fairly easy, since academia in America had already begun

to attract widespread attention together with considerable criticism. With peace

and prosperity, enrollments had increased sharply; by the end of the 1920s there

were three times as many students in colleges and universities as before World

War I. Church-related colleges had started to be surpassed by the expanding state

universities, which grew steadily in number and size over the course of the

decade. The character of higher education was changing too, especially in univer-

sities, where sectarian instruction was being replaced by more secular and scien-

tific approaches to learning. Particularly striking were the students, who seemed

unlike those of earlier generations: less serious, more skeptical, and decidedly

more secular.∫ Academic critics noted the change, explaining that students of the

time considered religion old-fashioned and out of date, and that they looked on it

less with disdain than indi√erence.Ω Supporting this view, sociological studies

showed a distinct decline in church attendance among students, as well as re-

duced participation in religious organizations such as the Young Men’s Christian

Association (ymca) and Young Women’s Christian Association (ywca).∞≠ The

leaders of the largest church denominations, expressing growing concern about
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the souls of America’s students, announced e√orts to expand their own de-

nominational colleges and build student centers at state universities.∞∞ But for

fundamentalists, many of them coming into contact with colleges for the first

time, the situation required more than piecemeal reform. As early as 1917, in The

Menace of Modernism, W. B. Riley had described their concern: ‘‘There are thou-

sands of Christian parents in America who debate with the deepest anxiety the

question ‘To what college can we send our children and be sure the Bible will not

be discredited in their presence, the deity of Christ denied, and their spiritual

lives reduced if not wholly destroyed?’ ’’∞≤

In diagnosing the problem, fundamentalists were able to draw on revivalist

precedents. For decades, evangelical preachers had warned of the dangers of

secularity, perfecting the conventional trope of the wandering boy lost to the sins

of the secular city. For preachers and revivalists, it was a standard tool of the

trade, and appreciative audiences had come to expect the familiar format from

popular orators. Among those who used it, William Jennings Bryan was a master.

As America’s most prolific speaker, he had traveled the Chautauqua circuit for

thirty years, delivering an average of two hundred lectures a year; during the

summers he was known to speak anywhere from 60 to 120 days in a row.∞≥

Reciting a well-worn repertoire of such crowd-pleasing orations as ‘‘The Value of

an Ideal,’’ ‘‘The Prince of Peace,’’ and ‘‘The Price of a Soul,’’ he would hone his

words to perfection, capturing the precise phrasing that would leave his au-

diences captivated, if not mesmerized.∞∂ His lectures regularly attracted crowds of

5,000 or more, whom he nearly always addressed without artificial amplification.

(On one occasion Bryan spoke to an audience of about 100,000 using no mechan-

ical device, and it was reported that listeners could hear him clearly three blocks

away.)∞∑ Bryan’s speeches were often published in small-town newspapers and

religious periodicals, as well as in his own monthly newspaper The Commoner. It

has been estimated that his words, including his ‘‘Bryan’s Bible Talks’’ and his

syndicated columns (which by 1923 were carried by about 110 papers across the

country), were regularly reaching twenty to twenty-five million people.∞∏

Starting in 1920, Bryan brought his skills to bear on higher education, adapt-

ing the revivalist repertoire to create a standard litany of blameless childhood

corrupted by the soulless university. In speech after speech, he began with the

familiar invocation of childhood innocence and uncorrupted faith: ‘‘A boy is born

into a Christian family; as soon as he is able to join words together into sentences

his mother teaches him to lisp the child’s prayer: ‘Now I lay me down to sleep; I

pray the Lord my soul to keep; if I should die before I wake, I pray the Lord my

soul to take.’ A little later the boy is taught the Lord’s Prayer. . . . He talks with

God. He goes to Sunday school. . . . he hears the preacher tell how precious our
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lives are in the sight of God.’’ Then comes temptation. Arriving at college, the un-

suspecting youth is confronted by the teachings of ‘‘a learned professor,’’ armed

with ‘‘a book 600 pages thick’’ whose lessons contain ‘‘no mention of religion, the

only basis for morality; not a suggestion of a sense of responsibility to God—

nothing but cold, clammy materialism.’’ What followed inevitably was the fall,

and with his voice rising in indignation, Bryan would describe how the insidious

instructor, having indoctrinated the child with his secular teachings, ‘‘then sets

him adrift, with infinite capacity for good or evil but with no

light to guide him, no compass to direct him and no chart of the

sea of life!’’ Finally, indignation having turned to outrage, he would single out

those responsible, placing the blame squarely on academia: ‘‘And this is done in

schools and colleges where the Bible cannot be taught, but where infidelity,

agnosticism, and atheism are taught in the name of science and philosophy.’’∞π

Following what became a predictable pattern, Bryan turned next to an exam-

ination of the evidence, starting with the testimonies of students. In the cam-

paign against the colleges, students played an essential role, as many stepped

forward to give firsthand accounts of their struggles to maintain their faith while

away at school. Bryan was well placed to receive their stories, since his cross-

country speaking tours frequently brought him to college and university cam-

puses. During his visits, students would crowd around to confide in him, con-

fessing their doubts and complaining about classes and teachers. Afterward

many would write to him, describing in painful detail the di≈culty of keeping

their faith in an atmosphere where their beliefs were derided or mocked by their

teachers. According to Bryan, the letters came in large numbers, suggesting that

the problem was widespread, reaching into Christian colleges as well as state

universities and even into public high schools. ‘‘Even while I am putting on paper

this part of the address,’’ he would tell his audience, ‘‘a letter comes from a High

School Senior in a small town in Illinois who says ‘During my sophomore and

junior years I became very skeptical in my religious belief, but . . . I have nearly

overcome it. Others in the class are still agnostic.’ ’’∞∫ In Bryan’s speeches and

writings of that time, student testimonies became common and expected. ‘‘Are

you surprised,’’ he would ask his listeners, ‘‘when I tell you that within a month I

met a young man twenty-two years of age who said he had been made an atheist

by two teachers in a Christian college?’’∞Ω

Bryan was not the only one to make the case. By the early 1920s a growing

cadre of college critics, many of them revival preachers, were regularly warning

against the secularity of the university. Their sermons and writings included a

veritable compendium of student complaints. Perhaps the most extensive collec-

tion was Alfred Fairhurst’s Atheism in Our Universities (1923), an account based on
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the Kentucky preacher’s frequent visits to college campuses. ‘‘I was told by a

young woman there,’’ he wrote of a recent visit to Ohio State, ‘‘who was ready to

enter the Senior year, that three-fourths of the professors in that university were

atheists, and that the other fourth were agnostics and Christians.’’ A former

student at ‘‘Missouri State University’’ described a three-year course in biology in

which ‘‘60 per cent. of the students who take that course come out atheists.’’ Still

another student complained that at his university ‘‘the library on evolution con-

tains two or three hundred volumes in favor of the theory and only two or three

against it.’’≤≠ The criticisms went on and on. The most moving of them were

related in letters, often written to hometown ministers, in which students con-

fessed their confusion, doubt, and fear that they were losing their faith. Mis-

sissippi evangelist T. T. Martin described the desperate letter of ‘‘A Mother’s

Son,’’ telling how college had challenged his faith and turned him into ‘‘a men-

tal, spiritual, and physical wreck’’: ‘‘My soul is a starving skeleton; my heart a

petrified rock; my mind is poisoned and as fickle as the wind, and my faith as

unstable as water. I broke the heart of my mother, disappointed my friends. . . . I

have run the gauntlet, I am at the end of the rope. Oh, wretched man that I am.

There is no rest, happiness, or peace for me. I sometimes think I will jump

overboard and end it all. I wish I had never seen a college.’’≤∞

In most of these speeches and writings, parents were also a source of evi-

dence. Continuing to draw from the revivalist repertoire, the critics depicted

broken-hearted fathers and weeping mothers whose children had lost their faith

at college. Throughout the early 1920s Bryan received a steady stream of letters

from concerned parents. In a 1921 speech to the Moody Bible Institute entitled

‘‘The Bible and Its Enemies,’’ he described their despair, citing case after case,

like the Miami mother ‘‘who told me that her boy would not pray.’’≤≤ For years

thereafter Bryan would embellish the theme, adding examples of anguished

parents to an ever-expanding list: ‘‘A father (a Congressman) tells me that a

daughter on her return from Wellesley told him that nobody believed in the Bible

stories now. Another father (a Congressman) tells me of a son whose faith was

undermined by this doctrine in a Divinity School. Three preachers told me of

having their interest in the subject aroused by the return of their children from

college with their faith shaken.’’≤≥

Ministers furnished similar accounts. John Roach Straton, for one, told of his

shock when his own son came home from high school ‘‘with theories in conflict

with the Bible.’’≤∂ Some singled out specific classes or teachers. Fairhurst noted

that a father had written to him ‘‘in great agony, saying that he has sent his son to

Illinois State University; that when he sent him he was an excellent Christian

worker in the church, but that a teacher of philosophy in that university had
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destroyed his son’s faith.’’≤∑ Other clergy aimed their fire at doctrines or theories,

with evolution beginning to emerge as a focus of special scorn. J. W. Porter wrote

that after a sermon, no fewer than ‘‘three broken-hearted mothers’’ came forward

to tell him how the teaching of evolutionary theory had contributed to ‘‘the

wrecking of their children’s faith.’’≤∏ T. T. Martin, who would later join with

Porter to lead the Anti-Evolution League of America, supplied similar testimonies

from parents, such as the Baptist mother who said that her son, a confirmed

Christian, had listened to ‘‘an Evolutionist’’ lecture for one week, ‘‘and since then

he seems to have no use for the Bible and takes no interest in the Lord’s cause. It

almost breaks my heart.’’≤π On the whole, however, the accounts of parents were

relatively undi√erentiated, centering less on specific teachers or theories than on

the overall atmosphere of the college campus. Perhaps the most touching ac-

count of all came from parents who had received a recent letter from their

daughter complaining of the teaching in her Bible class and begging them not to

allow her younger brothers to attend the same college: ‘‘Oh, mother and daddy,

for goodness sake, don’t send the boys. . . . I was conceited enough to think that

it wouldn’t hurt me, and that I could sit through that stu√ and come out un-

harmed, but oh, what a fool I was. As it is, it will take me some time to get over it.

But please, oh, please, don’t sent the boys.’’≤∫

As the campaign took hold, reports of the damage being done in schools came

from many sources. Bryan was particularly eager to provide as much evidence as

possible, since he came in for considerable criticism, especially when speaking at

colleges, from those who sco√ed at his claims of rampant secularity. In one of his

early speeches he had made the mistake of inventing a theatrical tale about a

young woman who had fled from a classroom where the Bible was being criti-

cized, weeping ‘‘like Mary Magdalene.’’≤Ω Challenged to name names, Bryan

quickly backed away and from that time went out of his way to be more factual, or

at least to cite his sources. The best evidence was of course his own, collected

from his frequent visits to college campuses. ‘‘The head of the Department of

Biology recently told a body of students, in my presence,’’ he wrote, ‘‘that he did

not pray; he said he did not believe in revealed religion.’’≥≠ Then there were the

secondhand reports, admittedly hearsay but based on seemingly reliable sources,

‘‘informants,’’ as Bryan called them, ‘‘whom I have reason to believe.’’ These

reports were more specific, with most of them referring to particular (albeit

unnamed) teachers: ‘‘A teacher in Columbia University begins his lessons in

geology by asking students to lay aside all that they have learned in Sunday-

school; a professor at the University of Wisconsin tells his class that the Bible is a

collection of myths; a professor at Ann Arbor occupies a Sunday evening explain-

ing to an audience that Christianity is a state of mind.’’ The descriptions some-
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times seemed a bit strained: ‘‘A woman teacher in the public school in Indiana

rebukes a boy for answering that Adam was the first man, explaining to him and

the class that the ‘tree man’ was the first man.’’ Furthermore, Bryan’s evidence

got shaky fast, especially when it consisted of third- and fourth-hand accounts:

‘‘A professor in Yale has the reputation of making atheists of all who come under

his influence—this information was given by a boy whose brother has come

under the influence of this teacher.’’≥∞ An article in the Sunday School Times alerted

him to the Illinois professor who told of the great day ‘‘when a water puppy

crawled up onto the land and decided to live there, and became man’s first

progenitor!’’ A ‘‘dispatch from Paris’’ provided information on a scientist who

‘‘recently talked to the soul of a dog and learned that the dog was happy.’’≥≤ With

time, Bryan’s evidence became increasingly suspect, as when he told a 1924

audience in Kentucky about the outlandish evolutionary theories of a Pennsyl-

vania professor whom he had read about in the afternoon paper ‘‘two years ago

last November.’’≥≥ Still, the anecdotal reports kept coming: ‘‘A professor in Bryn

Mawr combats Christianity . . . a professor in a Christian college writes a book in

which the virgin birth of Christ is disputed; one professor declares that life is

merely a by-product . . . another says that the ingredients necessary to create life

have already been brought together.’’ And these were only the tip of the iceberg,

Bryan would assure his audiences, ‘‘a few of the illustrations.’’≥∂

As if all of these reports were not enough to show that colleges were destroy-

ing the religious faith of their students, confirmation was provided by the seem-

ingly objective sources of contemporary social surveys. Although Bryan and his

colleagues relied on data that were almost entirely anecdotal, they seemed fasci-

nated by the surveys that were becoming popular in many social sciences of the

time. Frequently they mentioned the findings of these studies, usually without

attribution: ‘‘a considerable per cent.,’’ ‘‘a large percentage,’’ ‘‘sometimes as high

as 75 per cent.’’≥∑ The surveys cited tended to be crude and simple, like this one of

students at Carleton and Vassar Colleges: ‘‘Do you believe in the Virgin Birth of

Christ? Yes, 14; No, 17.’’≥∏ Sometimes the critics made up their own surveys, like

the one crafted by the energetic Alfred Fairhurst, who mailed standardized ques-

tionnaires to scores of college presidents and professors (as well as to super-

intendents of public instruction from selected states) in an e√ort to determine

the extent of irreligious teaching in the schools.≥π But it was Bryan who really

introduced social science to the antievolution cause, warning his audiences of

James H. Leuba’s findings in The Belief in God and Immorality (1921), which seemed

to o√er definitive proof that America’s colleges were destroying the faith of their

students. A Bryn Mawr psychologist and pioneer in the scientific study of reli-

gion, Leuba found in a 1916 survey that students at nine representative colleges
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were increasingly inclined to reject religion as they progressed through their

academic programs: whereas only 15 percent of freshmen had discarded their

Christian beliefs, 30 percent of juniors and 40 to 45 percent of graduates had

abandoned their faith. Even more provocative were his findings concerning fac-

ulty members in the sciences and social sciences, more than half of whom

admitted that they believed in neither God nor immortality.≥∫ Although Leuba saw

his study as hopeful, suggesting that education encouraged people to become

more informed and independent, Bryan considered it to be a sweeping indict-

ment, showing clearly that students became less committed to Christianity the

longer they stayed in school, and that it was their professors, especially those in

the sciences, who were leading them astray. In his speeches before college au-

diences, he cited the findings repeatedly, emphasizing that they were objective

and scientific. Of all the evidence presented, Leuba’s was Bryan’s trump card—

incontrovertible proof that colleges were to blame for the secularity of the times.

‘‘Every Christian preacher should procure a copy of this book,’’ he asserted, ‘‘and

it should be in the hands of every Christian layman who is anxious to aid in the

defense of the Bible against its enemies.’’≥Ω

Prognosis
Having diagnosed the problem, the framing process proceeds to prognosis,

or the suggestion of solutions for fixing it. Here movements begin to identify

targets and test out strategies and tactics that can be applied in righting wrongs.

Although solutions are sometimes self-evident, more often they can be conten-

tious, since even those who agree about a problem may disagree about how to

approach solving it. In some cases, movements collapse before they are fully

formed, as their members move o√ in di√erent directions in search of solutions.

Thus it is important for activists to agree at the start about targets and basic

strategies.∂≠

For the critics of the colleges, the prognosis was by no means self-evident.

In the 1920s American higher education was changing dramatically. Inspired by

the model of the German university, U.S. colleges and universities were being

transformed, with classical and sectarian instruction giving way to newer kinds of

applied and scientific training. Faculty roles were in flux, as teachers concentrated

more on imparting information and less on ministering to the moral and spiritual

needs of their students. Even in some church-sponsored schools, professors were

being hired for their academic qualifications rather than their church a≈liations

or religious views. Most striking of all, students increasingly went to college to

prepare for secular careers.∂∞ To Bryan and his colleagues, the changes seemed so

sweeping—the problems so pervasive—that they hardly knew where to start in



c a m pa i g n  a g a i n s t  t h e  c o l l e g e s : 69

solving them. Writing in 1921 to decry the fact that colleges were no longer

sending their students into the ministry (he pointed in particular to declining

numbers from Oberlin, Yale, Princeton, Chicago, and Wesleyan), fundamentalist

James M. Gray could o√er no satisfactory explanation for the trends. ‘‘Is there any

adequate answer,’’ he asked almost plaintively, ‘‘except the present decline in

faith, the apostasy in Christendom which the holy prophets foretold?’’∂≤

Thus beginning in 1920 critics of the colleges went looking for solutions. At

the start, there was no clear candidate to serve as their target, no single factor that

stood out as the cause of all the problems that plagued academia. In fact, most

critics believed the campuses su√ered from a broad spectrum of ills, consisting

at a minimum (in Riley’s words) of ‘‘Modernism, Skepticism, Agnosticism, In-

fidelity, and worldliness.’’∂≥ Of these, modernism came in for the most criticism.

For years fundamentalists had been denouncing modernists, the liberal theolo-

gians (many of them associated with the University of Chicago) who championed

biblical criticism and contended that Christianity should be brought into closer

connection with modern culture, primarily through service and social reform.

Throughout the early 1920s the attacks on the modernists continued, led by

preachers such as Riley, Straton, and T. T. Shields, all of whom repeatedly warned

in their sermons and speeches about the ‘‘the menace of modernism.’’ As late as

1923, the World’s Christian Fundamentals Association (wcfa) was passing reso-

lutions censuring the presence of ‘‘modernism in malignant form’’ in many

colleges and universities in the South.∂∂ But in the early days of the campaign,

modernism was only one of many targets. Among the preachers in particular,

atheism, agnosticism, and infidelity were regularly singled out as contributing to

the loss of faith among students. Others blamed broader trends, including ‘‘nat-

uralism,’’ ‘‘materialism,’’ and ‘‘skepticism.’’∂∑ A few ministers had simpler expla-

nations: the decline of the colleges was the work of the devil. ‘‘My brethren,’’ T. T.

Shields told his congregation, ‘‘we had better face the facts. Some of the colleges

are the Devil’s instruments for the destruction of the souls of men. The colleges

and the universities are the places where Satan’s seat is.’’∂∏

Then there was the theory of evolution. Even before the war, A. C. Dixon had

attributed the problems in colleges to the teaching of evolution, but his warnings

had attracted little attention. Alerted by Dixon to the threat, and alarmed by his

reading of Benjamin Kidd’s antievolutionary diatribe The Science of Power (1918),

Bryan occasionally spoke out on the topic in speeches, also with little notice. In a

1920 address to the World Brotherhood Congress in Washington, D.C., however,

he upped the ante. Surprising his audience, Bryan announced his ‘‘growing

conviction’’ that ‘‘the doctrine, commonly known as the Darwinian theory’’ was

‘‘the most paralyzing influence with which civilization has had to contend during
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the last century.’’ While impassioned and moving, the speech demonstrated little

understanding of Darwinism, which Bryan seemed to confuse with Social Dar-

winism. Thus he argued, citing Kidd, that the greatest of all Darwinists was

Nietzsche, the father of German militarism, who had ‘‘carried the Darwinian

theory to its logical conclusion, and died in an insane asylum.’’ Nevertheless, he

made his point, depicting Darwinism as the root of virtually all existing evils, ‘‘a

philosophy that condemned democracy as the refuge of the weakling, denounced

Christianity as a system calculated to make degenerates out of men, denied the

existence of God, overturned all standards of morality, eulogized war as both

necessary and desirable, praised hatred because it leads to war, denied to sympa-

thy and pity any rightful place in a manly heart and endeavored to substitute the

worship of the superman for the worship of Jehovah.’’∂π

Aroused by Bryan, concern about evolution began to grow. Admittedly, few

fundamentalists had ever heard of the theory. To many of those who had, the idea

was complex and confusing, if not incomprehensible. As a prognosis for the

problem of secularity, however, evolution had certain advantages over its compe-

tition. In contrast to modernism (and for that matter to atheism, agnosticism,

and infidelity), evolutionary theory was not restricted to the realm of religion.

While abstract and theoretical, it seemed somehow less philosophical and more

specific than naturalism, materialism, or skepticism. Blaming Darwin may not

have had the rhetorical power of blaming the devil, but in an increasingly secular

society, it was more convincing to a lot of people. Besides, as Bryan showed,

evolution was an expansive theory in that it could be held responsible for a host

of evils—everything from heresy to immorality to war. All it lacked was someone

who could translate an abstract, often unfathomable theory into terms that any-

one could understand. The challenge was substantial, as J. Frank Norris showed

in a 1921 article in The Searchlight, where he was reduced to relying on dictionary

definitions to explain the term to his readers. ‘‘The doctrine of Evolution briefly

stated, is as follows,’’ he wrote:

That in some infinitely remote period in the past, how or from whence science

does not a≈rm, there appeared matter and force; that within matter and in

association with force there also appeared a primordial cell, how or from

whence no man knoweth, in which there was a spark of life; and that from this

cell all things animate have emerged, being controlled by certain laws vari-

ously stated by various evolutionists; that these laws in connection with the

modifying influences of environment (surroundings—soil, climate, etc.) ac-

count for and explain the various species that have existed in the past and now

exist upon earth, man included.∂∫
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With his famous lecture ‘‘The Menace of Darwinism,’’ delivered first in the

spring of 1921, then printed and reprinted as a pamphlet and in newspapers that

reached readers in the tens of millions, Bryan rose to the task. For the anti-

evolution movement, it was a defining document, providing in abbreviated and

easily accessible form a compelling case against Darwin’s theory, a case that

would be cited, paraphrased, and copied for years afterward. Constructing his

argument as if it were a legal brief, Bryan led his listeners though a laundry list of

dangers posed by Darwinism, describing how it denied the existence of a per-

sonal and revealed God, destroyed human morality, and created a war of all

against all. Introducing the theory itself, he proceeded to question its validity,

calling it a ‘‘hypothesis’’ that was built ‘‘upon presumptions, probabilities and

inferences,’’ and insisting that it had no scientific standing, being ‘‘not science at

all’’ but ‘‘guesses strung together.’’ Here Bryan called on common sense, asking

his audience whether it was conceivable that ‘‘natural selection, sexual selection

or any other kind of selection’’ could ‘‘account for the countless di√erences we

see around us.’’ Although his command of the theory should not be overstated (at

no point in his writings did he ever distinguish Darwinism from any other

version of evolutionary theory, nor did he evince any serious knowledge of con-

temporary developments in evolutionary science), Bryan was able to demonstrate

a respectable understanding of Darwinism in his speech, suggesting that he had

been doing some studying. On occasion, he did retreat to simple stereotypes, as

when he stated that the theory was based on the belief that ‘‘man is next of kin to

the monkey.’’ At other points he seemed unable to resist resorting to rhetoric, as

when he uttered what would become antievolutionism’s most famous sound

bite, that ‘‘it is better to trust in the Rock of Ages than to know the age of the

rocks.’’ Even so, the speech was an impressive introduction to the theory, a

primer and a popularization that for the first time brought the concept to the

attention of a mass audience. With it, evolution became the centerpiece of the

campaign against the colleges. In Bryan’s words, it was ‘‘the duty of the moral, as

well as the Christian, world to combat this influence in every possible way.’’∂Ω

In evolution, the critics had a big target. Unlike modernism, which was con-

fined almost entirely to the seminaries, evolutionary theory could be found in

church colleges, elite private institutions, and public universities. For that matter,

evolutionists had even ‘‘wormed their way,’’ as Bryan put it, ‘‘into a few of our

theological seminaries.’’∑≠ Inside the colleges, it seemed to be everywhere, its

influence radiating out from the sciences into almost every academic field of

study. Indeed, writing in his 1921 essay ‘‘The Modern Arena,’’ in which he com-

pared colleges to ancient Roman coliseums where Christians were sacrificed,

Bryan argued that evolutionary theory had become pervasive in the American
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university, ‘‘an arena in which a brutish doctrine tears to pieces the religious faith

of young men and young women.’’ For Bryan, whose own schooling had con-

sisted of two years at a religious academy followed by four more at Illinois

College, a piously Presbyterian church school, evolution was an explanation for

almost everything that was wrong with the modern university. Darwinism had

encouraged colleges to elevate science at the expense of religion. ‘‘Why,’’ he

asked, ‘‘are professors allowed to substitute Darwin’s fictitious history of man,

and his fanciful description of man’s progress up through apehood, for the

Bible’s description of man’s creation by special act of the Almighty, according to

a divine plan and for a divine purpose?’’ In explaining the world, evolutionary

theory emphasized the material over the spiritual, contributing to a conception of

the college as a place where students received practical and technical training

rather than moral and religious instruction. Taught to believe that things seen

were somehow superior to those unseen, students forgot the simple fact that

‘‘the things that are seen are temporal; the things that are unseen are eternal.’’

The theory also contributed to the academic attitude that education was an exclu-

sively intellectual endeavor. Bryan firmly believed that colleges existed not only to

cultivate the mind but also to build character and shape spiritual values. While an

impressive intellectual tool, evolutionary theory was an educational failure, hav-

ing proven itself incapable of providing a positive moral message. ‘‘Darwinism,’’

he concluded, ‘‘when taken seriously, swells the head and shrivels the heart.’’∑∞

At the same time, evolution provided a specific target: the teachers who taught

it. In contrast to the modernist theologians, many of whom were well known and

widely respected in their church denominations, most evolutionists were not

prominent in their churches. Indeed, according to Leuba’s study, many of those

who taught Darwinism were actually atheists or agnostics. But there were other

reasons for targeting the professors. For years, Bryan had been portraying them

—especially those from eastern colleges and universities—as educated elitists

who showed little sympathy for democratic values. Among his favorite quota-

tions was Theodore Roosevelt’s comment to Harvard law students that ‘‘there

was scarcely a great conspiracy against the public welfare that did not have

Harvard brains behind it.’’∑≤ Furthermore, he was suspicious of the growing

tendency of college teachers to regard themselves as experts and specialists,

hired on the basis of their academic credentials and qualifications. ‘‘The tests by

which we select university instructors do not always give us the information most

needed,’’ he complained. ‘‘We get the measure of their brains, but that is no

indication of the strength of the spiritual in their lives.’’∑≥ In the academic advo-

cates of Darwinism, Bryan saw all of his concerns converging. Experts in their

fields, protected in their professorial positions, more interested in their own
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theories than the well-being of their students, the evolution professors were

extreme examples of a new kind of academic elitism. ‘‘Their minds are open to

the most absurd hypotheses advanced in the name of science,’’ he wrote, ‘‘but

their hearts are closed to the plainest spiritual truths.’’∑∂

Bryan was not the only one to target teachers. Among the fundamentalists

who made up the bulk of the antievolution campaign, resentment against college

professors was widespread. The fact that few knew any professors personally (or

at least any at elite colleges or state universities) made the target even more

tempting. For his part, Bryan was careful with his criticism, stressing that it was

only ‘‘some of the teachers’’ who—‘‘let us hope, unconsciously’’—were under-

mining the faith of their students.∑∑ His fundamentalist followers, by contrast,

were not so circumspect. Fairhurst characterized college professors as unbe-

lievers, claiming that ‘‘a considerable per cent. of professor’s chairs in our lead-

ing universities are occupied by agnostics and atheists.’’∑∏ Martin criticized them

for their intellectualism, portraying them as educated elitists, or more simply, ‘‘a

lot of high-brows.’’ His descriptions reeked with sarcasm: ‘‘Their ‘culture,’ you

know,—they are the ‘intellectuals,’ you know,—teaches them that there is no

hell.’’∑π Norris preferred to put his criticism in class terms, as when he contrasted

the high-toned theories of college professors to the solid common sense of

ordinary people. ‘‘You know,’’ he would tell his congregation, ‘‘if you want to find

somebody that’s got sense, don’t always be looking for a fellow with pin whisk-

ers sitting up in a professor’s chair—don’t do that. You go out and get some hard-

handed, plain, God-fearing man.’’∑∫ On the whole, however, most of the attacks

at least mentioned that the professors were indoctrinating their students in evo-

lution. Here the criticism got personal, with the teachers being described as

tempters who blithely stole the souls of their students. ‘‘But what do these

evolutionists care for this?’’ wrote J. W. Porter of the fact that many of their

students had lost their faith. ‘‘They will laugh and sneer at it. Having believed and

taught that they have the blood of beasts in their veins, they now have the heart of

a brute.’’∑Ω

The professors were not the only targets. For Bryan and most of the funda-

mentalist leaders who worked with him, the colleges were always the focus. But

many of their followers were much more familiar with the high schools, and

what they saw there had them worried. With the extension of compulsory educa-

tion, American high schools were growing exponentially, with enrollment at well

over four million students by the 1920s. As a result of state certification require-

ments, teachers were better trained, and many had attended at least some college,

where they were usually introduced to evolutionary theory. As the selection of

course curricula and textbooks came under the control of state education boards
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and textbook commissions, the theory was becoming more common in high

school science classrooms across the country.∏≠ Although Bryan would change

his view later, in the early 1920s he found it hard to believe that evolution was

present to any appreciable extent in public high schools. But for Martin, the Blue

Mountain, Mississippi, evangelist who would become a leader of the antievolu-

tion forces, it was not only present but spreading rapidly. In his Hell and the High

Schools (1923), he told how college professors had passed the theory on to their

students, many of whom became high school teachers. These young teachers in

turn were indoctrinating their own pupils, so that ‘‘even down to the primary

department’’ it was ‘‘being drilled into our boys and girls.’’∏∞

As Martin saw it, high school teachers were more dangerous than college

professors, for three reasons. First, they tended to be more successful, since they

taught students ‘‘during the most susceptible, dangerous age of their lives.’’

Second, they came into contact with more students. Bryan himself had estimated

that only one in a hundred Americans graduated from a college or university. For

Martin, the fact that so few went to college proved the point, since ‘‘vastly more’’

were ‘‘being poisoned and eternally damned in the High Schools than in the

Universities.’’ Third and most important, Martin insisted that it was in the high

schools that evolution could be stopped. College professors were too well pro-

tected, ‘‘barricaded behind strong political influences and millions of money.’’

High school teachers, by contrast, had to answer to local public o≈cials: ‘‘Boards

of Trustees of the public schools are absolute sovereigns; they can put in or put

out whatever teacher they will.’’∏≤

Having targeted the teachers, the critics turned to the question of what could

be done about them. Here their concerns were essentially strategic. As before,

Bryan took the lead in laying out a plan, arguing that steps could be taken to stop

the teaching of evolution in its tracks. In a 1921 essay in The Commoner called

‘‘Back to God,’’ he outlined the main points of his proposal. He began by stating

that all teachers (he applied the same principle to ministers) should be required

to make their views known and understood. As citizens, teachers had the inalien-

able right to their own opinions. At the same time, while they were employed as

teachers, their employers had the right to know what they were teaching, in

keeping with what he liked to call the ‘‘hired man’’ theory. He went on to apply

the argument, asserting that only Christians should be allowed to teach in Chris-

tian colleges and schools. (Bryan would later broaden this claim to insist that

‘‘none but Christians in good standing and with a spiritual conception of life

should be allowed to teach in Christian schools.’’)∏≥ He concluded by making his

most important point, that educators in public schools must be neutral in teach-

ing neither religion nor irreligion. Presupposing that teachers in secular schools
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were legally prohibited from advocating religion in their classrooms (an assump-

tion that was constitutionally correct though widely violated at the time), Bryan

allowed that fairness alone required that ‘‘the Bible should not be attacked where

it cannot be defended.’’ It followed, then, that public school teachers ‘‘should not

be permitted to undermine the religious faith of their students.’’∏∂

With the idea of neutrality, Bryan could develop a compelling strategy to be

used against the teachers. No one was demanding that they teach religion: ‘‘The

Christians are not asking that religion be taught in our public schools: they are

protesting against the teaching of irreligion in the public schools.’’ No one

was insisting that teachers give up any of their rights: ‘‘They are not asking that

any man shall surrender his opinion or violate his conscience; they are only

asking that teachers who are atheists and agnostics shall either obey their em-

ployers or else build schools of their own for the spread of unbelief.’’ No one was

preventing them from teaching evolution in their own schools, just as no one

barred Christians from teaching Christianity in theirs: ‘‘Those who look to the

jungle for their ancestry can teach this doctrine to their own children if they

wish,’’ Bryan concluded. All he asked was that they not be allowed to teach

the theory to everyone else, ‘‘to make monkeys,’’ as he put it, ‘‘out of all the

children.’’∏∑

The problem was how to put the strategy into practice. Activists could agree

that the teaching of evolution in the schools must be stopped, but they some-

times disagreed about how to stop it. Though their tactics were sometimes

complementary, they often took them in di√erent directions. Among the critics,

there were those who chose to work from within, relying on existing institutions

to restrict the teaching of evolution. Many fundamentalist ministers, for exam-

ple, preferred to work through their state denominational organizations, relying

on them to initiate investigations, pass resolutions, and ultimately withhold

contributions to the o√ending institutions. Some aimed their protests at boards

of trustees, a tactic that worked particularly well at small religious colleges,

where trustees often included the ministers themselves. In the early days of the

campaign, a surprising number believed that college presidents were best posi-

tioned to eliminate the teaching of evolutionary theory from their schools. After

all, said Fairhurst, the presidents ‘‘generally have it in their power to determine

who the members of their Faculties will be. . . . It is their duty to know the

characters of professors and the quality of what they teach.’’∏∏ Other detractors,

less sanguine about working from within, suggested that it would be better to

bring pressure from outside. Martin, for one, was convinced the best place to

start in building a campaign against evolution was with the parents. ‘‘The Bap-

tist, Catholic, Congregational, Disciple, Episcopalian, Lutheran, Methodist, Pres-
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byterian and other fathers and mothers can, in twelve months,’’ he wrote, ‘‘drive

Evolution out of every tax-supported school in America and out of every de-

nominational school.’’∏π But as the campaign progressed, and as it turned its

attention to more state universities and public high schools, many activists con-

tended that the best of all tactics was to rely on public pressure to bring down the

teaching of evolution. As Bryan argued, it was taxpayers (he frequently used the

term ‘‘Christian taxpayers’’) speaking through their school boards and state leg-

islatures who were ultimately responsible for what was taught in public schools.

‘‘The right of the taxpayers to decide what shall be taught can hardly be dis-

puted,’’ he told readers of The Commoner. ‘‘The hand that writes the pay check

rules the school; if not, to whom shall the right to decide such important matters

be entrusted?’’∏∫

Motivation
Following prognosis, framing proceeds to its third and final task: motivation.

Having suggested what needs to be done, movements must find ways to encour-

age their members to actually do it. Thus they have to provide a rationale for

action or, more simply, a call to arms. In motivating, leaders try to formulate

arguments that are convincing and persuasive: convincing their followers that

something can be done and persuading them that something has to be done.

Usually they tie their arguments to strategies and tactics, but they must be ready

to shift them as conditions change. Above all, they need to convey a sense of

urgency.∏Ω

For critics of higher education, this was their most di≈cult task. To all appear-

ances, American colleges of the 1920s seemed increasingly beyond the reach of

reform. State universities were becoming rapidly more secular; private colleges,

encouraged by business benefactors, were growing away from their religious

roots; even some church institutions were starting to seek more independence

from their denominations. College professors had become more professional,

protected in their freedom to teach and conduct research by sympathetic aca-

demic administrators and organizations like the American Association of Uni-

versity Professors. With the extension of compulsory education, even the high

schools seemed to be beyond the control of local communities, answering in-

stead to state administrators and education board members who chose their text-

books and set standards for their teachers.π≠ Under the circumstances, the critics

could be forgiven for being fatalistic. Even more troubling to them was that few

seemed to be taking up the cause of removing evolution from the schools.

Among fundamentalists, as Shields told his Toronto congregation, most had

‘‘not yet awakened to the perils of the hour.’’ Many of those who had been alerted
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to the dangers of evolution were inclined to avoid the issue, since ‘‘they want

peace and are prepared to pay any price for its possession.’’ Hence they had to

be motivated—convinced, persuaded, if necessary shamed—into seeing that the

only way to deal with evolutionary theory was to join together to fight it. The time

had come, suggested ‘‘T.N.T.’’ Shields, to set o√ a little dynamite. ‘‘We are not

organizing for a picnic,’’ he told his flock, ‘‘but for war.’’π∞

In motivating the members of their movement, campaign leaders began by

singling out specific targets. At least initially, these targets tended to be college

presidents, individuals who were not only widely known but also well respected

in their churches and communities. In confronting these formidable personages,

the critics attracted immediate attention to their cause, while at the same time

advertising its seriousness. As early as 1920, T. T. Martin had gone on the of-

fensive against Wake Forest College president William Louis Poteat, a leading

Southern Baptist who was also a German-trained zoologist and an articulate

advocate of theistic evolution. In a series of articles published in the Western

Recorder (and reprinted in several other fundamentalist newspapers), Martin used

Poteat’s prominence to warn Baptists across the South of evolution’s growing

influence. ‘‘Preachers trained in Wake Forest go to all parts of the South and

West, and Wake Forest is not the only college that has been a√ected by President

Poteat’s teachings,’’ he wrote.π≤ Over the next several years he continued to hound

Poteat, elevating his own role in the antievolution ranks while exhorting others to

join the campaign and ‘‘make it a fight to the finish and to the death.’’π≥

Meanwhile, in the North, Bryan confronted Edward A. Birge, president of the

University of Wisconsin, an outspoken advocate of evolution who was himself

both a zoologist and a Congregationalist Sunday school teacher. Speaking in the

university gymnasium in May 1921 with Birge on the stage, Bryan made a series of

unsubstantiated claims about the teaching of evolution at Madison, provoking a

face-to-face argument and weeks of charges and countercharges in state and

national newspapers. By the fall, he was stumping the state, telling Wiscon-

sinites that the president of their public university was an atheist who was deter-

mined to ‘‘undo the work of the Christian home and the Christian church, and set

at naught the good work Christian mothers do with their little ones at their

knees.’’π∂ For months afterward Bryan continued to treat Birge as his principal

target, advertising his argument with the president to audiences across the na-

tion and baiting him in the columns of The Commoner for ‘‘hiding in the bushes.’’π∑

It was in the West, however, where J. Frank Norris electrified antievolution

forces with his attacks on Baylor University and its thoroughly orthodox presi-

dent Samuel P. Brooks, that the confrontations became most bitter and personal.

Throughout the early 1920s Norris kept up a steady drumbeat of criticism, ex-
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coriating the respected and popular president for allowing evolution to fester

within his faculty. ‘‘I am dead certain,’’ he informed Brooks in one of a series of

blistering letters published on the front page of The Searchlight, ‘‘that the Baptists

of Texas are not going to stand for the teaching of evolution in their leading

school and regardless of what you may think or how you may feel or what any

other man may think or feel, it is the solemn duty of somebody to protest against

this Bible-destroying and Deity-of-Christ denying teaching.’’π∏

Having confronted the college presidents, antievolution leaders challenged

them to sign statements of faith. On its face, this maneuver might appear to be

a sensible motivating tool. After all, many fundamentalists were members of

churches in which the a≈rming of articles, creeds, declarations, and pledges was

common practice. Moreover, pledge signing was one of the most successful

tactics of the Prohibition movement, in which Bryan and many of his followers

had been active. (As late as 1923, Bryan was calling on college administrators,

faculty, and students to sign pledges to abstain from the consumption of intoxi-

cating liquor; at the University of Florida, all of the faculty and 75 percent of the

student body reportedly signed.)ππ Applying the convention, Bryan argued that all

ministers and teachers should be required to issue statements revealing their

beliefs about evolution. ‘‘Politicians make their campaigns for public support on

written platforms defining their views,’’ he explained; ‘‘preachers and professors

who believe in evolution can hardly do less.’’π∫

But while the idea of pledge signing may have seemed sensible in theory, it

proved unworkable in practice and sometimes actually backfired. For example, in

the fall of 1921 Bryan challenged Wisconsin’s President Birge to sign a statement

avowing his belief in the Genesis account of creation, the Virgin Birth, the

Resurrection, and other miracles. The statement was to include a promise to

purge his faculty of any professors (read evolutionists) who in their teachings

brought discredit on the Bible. In response, Birge declared not only that he

embraced the faith of his parents but also that he had never experienced any

conflict between religion and science. Taken aback, Bryan parried by upping the

ante, o√ering one hundred dollars to the university president if he would sign a

statement saying that he was descended from an ape. Birge rejected the ridicu-

lous o√er with high indignation, and he took the opportunity to issue a strong

statement defending the academic freedom of his faculty and denouncing the

‘‘hired man’’ theory. Bested and embarrassed, Bryan pulled back, his e√orts

having provoked more derision than support. In a final blast at Birge, issued in

The Commoner in May 1922, he was reduced to name-calling, crudely characteriz-

ing the distinguished educator as ‘‘a descendant of the ape.’’πΩ

At about the same time, activists began to call for investigations of their own
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church colleges. In this e√ort, they turned to their denominations, working

through local and state church organizations to look into rumors that evolution-

ary theory was being taught. Because their church structures tended to be de-

centralized and democratic, allowing fundamentalists more access, Baptist state

conventions in particular stayed busy initiating such inquiries. For example, the

Tennessee Baptist State Convention conducted an investigation of Union Univer-

sity, forcing its faculty to issue a statement repudiating all theories that were

contrary to biblical accounts of creation.∫≠ The Georgia State Convention forced

the resignation of a prominent biology professor at Mercer University.∫∞ In Texas,

where the fiery Norris and his fundamentalist allies were strong in the Baptist

General Association, a committee was established to examine the existence of

evolutionary theory in the state’s Baptist colleges. Yet among Texas Baptists the

committee became rapidly mired in controversy, demonstrating the problems

antievolutionists encountered in working within their state conventions, where

powerful church leaders often acted to protect their colleges from their own

investigators. Frustrated by how slowly the committee was proceeding, Norris

accused state Baptist leaders of dragging their heels, initiating a power struggle

that ended only when he was permanently removed from the Texas association in

1924.∫≤ Indeed, with state conventions usually controlled by moderates, funda-

mentalists were frequently outmaneuvered. Thus when his critics finally suc-

ceeded in requiring Wake Forest’s President Poteat to respond to their charges at

the 1922 meeting of the North Carolina Baptist State Convention, Poteat delivered

a defense of his views that was so eloquent and sincere that even some of those

who had come to censure him wound up voting for a resolution commending

him for his work. Defeated and disillusioned, one conservative editor begrudg-

ingly complimented Poteat on the victory he had won, describing it as ‘‘chloro-

forming his enemies.’’ The president, he observed, had ‘‘played them for a bunch

of monkeys.’’∫≥

More successful were the direct exposés. Among fundamentalist preachers,

many of whom had been active in antisaloon agitation, pulpit revelations were

standard stock-in-trade. Norris was famous for the splashy sermons in which he

revealed the corrupt practices of local saloon keepers, gamblers, and crooked

politicians. A Searchlight headline from October 1921 announced this upcoming

disclosure: ‘‘the pastor will name, next sunday night, the high of-

ficial who is responsible for the large amount of bootlegging

now going on in fort worth.’’∫∂ With the emergence of evolution as an

issue, Norris shifted the spotlight to college professors, beginning with a series

of sermons and published reports in which he examined the teachings of alleged

evolutionists at Baylor and Southern Methodist University. In late 1921 he ex-
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ecuted an end run around the state Baptist Convention by launching his own

media campaign against Baylor’s Professor G. S. Dow, describing Dow’s intro-

ductory sociology textbook, which followed the development of society from

lower to higher stages, as an insult to Adam and Eve. Bringing the book into the

pulpit during a Sunday evening service, Norris proceeded to read aloud certain

o√ending passages, while assuring his congregation that ‘‘the whole tenor of the

book, from start to finish, is based on the theory of Evolution.’’ Nor did he stop

there, going on to assert that he ‘‘had it from reliable and most worthy sources’’

that there were ‘‘three other professors in Baylor who hold the same views he

[Dow] does.’’ Intimating that there may have been even more, he called for an

investigation in which the college would be searched ‘‘from cellar to garret.’’∫∑

For the next two years, Norris waged an unrelenting campaign against Dow

and several other Baylor faculty members; he also attacked President Brooks,

who defended them. Although Dow was forced to resign and others to endure

repeated calls for their resignation, none was ever actually shown to be an evolu-

tionist. The closest any came to heresy was when history professor Charles

Fotergill admitted that he did have some doubts that Noah’s Ark could have been

large enough to transport two of every kind of animal.∫∏ Nevertheless, Norris was

spectacularly successful in attracting attention to the evolution issue. Within days

of his first attack on Baylor, publishers of Texas newspapers were expressing

concern about the teaching of evolution in the state’s public universities.∫π Across

the South, fundamentalist papers carried reports of Norris’s o√ensive, along

with exhortations to extend it ‘‘without regard to State lines.’’∫∫ As far away as

New England, where Norris (by this time dubbed the ‘‘Texas Tornado’’ by the

Eastern press) made an extended tour in early 1922, audiences were reported to

have been enthusiastic.∫Ω After every exposé, The Searchlight featured letters from

readers begging for more. ‘‘The subscriptions,’’ Norris crowed, ‘‘are simply

coming in avalanches.’’Ω≠

The campaign may have experienced its most sensational moment at the 1923

meeting of the wcfa in Fort Worth, where activists staged a two-and-one-half

hour show trial of Texas professors. Before a hushed audience of about three

thousand in the auditorium of Norris’s First Baptist Church, six students from

Methodist colleges in Texas trooped to the stage to read from their class note-

books in an attempt to prove that their teachers had been instructing them in

evolution. Testifying one by one, these witnesses personified the students that

Bryan and his colleagues had been describing in speech after speech for the last

two years—fresh-faced young Christians whose faith had been stolen by teachers

in whom they had put their trust. In an unintended parody of a legal proceeding,

‘‘prosecutor’’ William E. Hawkins Jr., a youthful Methodist evangelist, led the
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Texas students through their testimony, as described in a stenographer’s report

to The Searchlight:

rev. hawkins: Did you sign this a≈davit?

miss read: I did.

rev. hawkins: This is the identical one?

miss read: That is it.

rev. hawkins: I want you now with this notebook in your hand just to read

to this audience four or five statements—pick them out anywhere you

want to—from your notebook. . . .

miss read: (Reading from the notebook): . . . ‘‘If you visit a hospital museum

you can see the human animal in its early stages. It has a tail. Later,

however, it disappears and forms the posterior of the spine. There are

men in Australia at the present time who have tails.’’ (Laughter).

The mock trial included no cross-examination, no defense, and no verdict. Its

purpose was not legal, but political and psychological, to encourage the audience

to take more aggressive action against evolutionists. On one occasion, an angry

Hawkins cut short the testimony of a student to insert this pointed aside: ‘‘God

grant that that teacher will repent before tomorrow or that scores of telegrams

will be sent to the trustees and say, ‘Out, and out in a hurry.’ (Applause).’’ At

another point, a student from Texas Women’s College admonished the audience.

‘‘Now, what are you going to do about it?’’ she pleaded on concluding her

testimony. ‘‘We can talk here for ten years and never do a thing. It is up to you.’’Ω∞

In retrospect, the staged proceedings at Fort Worth can be seen as an eerie

precursor of the Scopes trial, as well as a practice session for the scores of trials

and public hearings on the teaching of evolution in the years to follow. At the

time it sounded more like a call to arms, and by all accounts, as a motivating tool,

it was a smashing success. According to one report, ‘‘the e√ect on the audience

was tremendous.’’Ω≤

Of all the tactics used, however, the most successful were the public cam-

paigns against state universities. All told, in the early 1920s small church colleges

were not exactly teeming with evolutionary theory. Even where it existed, as at

Wake Forest College, presidents and boards of trustees had proven to be surpris-

ingly adept at protecting their teachers from outside pressures. In the state

universities, by contrast, where evolution seemed more commonplace and ad-

ministrators were less concerned about it, critics paradoxically found the going

to be easier. In 1921 Bryan was already campaigning in states nationwide, using

his stump speeches and newspaper columns to draw attention to the teaching of

evolution in public colleges and universities, and calling for the creation of a
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‘‘common sense commission’’ to protect the public against university presidents

who were lacking in ‘‘moral enthusiasm’’ and ‘‘patriotism.’’Ω≥ In Kentucky, J. W.

Porter was working with the Baptist State Board of Missions to appoint a com-

mittee to investigate suspicious textbooks in use at the University of Kentucky.Ω∂

In Minnesota, W. B. Riley was demanding the removal of texts on evolution and

the investigation of teachers at the University of Minnesota.Ω∑ In Texas, Norris

had begun to turn his attention from Baylor and Southern Methodist to the

University of Texas, where he singled out twelve professors as advocates of

evolution.Ω∏ Feeling the pressure, administrators began to carry out their own

inquiries, often to fend o√ more serious attacks. At the University of Tennessee,

for example, authorities dismissed Professor J. W. Sprowls for insisting on teach-

ing from James Harvey Robinson’s Mind in the Making, a widely used psychology

text that expressed evolutionary views. In the protest that followed, six other

faculty members were fired as well, in part for speaking out in his defense.Ωπ The

protests were not confined to institutions of higher education: in cities and towns

across America, state and local ministerial associations were drafting resolutions

advocating the removal of textbooks on evolution from all public schools.Ω∫ High

schools had come under investigation. Teachers at Eastern High in Baltimore, for

instance, were examined for their views on evolution after a local minister com-

plained that ‘‘girl pupils’’ were being taught that Adam and Eve were ‘‘merely

names of a couple of monkeys.’’ΩΩ Most portentous of all, by 1923 Bryan and his

fundamentalist colleagues had begun to lobby state legislatures, making the case

for cutting o√ funds to any state-supported school where evolution was taught.

‘‘The professors say, ‘let us have academic freedom,’ ’’ thundered Norris to a

packed session of the Texas House of Representatives. ‘‘We have no objection to

teaching or believing evolution, but don’t ask us to pay the bills while they deny

and destroy the faith in the fundamentals of our Bible.’’∞≠≠

By 1923 Bryan and his fundamentalist allies had settled on the frame that

would allow them to translate discontent into protest. In the theory of evolution,

they had found the cause of the growing secularity of society. They had also

identified the culprits: the professors and teachers who were responsible for

indoctrinating their unsuspecting students in the theory. And they had conveyed

a sense of urgency in their increasingly vitriolic attacks on the institutions they

considered to be at fault. In the campaign against the colleges, they became

antievolutionists. But before they could create a successful antievolution move-

ment, they had to win additional popular support. Thus they began to reach

beyond their own ranks to a wider public. In reaching out, they turned their cause

into a crusade.



4 : Alignment
debating darwinism

Zeno B. Metcalf had no idea what he was getting himself into. The small, soft-

spoken, and bespectacled expert on winged insects at North Carolina State Col-

lege had definitely not given it enough thought when colleagues prevailed on him

to debate antievolution revivalist William Bell Riley over whether evolution could

be considered a demonstrated fact. But as he entered Pullen Hall on the Raleigh

campus that May afternoon in 1922, finding it filled to capacity with about two

thousand boisterous students and townspeople who were whistling, yelling, and

stamping their feet, he must have realized he had his hands full. Having opened

the contest by reading from a carefully prepared text, Metcalf could only stand

back and watch while a confident and smiling Riley, talking without notes,

responded with a rapid-fire barrage of arguments, homey anecdotes, and sus-

tained sarcasm, provoking outbursts of laughter and cheers from his supporters

in the crowd. For the next hour Metcalf stood his ground, and news reports

agreed that in the end neither side had completely carried the day, but the event

had been a sensation. Moreover, it had started something, being the first of

hundreds of similar debates that would take place throughout the 1920s and that

would continue down even to today.∞

In evolution, Riley and his followers had found the issue that would transform

fundamentalism into a mass political movement. To carry out that transforma-

tion, however, they would need to bring it to a broader public, not only articulat-

ing their antievolution message but also aligning it—‘‘tweaking’’ or ‘‘spinning’’ it

(in today’s parlance)—so that it would resonate with as many potential support-

ers as possible. Ironically, the fledgling antievolutionists were aided in the pro-

cess by their evolutionist opponents, who began at this time to engage them in a

series of spectacular confrontations. Some of these face-o√s took place in the

columns of magazines and newspapers. Starting in early 1922, for instance, the

New York Times ran an extraordinary set of exchanges in its Sunday editorial

section between William Jennings Bryan and several of America’s leading scien-
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tists, including Henry Fairfield Osborn of the American Museum of Natural

History and Edwin G. Conklin of Princeton University.≤ Other contests took the

form of sermon and pamphlet wars like the ones that exploded when the out-

spoken modernist minister Harry Emerson Fosdick published his famous ser-

mon ‘‘Shall the Fundamentalists Win?’’ and conservatives replied with a flurry of

critical countersermons.≥ Attracting the most attention, however, were the stage

debates that became increasingly popular from 1922 on, with speakers squaring

o√ before unruly crowds that jammed auditoriums and music halls in cities and

towns in every part of the country.∂ Taking advantage of these settings, activists

aligned their antievolution frame, recasting their views in ways that would appeal

to an ever-expanding audience. In debating Darwinism, they began to build a

mass movement.

As described in social movement theory, framing is essentially a two-part

process. In order to build movements, activists must be able to establish the

frames that provide them with a common cause or purpose. Having created these

frames, however, they must be able to apply them to attract supporters to their

cause. In an often cited essay, David Snow and his collaborators have described

this application process as ‘‘frame alignment,’’ emphasizing that movements

must constantly be recasting or refining their interpretation of issues so they ‘‘fit’’

or ‘‘resonate’’ with the views of potential supporters. According to Snow and his

colleagues, the process can be seen as having four components: (1) bridging, the

linking of two or more similar but previously unconnected interpretations of a

particular issue or problem; (2) amplification, clarification of the beliefs and invig-

oration of the values that make an issue important to people; (3) extension, the

broadening of the issue’s boundaries to include other concerns and interests,

thereby tapping more popular support; and (4) transformation, redefinition of

existing understandings so the issue comes to be seen as more serious and

threatening than ever before. Alignment can be a taxing process, testing the

ability of activists to adapt to the changing currents of popular opinion. Building

coalitions is challenging, since it requires defining issues in ways that will appeal

to diverse groups of supporters. Maintaining these alliances can be even more

di≈cult, particularly when they come under attack by countermovements. Nev-

ertheless, if they are to consolidate and grow, movements must be able to align

issues, convincing others of the importance of their cause and encouraging them

to become part of it.∑

Those who study the early antievolution movement have experienced some

frustration (Ferenc Szasz has called it despair) in their attempts to describe how

antievolutionists interpreted the evolution issue. The frustration is understand-

able, since activists viewed the issue in a bewildering variety of ways (one contem-
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porary Baptist commentator saw ‘‘about fifty-seven’’ varieties). Thus whereas

fundamentalists regarded evolution as a threat to revealed religion, those like

Bryan were more concerned with the danger it posed to morality and democratic

politics. Some activists opposed evolution because they considered it progres-

sive, others because it smacked of Social Darwinism and was not progressive

enough. Many held several conceptions of evolution at the same time, and some

of these were contradictory or even at opposite poles. (There were surely also

those among the rank and file who had no real understanding of evolution at all,

except that they knew they were against it.) Present-day scholars have character-

ized the debates over evolution in still other ways, as being about the meaning of

modernity, or the place of science in society, or the role of experts in a democracy.

Even the best students of the movement have had to content themselves with the

conclusion that evolution took on many meanings. ‘‘It is obvious in retrospect,’’

as Szasz put it, ‘‘that the meaning of ‘evolution’ in the 1920s went far beyond the

developmental theories of Darwin or Spencer. The word became a symbol for

everything that was wrong with the nation in that decade.’’∏ What scholars have

not done enough is to examine how those meanings were manipulated: how in

aligning the evolution issue, antievolutionists turned it—debate by debate, essay

by essay, sermon by sermon—into a tool for building their movement.

Bridging
For movements to grow, they must build coalitions, creating the connections

that bring together discontented but otherwise disparate constituents. The first

step is for activists to identify clusters of individuals and groups that share

common grievances but lack ideological or institutional ties. Then they begin to

build bridges, reaching out to these di√erent pools of people and convincing

them that they share concerns about a common issue. The process is carried out

by activists who work through interpersonal or intergroup networks to connect

congruent but previously disconnected framings of the issue or problem.π

For the founders of the antievolution movement, bridging meant connecting

the diverse set of concerns about evolution that already existed. The truth is that

for decades evolution had been targeted by a variety of critics in a variety of ways.

Although almost all scientists of the early century agreed on the essential tenets

of evolutionary theory, many expressed skepticism about the specifics, including

such basic Darwinian doctrines as natural selection.∫ Although a few of the most

prominent theologians proudly embraced evolution, most mainstream Protes-

tant thinkers—even those who considered themselves theistic evolutionists—

admitted that its materialism was troubling to them, while conservative evangeli-

cals struggled to reconcile it with Scripture.Ω Bryan and other progressives had
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come to confound Darwinism with Social Darwinism, describing it as a theory

based on the survival of the fittest and blaming it for the militarism and imperial-

ism that had contributed to the onset of World War I.∞≠ More conservative moral

reformers, concerned about what they regarded as a breakdown of conventional

social roles, saw evolution as a threat to civilization and culture as they knew it.∞∞

Hard-boiled political conservatives were disturbed by the e√ect of evolutionary

thinking on politics, fearing that it would lead to radicalism and political un-

rest.∞≤ For antievolutionists, the challenge was to connect all of these concerns,

bringing diverse clusters of critics together into a broad-based coalition with

evolution as the common enemy—‘‘the only thing,’’ as Bryan described it, ‘‘that

has seriously menaced religion since the birth of Christ and it menaces all other

religions as well as the Christian religion, and civilization as well as religion.’’∞≥

The first bridge they began to build was to Christian evangelicals. The strategy

was to reach beyond fundamentalism into the Protestant mainstream by con-

tending that Darwinism was at odds with evangelical theology. To make the case,

antievolutionists argued that the biblical account of the creation story was the

basis of all Christian belief. To cast doubt on creation meant casting doubt on

the fall from innocence, which meant denying the doctrine of the atonement,

which meant eliminating any promise of salvation. Adventist scientist George

McCready Price expressed it as a formula: ‘‘no Adam, no fall; no fall, no atone-

ment; no atonement, no Savior.’’∞∂ The argument was important because it al-

lowed antievolutionists to turn the debates over evolution away from the arcane

aspects of Adam and Eve to the centrality of Christ and the Christian message of

salvation. When carried to its logical conclusion, Bryan explained in an essay

entitled ‘‘The Fundamentals,’’ published in 1923 in the popular magazine The

Forum, evolution ‘‘robs Christ of the glory of His virgin birth, of the majesty of His

deity, and of the triumph of his resurrection; such a Christ is impotent to save.’’∞∑

By shifting the spotlight from Adam to Christ, antievolutionists were able to

position themselves at the center of Christianity, portraying themselves as the

best of evangelical Christians. At the same time, and probably more important, it

allowed them to cast doubt on the Christian credentials of theistic evolution-

ists. Thus A. C. Dixon contended that evolution had no place in early Christian

thought, arising instead from pagan Greek philosophy.∞∏ J. W. Porter thought it

was significant that theistic evolutionists chose to call themselves ‘‘theistic’’

rather than ‘‘Christian.’’∞π John Roach Straton went further, insisting in his fa-

mous New York City debates with Unitarian minister Charles Francis Potter that

there was ‘‘no such thing as so-called ‘theistic’ or ‘Christian’ evolution. Such

terms are misnomers.’’∞∫ Throughout the four Potter-Straton debates—three of
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which took place in Carnegie Hall—Straton stated the theme repeatedly, telling

capacity crowds and others listening on the radio that those who believed in

evolution were corrupt Christians, or simply not Christians at all. The terms

‘‘Christianity’’ and ‘‘evolution’’ were ‘‘mutually exclusive and self-contradictory,’’

he summed up in the second debate. ‘‘If it is Christianity, then it is not evolution;

and if it is evolution, then it is not Christianity.’’∞Ω

At about the same time, Bryan was building bridges to progressive reformers.

Over the previous two decades Bryan had been active in successful campaigns for

the progressive income tax, the direct election of U.S. senators, and woman

su√rage. By the early 1920s, however, disillusioned by declining popular support

for progressive policies (and the falling fortunes of his own political career), he

had become increasingly convinced that political reform was collapsing and that

evolutionary theory was at fault. Thus America’s most famous democrat began to

reach out to his followers by casting evolution as an antidemocratic doctrine. Al-

though personally able to distinguish Darwinism from Social Darwinism, Bryan

consistently collapsed the two in his speeches, emphasizing that the centerpiece

of Darwin’s theory was the doctrine of the survival of the fittest, ‘‘the cruel law,’’

as he characterized it, ‘‘under which the strong kill o√ the weak.’’ In his speeches

he described how Darwin had discovered the essential elements of his theory in

Thomas Malthus’s contention that whereas food supply increased only arith-

metically, population increased geometrically, requiring that the strong eliminate

the weak in order to survive. He told of his astonishment at discovering how

Darwin had argued in his Descent of Man that while smallpox vaccinations had

saved thousands who would otherwise not have survived, it had in fact weakened

society as a whole. It was an idea, he told his audiences, ‘‘at which I revolted.’’

Bryan went on to argue that the doctrine had been passed on to the powerful and

privileged of the modern world, who proceeded to use it as a weapon to oppress

the poor. Adopted by the munitions makers of World War I, it had been instru-

mental in bringing about ‘‘the bloodiest war in history.’’ In the hands of conser-

vative industrialists of the postwar period, it had become ‘‘the basis of the gigan-

tic class struggle that is now shaking society throughout the world.’’ Indeed, he

explained, it was the doctrine of evolution, inspiring class consciousness and

eliminating sentiments of brotherhood and sympathy, that was ‘‘transforming

the industrial world into a slaughter-house.’’ Nor did it stop there, since Dar-

winian doctrine was present in the contemporary eugenics movement—led at the

time by such prominent evolutionists as Henry Fairfield Osborn—whose ‘‘plan of

operation is to improve the race by ‘scientific breeding’ on a purely physical

basis.’’ All told, evolution seemed to be afoot in every antidemocratic movement
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of the time. To Bryan, whose entire career had been dedicated to the cause of

progressive reform, it was the ultimate enemy. Evolution, he concluded, ‘‘robs

the reformer of hope.’’≤≠

Others in the antievolution movement sought to build ties to more conservative

cultural and social reformers. Throughout the early twentieth century, conserva-

tive commentators had expressed concern about the declining state of American

society, as seen in everything from rising rates of alcoholism and divorce to the

popularity of ballroom dancing and moving pictures. While sometimes working

with progressives on Prohibition, these conservative reformers, whose ranks

included many women, were more often found in church groups and women’s

clubs that advocated Sunday closing statutes and laws for the suppression of vice.

In the early 1920s movement leaders like Straton reached out to them, exhorting

their antievolutionist followers ‘‘to widen the scope of their work, because this

subject has not only a religious bearing but a bearing on morals.’’≤∞ In reaching

out, Straton began to describe evolution as one of the chief causes of cultural

decline, leading inexorably, as he put it in one of his Carnegie Hall debates, to ‘‘the

degradation of the modern dance, the sensualism of the modern theater, the

glorification of the flesh in modern styles, the sex suggestion of modern literature,

the substitution of dogs for babies, [and] the appalling divorce evil.’’≤≤ Focusing in

particular on the family, antievolution preachers stressed how Darwinism endan-

gered the home. ‘‘If the home is to be preserved as a sacred institution,’’ Dixon

wrote, ‘‘the Bible which teaches that marriage came down from God and not up

from the beast must be believed. The jungle theory as to the origins of marriage is

today keeping busy the divorce courts of the civilized world.’’≤≥ As Betty DeBerg

points out, women—especially young women—were prominently featured in de-

scriptions of evolutionary theory’s contribution to this moral decline, with an

unusual amount of attention given to their immodest dress, improper dancing,

and immoral behaviors such as smoking, gambling, and swearing.≤∂ The teaching

‘‘that women are evoluted [sic] from lower animals,’’ explained evangelist Mor-

decai Ham, ‘‘encourages them to act like animals.’’≤∑ But women were also pre-

sented as the theory’s victims, as the ones who paid the price for the beastlike

behavior of men. Orators took every opportunity to describe the antievolution

movement as a defense of the home and, by extension, of women. North Carolina

governor Cameron Morrison seems to have had this in mind when he warned that

one of the state’s biology textbooks posed a special threat to young women: ‘‘I

don’t want my daughter or anybody’s daughter to have to study a book,’’ he

announced, ‘‘that prints pictures of a monkey and a man on the same page.’’≤∏

Finally there were ties to be made to political conservatives. In the post-

war period conservatism flourished, as business, civic, and patriotic organi-
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zations rallied against anarchists, immigrants, labor unions, and other enemies

of the American Way. Though often overlapping with conservative cultural re-

formers, these political conservatives tended to take even more authoritarian and

antidemocratic positions, while also being associated more often with nativist

groups like the American Protective Association or the Ku Klux Klan. In the

antievolution movement such sentiments could frequently be found. In move-

ment newspapers like the Western Recorder, anti-Catholic and anti-immigrant agi-

tation received prominent play, with Roman Catholics and other ‘‘unpatriotic

Europeans’’ singled out for attempting to ‘‘exploit the American Sunday for the

purposes of making money out of amusement.’’≤π Anti-Semitic strains were less

prominent, though as early as 1921 W. B. Riley was warning of the growing

influence of Jews in Germany and Russia.≤∫ While some leaders (like Straton)

denounced the Klan, and others (like Bryan) o√ered only lukewarm support,

many more (like Norris) worked actively with it.≤Ω Over time, the antievolution

movement would become more reactionary, with anti-Catholicism coming to a

head in the 1928 campaign against Al Smith and anti-Semitism peaking in the

1930s. But even in the early 1920s, right-wing rhetoric was a staple of many

antievolution speeches. A classic example was Norris’s 1923 address before the

Texas legislature. ‘‘My friends, we are in a terrible hour,’’ he told the lawmakers.

‘‘Wave after wave of crime is sweeping over the land, and the reign of lawlessness

is engaging the best thought of our greatest statesmen. . . . Our penitentiaries are

crowded, our jails are crowded and our juvenile courts are working overtime. Our

crime used to be among men—mature men—but now it is committed by both

men and women. It would be bad enough if confined to adults, but now we find it

among the tender ages of 12, 14, and 16 years.’’ Along with lawlessness came

social disorder. ‘‘There is a wave of liberalism sweeping over this country,’’

Norris continued:

Marriage vows do not hold good any more. We are in the days of free-loveism.

I can remember the time when a woman with a divorce was looked upon as a

peculiar animal in society, but now if a woman has half a dozen divorces she

has a passport to high society and becomes a moving picture star. I can

remember the time when a man who deserted his wife and babies would not

be allowed to put his face into decent company, and it was doubtful whether

he would be allowed to live until the dawn of another day, but now he can

desert half a dozen wives and leave his children upon the charity of a cold,

merciless world.

The dangers were not only domestic but also included the growing threat of

international instability: ‘‘The whole world is trembling in the balance. The war-
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clouds are dark. They hang low. Nothing is settled. If the hordes of Germany and

Russia already in alliance should start west, France would not last until breakfast.

We need not fool ourselves. We might just as well get ready. We are going in

again.’’ According to Norris, all of these problems could be attributed to the loss

of authority that came with the acceptance of evolutionary theory. ‘‘Evolution

means to deny authority,’’ he summed up to the legislators. ‘‘Evolution rules God

out of the life of men and out of the nation.’’≥≠

In building conservative connections, antievolutionists made at least some use

of racial prejudice. On the surface, references to race were few and far between in

antievolution writings, and outright racism was rare. Yet the movement intro-

duced race in more subtle ways. Although, for example, A. C. Dixon did not

mention race in his speeches, it was common knowledge that he had been an

early member of the Ku Klux Klan and that his brother, Thomas Dixon Jr., was the

author of The Clansman. In the same way, Bryan avoided direct racial references,

but his consistent refusal to criticize the Klan, many of whose members were

among his strongest supporters, was well known. More important, Bryan proba-

bly managed to fan fears of race mixing among white audiences by his frequent

references to evolution as being based on blood, or what he sometimes called

‘‘the blood of the brute.’’≥∞ Je√rey Moran has suggested that such allusions had

clear racial content, since white racists had for decades been equating Africans

and African Americans with apes and describing them as bestial.≥≤ Norris made

the connection explicit in his address to the Texas legislature: ‘‘My friends,’’ he

asked, ‘‘are you willing to admit that there is any brute blood whatsoever in your

veins? Some men very bitterly resent the intimation of any negro blood, yet are

willing to say we have the blood of a chimpanzee.’’≥≥ Especially in the South,

antievolutionists intimated that any acceptance of evolution would encourage

racial equality and the eventual mixing of the races. In his Mind of the South, W. J.

Cash recalled from his youth how ‘‘one of the most stressed notions which went

around was that evolution made a Negro as good as a white man.’’≥∂ Even bas-

tions of southern progressivism such as the Atlanta Constitution issued dire warn-

ings that evolutionists like H. G. Wells were calling for racial intermarriage as a

strategy for improving the human race.≥∑ In the last analysis, however, it was

usually enough to point out that evolution had the e√ect of placing people of

di√erent races in the same line of descent. As Texan J. T. Stroder put it, Darwin-

ism was that ‘‘vicious and infamous doctrine . . . that mankind sprang from

pollywog, to a frog, to an ape, to a monkey, to a baboon, to a Jap, to a negro, to a

Chinaman, to a man.’’≥∏

When all else failed, antievolutionists asserted that Darwinism was leading to

political radicalism. At the end of the war, American conservatives were alarmed
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by the surge of labor unrest that accompanied demobilization. In 1919, however,

with the Russian revolution, they bordered on hysteria as bolshevism assumed

the status of a new national enemy. Throughout the early 1920s antievolutionists

did their part in calling attention to the Soviet threat. Treating the Russian experi-

ence as a cautionary tale, they described in dramatic detail how that Christian

country had been overcome by godless communism. ‘‘Look at Russia,’’ Norris

would tell his audiences. ‘‘On New Year’s night in Russia the students—the

students, mark you—led by their professors met in the streets of Moscow and in

front of the Kremlin they burned God in e≈gy. Shocking! Blasphemous! Yes, they

made a caricature of the Creator, marched around the public square, and then

burned in e≈gy the One who gives life and breath to all creatures. Think of it! It is

enough to make the world tremble.’’≥π

But the danger was not to Russia alone. Revolutionary radicalism appeared to

be making its way everywhere in the world, including in the United States.

Norris’s sermons and speeches regularly contained firsthand reports of the labor

and political protests that he had seen in American cities. ‘‘Last year I saw in New

York a mob of 15,000 or 20,000 people,’’ he told the Texas legislators. ‘‘They had

the red flag on the lapel of their coats. They waved them in their hands. A man

would harangue a while and then a woman. They were ready to overthrow this

government. I saw the same thing happen in the public square of Philadelphia.’’≥∫

Antievolution orators drew the line at claiming that Darwin had directly inspired

Marx and his communist minions. What they did say was that by advocating

atheism and disrespect for the law, Darwinism had made it easier for bolshevism

to flourish. The Moody Bible Institute’s James M. Gray tied the theory to support

for pacifism and the League of Nations, warning that sooner or later it would

eventuate in ‘‘the red doctrines of the Third International of Moscow,’’ along with

‘‘the overthrow of our government.’’≥Ω W. B. Riley told how evolutionists planned

to ‘‘sovietize our schools as to make them hot-beds of Bolshevism.’’∂≠ By the

mid-1920s, almost every antievolution orator was warning that evolution and

revolution traveled in tandem. ‘‘You wonder why Russia is swept by bolshevism,

why England and even your own country are swept by disruption,’’ declared

Mordecai Ham. ‘‘The day is not far distant when you will be in the grip of the Red

Terror and your children will be taught free love by the damnable theory of

evolution.’’∂∞

Amplification
Next alignment turns to amplification, the process by which issues are put

before the public to demonstrate their importance. As a practical matter, people

generally find it di≈cult to see how issues may influence their own lives. Thus



92 : d e b at i n g  d a rw i n i s m

activists must be adept at convincing potential recruits why their particular issues

or problems are more significant than any others. The process requires not only

that those inside the movement accent and highlight their own stands, but also

that they try to tie them to the beliefs and values of others on the outside.∂≤

For antievolutionists, the challenge was to connect—really reconcile—their

belief in the dangers of evolution with the widespread enthusiasm for science

that existed at the time. Throughout the early postwar period, popular support

for science was especially strong, as almost all Americans celebrated its contribu-

tions to winning the war, defeating disease, and producing material products

from automobiles to X-rays.∂≥ At the same time, however, a certain amount of

ambivalence could be detected in prevailing views of scientific progress. With

advances in scientific thinking, exemplified by Einstein’s theory of relativity,

commonsense approaches to science had given way to arcane and highly theoret-

ical understandings.∂∂ Professionalization and specialization had taken its prac-

tice beyond the reach of amateurs, creating a new class of scientific experts.∂∑

Perhaps most important, advancements in methods and standards had created

the impression that science had lost all moral or spiritual purpose, as more and

more practitioners engaged in ‘‘science for science’s sake.’’∂∏ As antievolutionists

saw it, their task was to claim and transform these views, acknowledging the

contributions of science while distancing themselves from its more troubling

developments, which could then be attributed to the insidious influence of evolu-

tion. Thus they set about recasting popular conceptions of science, redefining it

in such a way that it would come to be linked in the public mind with biblical

creation rather than evolution. In addition, while stressing the importance of

science, they also tried to put it into perspective, reminding people that science

was a means rather than an end and that it was only one of many ways to

understand the world. As Bryan observed, ‘‘Man is infinitely more than science;

science, as well as the Sabbath, was made for man.’’∂π

In reaching out to the public, antievolutionists had to align their message with

the widespread respect that existed for all things scientific. The first step was to

describe themselves as believers in science, albeit science of a certain kind. For at

least a hundred years, as George Marsden has shown, American evangelicals had

been embracing a Baconian brand of Scottish commonsense philosophy, accord-

ing to which God’s truths were revealed to all right-thinking and observant

persons through both the Bible and the wonders of the natural world. As adopted

by antievolutionists like A. C. Dixon, the theory suggested that Christianity and

science were totally compatible. ‘‘ ‘Science is knowledge gained and verified by

exact observation and correct thinking,’ ’’ said Dixon, citing the ‘‘best diction-
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aries’’ as the source of his definition, ‘‘and within the circle of this definition I am

a Christian, because I am a scientist.’’∂∫ Because they saw Scripture as factual and

science as an exercise in collecting and explaining facts, they assumed that the

accounts of creation found in the Book of Genesis could be considered to have

scientific validity. Writing in his 1920 pamphlet The Scientific Accuracy of the Sacred

Scriptures, Riley made the case, arguing that careful study revealed ‘‘the most

undreamed of agreement’’ between Scripture and science:

First fact, in order—God created the heavens; second fact—‘‘and the earth’’;

third—water; fourth—light; fifth—firmament; sixth—grass; seventh—herb;

eighth—tree; ninth—appearance of heavenly bodies; tenth—fish; eleventh—

moving things; twelfth—fowls; thirteenth—creeping things; fourteenth—

cattle; fifteenth—man!

Now, the latest science will consent to this order of creation. The heavens

were certainly made first; the earth certainly made second; water certainly ap-

peared third; light, fourth; firmament next; grass thereafter; the manifestation

of sun and moon, ninth; the appearance of fish—tenth; moving things—

eleventh; fowls—twelfth; creeping things—thirteenth; cattle, etc., fourteenth,

and last—man.∂Ω

Moreover, because they believed that the world was created by a divinely intel-

ligent deity, antievolutionists assumed it to be perfect and permanent, as ex-

emplified by the timeless and unchanging division of nature into species, genera,

and orders. Scientific observation confirmed the constancy of the orders, since

plants and animals had been reproducing themselves according to the same

predictable patterns—birds from birds, beasts from beasts, fish from fish—from

the creation of the world down to the present day. ‘‘The truth of Genesis, we

know,’’ said Riley, ‘‘from the lowest form of grass to soulful man; everything is

bringing forth ‘after its kind.’ We have seen that law executed tens of millions of

times and in millions of forms.’’ Riley had no illusion that the Bible somehow

presupposed every discovery of modern science. The Scriptures did not address

themselves, he averred, ‘‘to all subjects to which Science speaks.’’ By the same

token, he was equally clear that it conveyed truths that science could never imag-

ine. ‘‘There are points in human experience where the microscope, the scalpel,

the telescope tell us nothing,’’ he noted.∑≠ The point, however, was that the

Bible, and in particular the biblical version of creation, was superior on scientific

grounds to any assumption of Darwinian science. As Bryan put it, ‘‘There is more

science in the twenty-fourth verse of the first chapter of Genesis (And God said,
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let the earth bring forth the living creature after his kind, cattle and creeping

things, and beast of the earth after his kind; and it was so.) than in all that Dar-

win wrote.’’∑∞

In constructing their creationist version of science, antievolutionists consis-

tently claimed that the best scientists believed in biblical creation and opposed

evolutionary theory. Throughout the late nineteenth century, as the theory be-

came commonplace in scientific circles, there had been continuing controversies

over the exact nature of the evolutionary process. Although the basic idea of

Darwinian descent went unchallenged, Darwin’s concept of natural selection had

been criticized, on many counts, by advocates of contending explanations that

ran from Lamarckian ideas of acquired characteristics to germ plasm, ortho-

genesis, and saltation theories. Even after 1900, when advances in population

genetics had ensured a central role for natural selection in evolution’s emerging

‘‘modern synthesis,’’ criticism of the concept persisted in certain scientific cir-

cles.∑≤ For antievolutionists, such statements were grist for their mill. Often

mistaking, sometimes misrepresenting criticism for repudiation, they began to

assemble rosters of scientists who at one time or another had expressed doubts

about aspects of Darwinian theory. Their lists contained an odd assortment of

critics, including such prominent scholars as Louis Agassiz, Arnold Guyot, and

John William Dawson, along with numerous but little-known (and fairly dim)

lesser lights.∑≥ Among those who constructed his own list was T. T. Martin, who

in one of his early attacks on Wake Forest’s President Poteat cited the support of

no less than twenty-one critics of evolution who were also ‘‘really great scien-

tists.’’∑∂ When Poteat replied that almost all of them were either dead, discredited,

or not really scientists at all, Martin was unfazed: ‘‘Does the fact that they are

dead prove that they were not great scientists?’’∑∑

More important than the lists was the singling out of contemporary scholars

who occasionally expressed reservations—no matter how minor—about some

aspect of evolutionary theory. The most celebrated of these was British biologist

William Bateson, an outspoken advocate of mutation theory, who in a December

1921 address to the American Association for the Advancement of Science (aaas)

made the scientifically uncontroversial point that the process of natural selec-

tion had not been definitively demonstrated to be a satisfactory explanation for

evolutionary development. Although Bateson strongly asserted his own belief in

evolution, and encouraged other scientists to maintain their faith in it, antievolu-

tionists selectively quoted and sometimes blatantly misquoted his remarks to

provide one more proof, in Bryan’s words, that ‘‘every e√ort to discover the origin

of species has failed.’’∑∏ Bateson was only one of many such examples, as activists

scoured the writings of reputable scientists searching for the smallest sign of
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criticism or doubt concerning any aspect of evolution, which they would then

recast as a repudiation of the entire theory. In his 1922 pamphlet Evolution and the

Bible, Canadian antievolution lecturer Arthur Brown demonstrated the strategy.

Brown, who called Bateson ‘‘perhaps the greatest living Biologist,’’ declared that

his ‘‘revolutionary address’’ at Toronto had ‘‘utterly repudiated Darwinism’’ and

‘‘denied that any new species had ever been formed from pre-existing species.’’ It did not

seem to matter that none of these claims was true. After all, Brown wrote, al-

most as an afterthought, ‘‘other authorities might be quoted indefinitely to the

same e√ect.’’∑π

In addition to claiming scientific credentials for themselves, antievolutionists

contended that evolution was bad science. As a general rule, they evinced little

understanding of evolutionary theory and with few exceptions lumped Darwin-

ism with any and all schools of evolutionary thought. After all, Darwinists and

their evolutionist critics were all still evolutionists. Besides, what all evolutionary

science (Darwinian or otherwise) had in common was that it was theoretical.

Being good Baconians, antievolutionists described science as a process of fact

gathering, in which practitioners observed and organized the world. ‘‘Bacon

insisted that we sit at the feet of nature and accept what she teaches,’’ explained

Dixon. ‘‘First learn the facts and then draw your deductions from them.’’∑∫ But

evolution was based not on fact but on theory, and therefore, as J. W. Porter

argued, it was ‘‘incapable of scientific demonstration,’’ consisting of ‘‘sheer

speculation.’’∑Ω Others were quick to pick up the theme. Arthur Brown believed

that evolution was ‘‘nothing more than a theory.’’ According to Baptist antievolu-

tionist W. W. Everts, it could best be described as ‘‘mere guesses, and they are

generally wrong.’’∏≠ For opponents of the theory, who attempted to convince

onlookers that they themselves were the true scientists while the supporters of

evolution were essentially frauds, it seemed like a reasonable case. ‘‘Those of us

who deny the theory of evolution,’’ observed Straton in the second Potter-Straton

debate, ‘‘have no antagonism to true science. We only object to having that which

is merely an hypothesis proclaimed dogmatically as though it were really fact.’’∏∞

Among antievolutionists, Bryan was always the best at making this point. As

he demonstrated in many of his writings, he had at least a rudimentary under-

standing of the hypothetical deductive method that had come to be accepted by

most scientists of the time. In fact, on occasion he described it accurately and

well. ‘‘Darwin does not use facts,’’ he explained, more or less correctly, in an

analysis of The Descent of Man; ‘‘he uses conclusions drawn from similarities. He

builds upon presumptions, probabilities, and inferences, and asks the accep-

tance of his hypothesis ‘notwithstanding the fact that connecting links have not

hitherto been discovered.’ ’’∏≤ Yet while he comprehended the basic character of



96 : d e b at i n g  d a rw i n i s m

the modern scientific method, Bryan did not accept it, and he went out of his way

to criticize or mock everything about it. His favorite target was the term ‘‘hypoth-

esis,’’ which he described as a perfect symbol of evolutionary science, ‘‘eupho-

nious, dignified and high sounding,’’ while in truth ‘‘merely a scientific synonym

for the old-fashioned word ‘guess.’ ’’∏≥ Repeatedly in his speeches he referred to

evolution as ‘‘Darwin’s guess,’’ consisting of nothing more than ‘‘guesses strung

together,’’ ‘‘scientific guessing,’’ or even ‘‘the wildest guesses.’’∏∂ He also liked to

pass along the phony contention, as if repeating it made it true, that Darwin had

used the phrase ‘‘we may well suppose’’ over eight hundred times in his two

principal works alone. ‘‘The eminent scientist,’’ he confidently concluded, ‘‘is

guessing.’’ Moreover, while Bryan personally delighted in satirizing science, his

e√orts were clearly self-conscious and strategic, aimed at convincing his au-

dience of evolution’s ultimate emptiness. ‘‘If Darwin had described his doctrine

as a guess instead of calling it a hypothesis,’’ he speculated, ‘‘it would not have

lived a year.’’∏∑

In attacking evolutionary theory, antievolutionists zeroed in on the idea of the

transmutation of species. Assuming divine design, they held that observation

showed that the world was orderly, with endless examples of animals and plants

reproducing after their own kind. When evolutionists contended that organisms

could change in such a way as to produce entirely new and di√erent species, they

insisted on seeing examples of these changing or transitional forms. ‘‘Surely,

surely, we have a right to expect these,’’ asserted Brown, ‘‘and they must exist

if evolution be true. If the fish is changing into the reptile, and the reptile into the

bird, the bird into the mammal, and the mammal into the man, we ought to have

little di≈culty in finding, at least, one instance. But we ask in vain for a glimpse

of even a single specimen.’’∏∏ When evolutionists responded by characterizing

transmutation as the product of continuous alterations and adaptations taking

place over countless generations, antievolutionists found their answers easy to

caricature. In speech after speech, Bryan parodied the process of natural selec-

tion. ‘‘The eye, for instance, according to evolutionists, was brought out by ‘the

light beating upon the skin’ ’’; ‘‘the leg is the development of a wart that chanced

to appear on the belly of an animal; and so the tommyrot runs on ad infinitum, and

sensible people are asked to swallow it.’’∏π He also delighted in holding forth on

the already largely discredited concept of sexual selection, depicting it as a pro-

cess in which males evolved larger brains and less hair by fighting for females. It

was a point, the balding Bryan would tell his listeners with mock seriousness,

‘‘that touches me deeply.’’∏∫

In their sermons and speeches, antievolutionists treated transmutation as a
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target of endless satire. South Carolina evangelist ‘‘Cyclone Mack’’ McLendon,

for instance, o√ered this fractured description of the evolutionary process:

In the beginning the amoeba begat earthworms; earth worms begat skull-less

animals; these animals begat other kinds of animals; these other kind of

animals begat some kind of fish, away back in the dateless date; and the fish

away beyond the gates of morning begat some kind of gilled amphibian; and

these begat tailed amphibians that lived away back when ages were but drifts

of foam on the mighty sea of time; and these begat primeval amniota; and

these begat mammals; and these begat kangaroos; and kangaroos begat apes;

and apes begat gorillas; and gorillas, thank God, begat pin-whiskered, top-

heavy college professors who draw their breath and salary and use great big

jaw-breaking words, and talk about the Bible being allegorical, figurative,

probable, inferential, and hypothetical.∏Ω

In response to arguments that adaptation operated over extended eras by means

that remained unknown, they pointed derisively to the inability of evolutionists to

agree among themselves on the exact nature of the evolutionary process. In his

speech to the Texas legislature, Norris turned the subject into crude comedy:

Away back yonder some time, nobody knows when, six million, six hundred

million, six hundred billion (one fellow put it at a quad-trillion, on the matter

of time these fellows are very extravagant and a few billion years is immaterial

with brains that deal in wild guesses)—away back yonder some time—when,

nobody knows, something happened away back yonder somewhere—where,

nobody knows, something happened away back yonder somehow, something

happened, nobody knows how; away back yonder some time, somewhere,

somehow, something moved—time, place and method nobody knows—a

germ, a protoplasm, a cell, void and without form, and it moved again. What

made it move nobody knows and whether interior or exterior force. It kept on

moving somehow, somewhere, sometime, some way by some power—and

this continual movement of this protoplasm, substance or something become

elongated and grew and grew and grew—how, nobody knows, why, nobody

knows, when nobody knows, where nobody knows.π≠

When evolutionists tried to be specific in estimating the length of life on the

earth, the critics ridiculed their estimates as inexact and unscientific. ‘‘Exact-

ness would seem immaterial,’’ quipped Bryan, ‘‘when one scientist says twenty-

four million and another three hundred and six million years.’’π∞ Repeatedly he

stressed the point that while evolutionary theory may have o√ered plausibility, it
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provided no proof. ‘‘To believe that natural selection, sexual selection or any

other kind of selection can account for the countless di√erences we see about

us,’’ he summed up, ‘‘requires more faith in chance than a Christian is required to

have in God.’’π≤

Finally, antievolutionists argued that evolution was an a√ront to common

sense. Although the point seemed self-evident to them, it was not as obvious to

most people. After all, every farmer and gardener knew that certain evolutionary

principles were at work in such commonplace agricultural practices as hybridiza-

tion and selective breeding. Therefore, antievolutionists had to convince their

audiences that evolutionary theory went well beyond the boundaries of sensible

applied science. ‘‘No one objects to an evolution defined, as growth, an unfold-

ing, development, progress and cultivation,’’ wrote Methodist minister Andrew

Johnson in the Pentecostal Herald. ‘‘Our objection is not against involution, evolu-

tion, convolution, revolution but transvolution or the transmutation of species.’’π≥

In describing the theory the critics focused almost exclusively on transmutation,

insisting that the concept was inherently irrational. ‘‘If the evolutionists are

correct,’’ Bryan would say;

if it is true that all that we see is the result of development from one or a few

invisible germs of life, then, in plants as well as in animals there must be a line

of descent connecting all the trees and vegetables and flowers with a common

ancestry. Does it not strain the imagination to the breaking point to believe

that the oak, the cedar, the pine and the palm are all the progeny of one ancient

seed and that this seed was also the ancestor of wheat and corn, potato and

tomato, onion and sugar beet, rose and violet, orchid and daisy, mountain

flower and magnolia?π∂

Among those who made the argument, Mordecai Ham was especially e√ective.

His famous ‘‘sermon on evolution,’’ delivered to thousands at revivals through-

out the South, portrayed the idea of natural selection as an insult to thinking

people. In it, Ham would parody the evolutionary process, likening it to ‘‘a lot of

iron ore that one day got to wiggling around and finally evolved of itself into a

Ford automobile.’’π∑ Sometimes relying on theatrical props to make his point, he

would blow up a deflated balloon, demonstrating that ‘‘there has never been any

development by resident force without assistance of outside forces.’’ Then he

would hold up an egg, asking which came first, the chicken or the egg, and

declaring that evolutionists maintained that the egg had to come before the

chicken. ‘‘Oh the fallacy, the folly, the folly, and the foolishness of a man who

claims that everything has resident force!’’ With or without props, Ham’s point
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was always the same, that evolution defied common sense: ‘‘There is nothing to

prove that a horse is anything but a horse,’’ he would conclude; ‘‘a cow anything

but a cow; a fern anything but a fern; a monkey anything but a monkey and a man

anything but a man and a fool.’’π∏

Extension
Of all the ways to build public support, frame extension may be the easiest and

most e≈cient. If movements are to grow, they must be able to connect their

causes to broader pools of public sentiment by defining their objectives in terms

that resonate with a wide range of supporters. Although the process may require

the adoption of new attitudes or values, more often it consists of presenting

existing programs in more accessible and evocative terms. Often these terms are

essentially symbolic, as activists make use of written or visual representations—

catchphrases, exemplars, metaphors, or visual images—to translate complex

concepts into simpler and more understandable ones.ππ

In searching for such symbols, antievolutionists did not have far to look.

From the time of Darwin’s The Descent of Man, with its suggestion that people were

not uniquely and supernaturally created, but were descended from earlier homi-

nids, antievolutionists had been describing Darwinism as a theory that somehow

linked ‘‘men’’ to ‘‘monkeys.’’ The fact that Darwin did not describe a direct line of

descent, and that evolutionists repeatedly denied any biological connection be-

tween human beings and Old or New World monkeys (asserting only that hu-

mans and certain of the great apes may have shared a common anthropoidal

ancestor), did not seem to matter. By the 1920s the idea had become a popular

stereotype, with the term ‘‘monkey’’ being taken to include every possible kind of

ape, baboon, chimp, or lemur. Scientists may have contributed to this miscon-

ception through a series of widely publicized primate studies that took place at

the time. At the 1922 meeting of the aaas, for example, papers were presented on

the intelligence of ‘‘Soker’’ the chimp and ‘‘Rufus,’’ an orangutan at the National

Zoo. (Also reported at the same meeting was a study by British army o≈cers on

the behavior of chimpanzees, who were found to have the intelligence of ‘‘mo-

rons,’’ along with ‘‘a disposition to get drunk whenever the o≈cers left liquor

around, but the gorillas were prohibitionists.’’)π∫ Public interest seemed to peak

in the early 1920s, sparked by reports on the death and postmortem examination

of ‘‘John Daniel,’’ a full-grown male gorilla owned by the Barnum and Bailey

Circus, whose body was dissected and examined for weeks by surgeons and

scientists at the Columbia College of Physicians.πΩ Antievolutionists could not

have asked for a more perfect metaphor. After all, complained social critic Lloyd
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Douglas, ‘‘monkeys are very funny animals. A joke about a monkey is good for a

hearty laugh anywhere. The very word ‘monkey’ will provoke a smile, even if

nothing should be predicated of the subject.’’∫≠

So as antievolutionists took to the podiums, the monkey metaphors began to

fly and their audiences were primed for the performance. Bryan seemed to take

particular pleasure in making use of the symbol, riddling his speeches with

references to Darwinism as ‘‘the ape line of descent,’’ calling evolutionists ‘‘tree

men’’ and asserting that he for one had no known relatives who were part of the

‘‘simian tribe.’’∫∞ Although his references to monkeys and chimpanzees may have

betrayed some misunderstanding of evolutionary theory, it is clear that his re-

peated use of the symbolism was strategic, to encourage the misconceptions of

his listeners. ‘‘To put man in a class with the chimpanzee because of any resem-

blances that may be found,’’ he observed, ‘‘is so unreasonable that the masses

have never accepted it.’’∫≤ On occasion, he appeared to be quite serious about the

use of the metaphor, as when he stated that evolution was blasphemous for

implying that Christ had ‘‘an ape for his ancestor on his mother’s side at least.’’

More often, his allusion to monkeys seemed like good clean fun, intended to

delight his audiences, as when he claimed that Darwin had traced human ances-

try back through European apes. ‘‘He does not even allow us the patriotic plea-

sure,’’ a comically indignant Bryan complained, ‘‘of descending from American

apes.’’∫≥ But in whatever way it was used, the analogy seemed to work; almost

every antievolutionist of the period managed to throw in a few passing references

to apes, monkeys, or ‘‘hairy baboons,’’ along with ‘‘orang-utans, now wagging

friendly with their long tails, then fiercely fighting with claws and teeth.’’∫∂ If

nothing else, for those struggling to come to terms with Darwin’s complex

scientific theory, the metaphor made everything seem so wonderfully simple.

‘‘Genesis 1:27 declares very plainly that God created man in his own image,’’ said

the Reverend George Fowler, a Minnesota Baptist. ‘‘Is the image of God that of an

ape or gorilla God? Are we to worship an ape or gorilla God?’’∫∑

In applying the monkey metaphor, antievolutionists seemed to have a clear

advantage over their evolutionist opponents. Debates on evolution were littered

with satiric references to ‘‘monkey business,’’ ‘‘monkeyshines,’’ ‘‘monkeyfool-

ery,’’ and the like. But while both sides made use of such phrases, antievolution-

ists used them more easily and e√ectively, particularly in casting derision at the

alleged biological relationship between monkeys and humans.∫∏ Beginning with

Bryan, antievolution speakers made a point of disclaiming any descent from

ancient animals. ‘‘If only the evolutionists would stop with their own ancestors

and leave mine alone,’’ Bryan told a packed house at the Philadelphia Academy of

Music. ‘‘They can’t make a monkey out of me.’’∫π Norris liked to claim that certain
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of his forefathers had been put to death by hanging, ‘‘But I will tell you one thing,

no matter how many were hung by the neck, I don’t want anybody to ever say that

any ancestor of mine ever hung by the tail from any tree (Applause.).’’∫∫ Straton

seems to have stolen Norris’s joke, recycling it in one of his Carnegie Hall

debates, where he admitted that ‘‘some of my remote ancestors hung by their

necks, but I am willing to stake my life on the proposition that none of them ever

hung by their tails!’’∫Ω

Even when they were serious, antievolutionists consistently misrepresented

evolutionary theory by describing a direct line of descent from monkeys to hu-

mans. ‘‘Darwinism stands for the descent of man from the monkey,’’ insisted a

solemn Andrew Johnson. ‘‘This is the crux of the whole question.’’Ω≠ But most of

the time they preferred to take the low road, creating cartoon caricatures of the

evolutionary process, like Norris’s slapstick version:

. . . and the old male would set up in a tree and throw cocoanuts [sic] at his

sweethearts, and the smaller ones got scared of the larger ones, and ran down

to the caves, and having no further use for their tail, their eoudal [sic] append-

ages finally fell o√; (laughter.) when they were down in the caves, they had no

further use for their hair, and that’s how the bald-headed men got their start,

(laughter.) and one day one of these ape-men, or whatever they were, ran o√

and stole a suit of clothes, and became a professor in a chair of Biology. (Much

laughter and applause.)Ω∞

In addition to being lots of fun, the satires served the more serious purpose of

making evolution seem ridiculous. ‘‘If some of those fellows think they sprung

from the monkey,’’ wrote South Carolinian J. D. Croft to the Western Recorder, ‘‘they

certainly did not get very far. . . . If I believed in such stu√ the first old tramp I

caught on the street corner with a string around a monkey’s neck, with a cap on

and playing a music-box and making the monkey dance, I would have arrested

for making fun of his grandfather.’’ Most of all, the monkey motif allowed

antievolutionists to tap into popular skepticism about the biological connection

between animals and humans. Certainly Croft spoke for many when he put the

matter in its simplest terms: ‘‘Monkeys are not our kin folks.’’Ω≤

For their part, evolutionists appeared unable to respond. Denouncing the

monkey metaphors seemed to make little di√erence. Introducing alternative con-

cepts could be dangerous: any allusion to the ‘‘tree’’ of life, for example, could be

counted on to elicit sarcastic comments about monkeys in its branches, with

much hilarity all around. Even more hazardous was trying to cast the metaphor in

their own terms. Thus when Princeton’s Edwin Grant Conklin proposed what

came to be known as the ‘‘monkey or mud’’ thesis, suggesting that on the whole
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it was better to be descended from living creatures than molded from lifeless

earth (as was Adam in Genesis 2), Bryan announced that he for one considered

the monkey inferior to the mud: ‘‘I prefer mud,’’ he told an audience of about six

thousand at New York City’s Hippodrome. ‘‘Everything I eat comes from the

mud. The flower grows from the mud. I know all about mud. What has the

monkey ever done for Professor Conklin, that should cause so much a√ection for

it?’’Ω≥ In fact, whenever evolutionists tried to turn the monkey metaphor back at

their opponents, it almost always seemed to backfire, as when Charles Francis

Potter, in a debate at Carnegie Hall, referred to Bryan’s coccyx as proof that he

was descended from animal ancestors. ‘‘And as for my opponent’s references to

Mr. Bryan’s anatomy,’’ countered John Roach Straton when it came time for his

reply, ‘‘I must express my surprise that he assailed our great commoner after that

fashion when he is not here to defend his own tail!’’Ω∂ (According to the New York

Tribune, the audience ‘‘shrieked mirthfully at the mention of Mr. Bryan’s mem-

ber.’’)Ω∑ Perhaps most frustrating was the response when evolutionists pointed

out that Darwin did not say that present-day humans were in any way related to

present-day monkeys, since they had branched o√ from the tree of life at some

time after the ape. Antievolutionists took the explanation in stride. As Bryan liked

to say, ‘‘cousin’’ ape was every bit as objectionable as ‘‘grandpa’’ ape.Ω∏

Finally, when the metaphors got old, antievolutionists brought on the mon-

keys themselves. In 1924 the New York Times reported that the Reverend S. Colin

O’Farrell of Butte, Montana, had illustrated a recent sermon on the e√ects of

evolution with a live monkey tied to a broomstick. While imitating the animal’s

antics, O’Farrell recited appropriate verse: ‘‘Turn backward, time, in your flight, /

And make me a monkey just for tonight.’’ After the monkey had jumped, turned

flip-flops, and tried to pull the broomstick from the hands of O’Farrell’s daugh-

ter, the somewhat embarrassed minister explained that ‘‘to save the world for

God we all must use drastic means and methods.’’Ωπ Here at last there seemed to

be limits, with O’Farrell being widely criticized in the national press for bringing

an animal into the pulpit. ‘‘God’s House is no place for the contortions of a flea-

bitten ape,’’ wrote the Providence (Rhode Island) News.’’Ω∫

In criticizing Darwinian explanations of human evolution, antievolutionists

also found much to work with in the symbolism of the ‘‘missing link.’’ Assuming

that animals and humans had descended from a common ancient ancestor, it

followed that there should be some archaeological evidence of a transitional

species, an early hominid that was neither human nor simian but that shared

characteristics of each. For decades, paleoanthropologists had been searching

for this lost link, occasionally with spectacular results: such renowned finds as

the fossils associated with Heidelberg, Neanderthal, Piltdown, and Trinil Man
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(also known as the ‘‘Java ape-man’’) had all been touted as definitive discoveries

of the missing link.ΩΩ Throughout the early 1920s the American Museum’s Cen-

tral Asiatic Expeditions reported that the fossilized remains of ancient hominids

found in Mongolia and the Siwalik hills of northern India might well be examples

of a transitional species.∞≠≠ At approximately the same time, Raymond Dart’s

discovery of a specimen of Australopithecus africanus in South Africa was being

hailed as the last link between apes and humans.∞≠∞ At a 1924 conference at the

American Museum, six scientists exhibited fragments of jawbones from Dryopith-

ecus, the Asian forest ape, whom they declared to be ‘‘man’s and the gorilla’s

lineal forefather, or else a first cousin of that forefather.’’∞≠≤ Then there was the

team of adventurers led by Captain Edward Salisbury that had set out to explore

the Malay Peninsula, following rumors of a tribe of wild men in the jungle with

receding foreheads and short vestigial tails. (Finding no ‘‘ape men,’’ the expedi-

tion spent most of its time in the Andaman Islands before its ship was wrecked in

a storm and destroyed by an accident in an Italian dry dock.)∞≠≥ Antievolutionists

could not have asked for a more e√ective indictment of evolution. ‘‘If anyone tells

you that they have found the missing link,’’ said Bryan, ‘‘tell him that there is a

group of scientists in Africa now. They went from New York just a few months

ago; they are to stay five years, using money supplied by some rich men. They are

hunting for the missing link—and the longer they stay the better. It is far better to

have them there than poisoning the minds of students in this country.’’ The fact

that the missing link was still missing provided irrefutable proof of evolution’s

fallacy. ‘‘If we have found the missing link,’’ asked Bryan, ‘‘why hunt for it? If not,

why not wait for it before believing in it?’’∞≠∂

At the same time, antievolutionists were casting doubt on the fossils them-

selves. For over fifty years, scientists working from fossil fragments had been

attempting to reconstruct the skulls of early humanoids. Among these recon-

structions, the most ambitious were those in the American Museum, where

Henry Fairfield Osborn had commissioned an extensive collection of casts and

reconstructions of early skulls. For several years, Bryan had been complaining

about such exhibits, warning audiences to be wary of the creations of evolution-

ary scientists: ‘‘If you see these in museums, you may be misled. But do they look

like the ‘links’ as they were when they were found? They find a piece of a skull,

two teeth, and a bone of a leg: they don’t know whether the teeth came out of the

skull or whether the leg bone belongs to the teeth, but some man fixes the parts

up according to his imagination and calls it a missing link. A man who can do

this could take a keyhole and build a house around it.’’∞≠∑ In his 1922 opus God—or

Gorilla, Catholic journalist Alfred Watterson McCann had presented a devastating

critique of Osborn’s reconstructions, insisting that for all his claims to have
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found ‘‘the intermediate forms, the transition types, the missing links, or what-

ever else the pedigree manufacturers may see fit to call them,’’ they were ‘‘not to

be found, they never existed.’’∞≠∏ Inspired by McCann, Arthur Brown continued

the criticism in his 1923 pamphlet Men, Monkeys, and Missing Links, a study of six

fossil specimens (Trinil, Heidelberg, Gibraltar, Neanderthal, Rhodesia, and Pilt-

down Man) that casts doubt on the methods used in finding and reconstructing

all of them. According to Brown, these specimens were nothing more than

‘‘small pieces of bone’’ that had been creatively reconstructed into ‘‘purely hypo-

thetical curiosities’’ that were also ‘‘wholly unscientific monstrosities.’’∞≠π But it

was Straton who attracted the most attention in his second debate with Potter,

when he described the discovery of Pithecantropus erectus, or the Java ape-man:

There is a part of a skull, a part of a femur bone, and one molar tooth. The

bones were not found at the same time or altogether in one place. The femur

bone was found a year after the bit of skull was picked up. The bones were

scattered far apart in a gravel pit on the bank of a rushing stream. The femur

bone was fifty feet from where the skull was found. When Dr. [Eugene]

Dubois discovered these pitiful bits of bones he announced his belief that they

belonged to a being between the man apes and men.

His speech dripping with sarcasm, Straton concluded: ‘‘This, then, is the ‘evi-

dence,’ so far as ‘missing links’ are concerned. I verily believe that if the little

basketful of musty old bones and fossils, which have been found, after all these

years of search in every part of the world, were brought together and presented as

evidence of the evolution of man in any court of law, they would be thrown out of

court with utmost scorn by judge and jury alike.’’∞≠∫

Antievolutionists also were adept at claiming that certain fossils were fakes.

Throughout its history, paleoanthropology, which relied on amateur archaeolo-

gists and fragmentary evidence, had been beset by some sensational hoaxes.

Among these, the 1911 discovery of Piltdown Man, the fossil fragments found in a

gravel pit in southern England that would soon come to be acclaimed as the

Pleistocene ‘‘Dawn Man,’’ would eventually prove to be the most embarrassing.

Although not accepted as a forgery by the scientific community until 1953, Pilt-

down Man was suspect from the start, and antievolutionists were among its most

active critics. In God—or Gorilla, McCann made an extensive case against the

evidence, collecting the doubts of numerous scientists who believed (correctly, as

it turned out) that the specimen consisted of nothing more than a human skull

with a chimpanzee jaw. Brown continued the case in Men, Monkeys, and Missing

Links, aiming his attack at Osborn, who was at the time one of the stoutest
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defenders of the Piltdown discovery. Straton too declared the discovery to be

bogus in his Carnegie Hall debates:

All they found in the gravel pit in Sussex, England, near Piltdown Common,

were two or three bits of skull-bone, a piece of jaw-bone, and a canine tooth.

And these few fragments were not found all together and at one time by the

same person. They were scattered widely in the gravel pit, some of them were

found by one person and others by another person, and some of them were

found in one year and others in another year. With these few little scraps,

that a juggler could conceal in the palm of one hand, and found under these

loose conditions, the scientists ‘‘reconstructed’’ the ‘‘Piltdown man’’ and pro-

claimed it as a new genus.

For Straton, Piltdown Man was just one more proof that ‘‘the so-called ‘ape

men’ ’’ were nothing more than ‘‘figments of the heated and overly enthusiastic

imagination of evolution’s devotees.’’∞≠Ω

Antievolutionists scored again in 1922, when the American Museum’s Os-

born, responding to reports about the finding of a fossil tooth in northwestern

Nebraska, announced the discovery of the so-called Nebraska Man, the first

American anthropoid ape. Always aware of the power of public relations, a self-

satisfied Osborn proposed that the animal be named Bryopithecus, ‘‘after the most

distinguished Primate which the State of Nebraska has thus far produced.’’∞∞≠

Within a matter of months, however, he had stopped speaking of the discovery,

having begun to have doubts about the tooth, which was later shown to have

come from a pliocene pig. To his credit, Bryan treated the episode with bemuse-

ment, overlooking the insult while dismissing the fossil as yet another pathetic

example of the failure to locate the missing link. The evolutionists, he concluded,

‘‘are frightened men in the dark, feeling around for something they can lean

on.’’∞∞∞ Following final retractions in 1927, Straton chortled that the Nebraska

tooth should be given the scientific label Hesperopigdonefoolem osborniicuckoo in

honor of Osborn. The entire episode, he asserted shortly before his death in

1928, ‘‘justifies my assertion of some time ago that evolution is the most gigantic

blu√ in the history of the human mind.’’∞∞≤ For antievolutionists, the hoaxes

were icing on the cake, providing still more proof that the missing link would

always remain missing. As North Carolina’s Governor Cameron Morrison rea-

soned, ‘‘If there were any such thing as a missing link, why don’t they keep on

making them?’’∞∞≥

Artistic depictions seemed to work to their benefit as well. On the whole,

it can be said that, with the exception of a few limericks and some doggerel
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verses, antievolutionists were not particularly artistic. A fairly typical example

was ‘‘Thoughts on Evolution,’’ written by J. W. Butler, who would later draft the

Tennessee antievolution bill. The poem included this stanza: ‘‘Tell me now, was

your granddad an ape? / If so, have you ever changed your shape? / Tell me, did

evolution ever fail / To rob a monkey of his tail.’’∞∞∂ The same applied to artistic

depictions: except for E. J. Pace’s striking ‘‘Christian cartoons,’’ most of which

were published in the Sunday School Times, antievolutionist art seemed to consist

of crude caricatures.∞∞∑ Their evolutionist counterparts, on the other hand, tended

to be quite aesthetically ambitious, creating an array of artistic celebrations of

evolution that included painting, poetry, songs, and even statuary. More often

than not, their works fueled antievolutionist fires. An excellent illustration was

the celebration of ‘‘Evolution Day’’ at Potter’s West Side Unitarian Church, featur-

ing the unveiling of artist-naturalist Carl Akeley’s The Chrysalis, a statue of a young

man emerging from a gorilla.∞∞∏ After Potter delivered a sermon on the spiritual

significance of evolution, and a church soloist, Miss Grace Leslie, provided a

musical rendition of William Herbert Carruth’s evolutionary poem ‘‘Each in His

Own Tongue’’ (‘‘Some call it Evolution, / And others call it God’’), Akeley spoke

briefly, stating that his purpose in creating the statue was not to depict humans as

ascending from beasts, but rather to defend the gorilla and other animals against

the charge that they were somehow ‘‘bestial.’’∞∞π Taking place in April 1924, only

days before the fourth and final Potter-Straton debate, the event provided a prime

opportunity for Straton, who did not miss a beat in turning the statue to his own

purposes. Citing reports from the morning newspapers on the unveiling, the

media-savvy preacher described it as ‘‘a man emerging from a gorilla’’ that was

‘‘supposed to give an artistic expression of man’s alleged emergence from the

brute.’’ Observing that churches today needed statues of Christ and not ‘‘of

men coming out of gorillas,’’ he rebuked Potter for allowing The Chrysalis in his

church, calling it a ‘‘desecration of the sanctuary.’’ He also managed to turn

Akeley’s own words against him, recasting them as a critique of evolution itself:

I noticed that both Mr. Akeley and my opponent . . . said at the unveiling of

that statue that animals are not ‘‘bestial’’—that ‘‘only man is bestial,’’ etc.

What becomes, then, of the theory of evolution? We thought that we were

coming up all the while! We thought that ‘‘every day in every way we are

getting better and better!’’ But if men are more ‘‘bestial’’ than the animals

from which they are supposed to have come, then doesn’t that, in itself, prove

that we are a fallen race and that we need a divine Savior?∞∞∫

Finally there were the images of early man. As Constance Areson Clark has

shown, evolutionists of the 1920s were prolific in producing images—drawings,
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(from William Jennings Bryan’s Seven Questions in Dispute, 1924)
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dioramas, museum displays—that purported to show the linear nature of the

evolutionary process. Some of the most striking of these were the artistic repro-

ductions of skeletons and skulls that paleontologists and their artist allies used to

transform fragmentary fossil evidence into compelling depictions of the evolu-

tionary connection between anthropoid apes and humans.∞∞Ω To antievolution-

ists, these images were red flags, and they missed few opportunities to condemn

them as blatant misrepresentations. Straton initiated the most celebrated case

early in 1924, when he lashed out at the American Museum’s Hall of the Age of

Man for ‘‘misspending taxpayers’ money and poisoning the minds of school

children by false and bestial theories of evolution.’’∞≤≠ At issue was a set of

exhibits featuring skull reconstructions of various paleolithic hominids, along

with zoologist J. Howard McGregor’s full-scale sculptured busts of representa-

tives of each group.∞≤∞ Although the display was designed to show that an-

thropoids had evolved separately from any species of hominids, Straton was

convinced that the exhibit was nothing more than a transparent representation of

the direct descent of monkeys into humans. He described what he saw when he

visited the exhibit:

The scene was interesting. There was the first showcase in the hall—a sort of

synopsis of the whole theory. Down at one end of the line in that showcase

they have the skull of a little monkey no bigger than one’s fist. Next to it is the

skull of an orang-outang, and then a chimpanzee, and then an old male

gorilla, and then a young gorilla, and then the so-called ‘‘Java ape-man,’’ and

then a bronze model bust of that gentleman, and then the ‘‘Piltdown’’ skull,

and then the ‘‘Neanderthal’’ skull, and then the ‘‘Talgai’’ skull, and then the

‘‘Cro Magnon’’ skull, and at last the skull of a modern white man.∞≤≤

Recalling the scene in a sermon to his congregation, Straton told how groups of

schoolchildren passed through the exhibit, progressing steadily along the line

from monkeys to men, so that by the end they had reached the inescapable

conclusion that one gave rise to the other. In closing, he a≈rmed: ‘‘It is treason to

God Almighty and a libel against the human race to put into immature minds of

little children the degrading idea that we have come up from the beasts.’’∞≤≥

While museum o≈cials dismissed his views as ‘‘rhetoric and rubbish,’’ Stra-

ton insisted that his characterization of the exhibit was the correct one and

continued to press the point in articles and interviews.∞≤∂ His charges eventually

did their damage, as Osborn himself was forced to defend the exhibit and assure

taxpayers that it had been paid for with private contributions rather than public

money.∞≤∑ Yet at the end of the day, Straton was not completely victorious. When it

came to contesting images, antievolutionists could score points, but they usually
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proved unable to o√er much imagery of their own. When asked to suggest an

alternative to the Hall of Man, Straton proposed that the ‘‘gruesome old bones’’

be moved to the side and other showcases be placed opposite them, featuring,

among other icons, a display of Bibles, a diorama of the Pilgrims, and pictures of

presidents at prayer, with the center of the first case reserved for ‘‘an open Bible,

with a red line and a hand pointing (after the manner of the marking of the old

bones) to the first verse of Genesis: ‘In the beginning, God created the heavens and

the earth.’ ’’∞≤∏

Transformation
For alignment to be complete, movements must be able to convince potential

supporters to view the world in new and decidedly di√erent ways. Conditions that

were previously considered to be bothersome or troubling must come to be seen

as inexcusable and intolerable; problems that were perceived as small must be

recast as serious; situations that seemed inevitable must become capable of

correction and reform. Blame must be externalized, with responsibility placed on

outside enemies. Above all, any ambiguity or doubt must be banished, so that

choices are presented as clear and simple, allowing no room for compromise.∞≤π

Ironically, in the antievolution movement this process of transformation was

encouraged by the appearance of some fairly formidable enemies. Beginning in

1922, concerned scientists, liberal ministers, and academic leaders, realizing the

threat posed by antievolutionism, had begun to band together into a loosely

constructed countermovement. Taking the o√ensive—albeit belatedly—these in-

dividuals initiated an impressive campaign of public education, defending evolu-

tionary science from podiums and pulpits, firing o√ letters to the editors of

America’s newspapers, and meeting antievolutionists in debates in cities across

the country. Within a matter of months antievolution activists had started to

strike back, defining themselves (and their opponents) in starker and more

uncompromising terms than ever before. ‘‘We have a fight on our hands and I am

on the defensive,’’ Bryan told an audience at Nashville’s Ryman Auditorium in

January 1924, capturing the growing combativeness of the movement. ‘‘I have

been on the defensive all my life; but when I am defending a thing I do not wait

for the enemy to come and attack; when I find that there is to be an attack, I go

over and do the fighting on the enemy’s territory. . . . I shall not wait until he takes

o√ his mask and comes out into the open, I shall shell him in the woods and

make him come out.’’∞≤∫

In transforming the evolution frame into a clear-cut confrontation between

themselves and their enemies, antievolution activists started by singling out the

scientists. Throughout the early 1920s most antievolutionists continued to show
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support for science, at least as it was practiced according to Baconian and Chris-

tian principles. At the same time, however, they expressed a growing suspicion of

the scientific community, describing it as a collection of antidemocratic elitists

who were conspiring to bring American science into the Darwinist camp. As

proof, they pointed to the fact that growing numbers of scientists had become

actively involved with the evolution issue. From 1922 on, a steady stream of

science professionals were responding to antievolution attacks, challenging the

academic credentials of their critics and declaring their views to be, in the words

of one scholar, ‘‘ignorant and prejudiced.’’∞≤Ω In a 1923 speech, historian James

Harvey Robinson urged members of the aaas to respond to their antievolutionist

critics by devising an educational campaign that would bring the case for evolu-

tion before the American public.∞≥≠ Within a year, science professionals across

the country were answering Robinson’s call, working through the aaas and with

state scientific societies and advocacy groups like the newly organized Science

League of America to distribute information and lobby state and local o≈cials.∞≥∞

For Bryan, the emergence of this countermovement confirmed his fears that a

tiny elite—what he called a ‘‘scientific soviet’’—was now ‘‘attempting to dictate

what shall be taught in our schools and, in so doing, is attempting to mould [sic]

the religion of the nation.’’∞≥≤

Increasingly, Bryan portrayed the scientists in conspiratorial terms. Admit-

tedly, he seemed uncertain about the size of the conspiracy, estimating it at

anywhere from 11,000 (the membership of the aaas, ‘‘and they have no examina-

tion’’), to 5,500 (as listed in American Men of Science), to no more than 5,000 (as

reported to Bryan by a Professor Steinmetz when he ‘‘met him on the train

coming from the West’’).∞≥≥ Whatever the exact figure, the point was always the

same: that American science had been hijacked by a small elite of evolutionists

who were conspiring to control the curriculum of the public schools; unless

defeated, they posed a danger to American democracy itself. Writing in response

to the passage of a pro-evolution resolution at the aaas’s 1922 annual meeting,

Bryan complained that in the past ‘‘it has been di≈cult to convince the Christian

people that there is an organized e√ort to use the public schools for the over-

throw of the Bible.’’ He continued: ‘‘When the Bible was excluded from the

schools—as it has been in many states—it was done on the ground that even the

reading of it violated prohibition against the teaching of sectarianism. The public

did not know that one of the real forces back of the exclusion was the atheism

and agnosticism of those scientists who have substituted Darwinism for the

Mosaic account of creation.’’ Now, however, the passage of the aaas resolution

‘‘makes the issue plain, and the forty million Christians can now decide whether

a band of eleven thousand scientists can demand pay for undermining the Chris-
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tian religion in our schools.’’∞≥∂ In later speeches Bryan contrasted this small

group of scientists not only with all Christians, but also with all Americans. ‘‘I

don’t believe one in ten thousand should dictate to the rest of us,’’ he would tell a

Pennsylvania audience in 1925. ‘‘Can a handful of scientists rob your children of

religion and turn them out atheists? We’ll find 109,000,000 Americans on the

other side. For the first time in my life I’m on the side of the majority.’’∞≥∑

At about the same time, antievolutionists were accusing modernist ministers

of conspiring with the advocates of evolution. For their part, at least some mod-

ernists gave every reason to believe that they had indeed gone over to the evo-

lutionist camp. As early as 1920, Lloyd C. Douglas, writing in Christian Cen-

tury magazine, the voice of American religious modernism, warned readers of

Bryan’s coming antievolution crusade, which he characterized as both ignorant

and immoral.∞≥∏ In 1922, responding to an article by Bryan in the New York Times,

Harry Emerson Fosdick took him to task for his ‘‘sincere but appalling obscuran-

tism’’; by associating Christianity with outmoded scientific opinions, Bryan was

driving people, particularly young people, away from the church.∞≥π By 1925

Charles Francis Potter was calling from the pulpit for the creation of an alliance

of evolutionists from both science and religion, with the forces of liberalism

moving together as one. (Thinking in tactical terms, Potter suggested they under-

take a campaign of public education in which modernists ‘‘take ten of the hun-

dred reasons for doubting the Bible’s literal truth and drop them from airplanes

if necessary on centres in the South and West and in some parts of New York

City.’’)∞≥∫ Although some modernists were ambivalent about the contest over

evolution and many sought to avoid the issue altogether, antievolutionists por-

trayed all of them as card-carrying evolutionists. ‘‘When a modernist attacks the

deity of Christ,’’ Bryan wrote in his Seven Questions in Dispute, a 1924 collection of

essays, ‘‘it is because the evolutionary hypothesis has no place for a Son of God.’’

He explained: ‘‘Why is the Virgin Birth disputed? Because it is miraculous and

involves the supernatural; it is, therefore, in conflict with the evolutionary hy-

pothesis. On what ground do the modernists reject blood atonement? Because

there is no place in the evolutionary hypothesis for the fall of man. . . . The bodily

resurrection of Christ is denied by modernists because, if admitted, it would

make a break in the slow and continuous development which the evolutionary

hypothesis assumes.’’∞≥Ω

More important, by equating modernism and evolutionism, opponents could

distinguish both from what they considered to be Christian orthodoxy. In his

1924 address at Nashville, Bryan made a sharp distinction between (evolutionary)

modernism and (nonevolutionary) orthodoxy. Though well aware that millions

of Christians believed in some form of evolution, he insisted on associating the
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idea with only a tiny minority of modernists. By the same logic, he contended that

almost all Christians—what he called ‘‘the majority of the Christian church’’—

opposed evolutionary theory in any form. Bryan made it clear that he was speak-

ing for this Christian majority, joking that he had ‘‘a bigger majority on my side

on religion than I ever had in politics on any question.’’ As for modernists, he

maintained that they did not ‘‘have courage enough to come out and tell the

people what they do believe, and let the people make their choice between the two

kinds of religion.’’ The Nashville speech, delivered in what many considered to

be the home of southern religious modernism, sounded for all practical purposes

like a declaration of war. In it, Bryan threw down the gauntlet, announcing that

the time had come ‘‘to take the mask o√,’’ to reveal the modernists for what they

really were—evolutionist enemies of true Christian faith—and to e√ectively expel

them from the church. ‘‘There can be no unity and harmony,’’ he concluded

unequivocally, ‘‘between those who discard Christ and those who worship Him

as their crucified and risen Lord.’’∞∂≠ Put simply, by 1924 Bryan was defining the

antievolution campaign as a religious crusade. ‘‘It is time,’’ he wrote in Seven

Questions, ‘‘for the spiritual forces of the nation and the world to unite in oppos-

ing the teaching of evolution as a fact.’’∞∂∞

Meanwhile, the campaign was becoming increasingly anti-intellectual. Al-

though some of this hostility was apparent from the start, especially in the

rhetoric of the revival preachers, antievolutionism did not begin as an assault on

the educated. Bryan for one, while not above an occasional snide remark about

‘‘Harvard boys’’ or Chicago professors, was committed to the cause of higher

education, and he avoided crude critiques of it. Over the course of the early

twenties, however, antievolutionists waged a concerted campaign against what

they saw as America’s educational elite. To some extent the educators had been

asking for it. In the wake of antievolution agitation in Kentucky in 1922, leaders

of the National Education Association denounced Bryan for attempting to turn

the clock back to the Dark Ages, implying that antievolutionists believed the earth

was flat and the sun moved around it.∞∂≤ The following year, when Bryan took his

campaign against evolution to Dartmouth College, faculty members described

his performance in terms that ranged from ill-informed to pathetic. Malcolm

Willey and Stuart Rice of the sociology department, who administered a ques-

tionnaire to members of the audience afterward, pronounced Bryan’s speech a

failure, predicting that the antievolution campaign would have the e√ect of influ-

encing all Americans—first the educated classes and then the general public—to

favor evolutionary theory.∞∂≥ Often the attacks on antievolutionists were personal,

and Bryan took the brunt of them, as when renowned botanist Luther Burbank

told a California audience that he had noticed that his old friend’s skull displayed
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striking similarities to that of Neanderthal Man.∞∂∂ Bryan bristled at the criticism,

calling attention to his own academic credentials—which consisted primarily of

seven honorary doctoral degrees—and threatening (‘‘if these fellows do not quit

calling me an ignoramus’’) to print business cards with all of his degrees, run-

ning the letters up and down the card, ‘‘and then I will challenge any son of an

ape to match cards with me.’’∞∂∑ Insults aside, Bryan crafted a case against his

academic enemies on democratic grounds:

If one must be educated to understand evolution, I am qualified, but it is not

necessary that one shall graduate from college. Do you know that only about

one in fifty of our boys and girls ever go to college or universities? Do you

know that only about one in ten, taking the country over, goes to a high

school? Do you mean to say, that nobody can understand where he came from

unless he goes to college and gets a degree somewhere and calls himself a

doctor of something? No, my friends, God was not so unkind to us as that.∞∂∏

By arguing in such sweeping terms, Bryan found himself at odds not only with

intellectuals, but also with intellectualism. Indeed, by 1924 he was describing

education and faith as mutually exclusive, and he was making it clear that in

choosing between them, education was less important than faith. Thus he con-

cluded his speech at Nashville by distinctly separating the two. ‘‘There is not a

Christian father and mother,’’ he assured his audience, ‘‘who would not rather

that the child should be without education than to come back with its faith

destroyed.’’∞∂π It did not take long for the antievolution preachers to pick up the

theme. ‘‘I would rather my boy would be in heaven without knowing one thing

about bugs, lizards, apes or chimpanzees,’’ Norris confided to his congregation,

‘‘than to be in hell with a basket full of degrees and a post-graduate in the

sciences on earth.’’∞∂∫ For many in the movement, such sentiments tapped some

deeply anti-intellectual roots. As one Texas fundamentalist boasted proudly, ‘‘We

don’t know anything about evolution and cherish no hope of ever learning any-

thing about it.’’∞∂Ω

Before long, antievolutionists were extending their list of enemies to include

political progressives as well. The movement had not begun with this in mind; in

its earliest phase even fundamentalism had exhibited a strong commitment to

social reform. Moreover, with the arrival of Bryan, whose credentials as a political

reformer were unassailable, antievolutionism had become associated, albeit awk-

wardly, with his brand of progressive reformism. Yet over time it took on an

increasingly reactionary tone. By 1924 Norris was regularly attacking Roman

Catholics from the pulpit, declaring that Catholics were not real Americans.∞∑≠

The peripatetic Mordecai Ham was using his tent meetings to deliver anti-Semitic
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diatribes; his invectives reached a peak in 1924, when he accused Jewish phi-

lanthropist Julius Rosenwald of profiting from criminal activities including pros-

titution and white slavery.∞∑∞ At the Democratic National Convention that year,

Bryan refused to condemn the Ku Klux Klan and successfully fought to block the

presidential nomination of Catholic Al Smith.∞∑≤ While still calling himself a

progressive, averred a New York Times editorial, America’s greatest democrat had

become ‘‘an irredeemable obscurantist and reactionary.’’∞∑≥ Contending that lib-

eralism was the first step on the road to communism, a rising chorus of anti-

evolutionists attacked progressives wherever they found them. Even more, they

began to criticize the concept of progress itself. Thus by 1925 Bryan was making

the argument, based on his recent reading of Edwin E. Slosson’s Creative Chemis-

try, that there was no progressive force in the world, and that ‘‘the only active

force discovered on this planet . . . is deterioration, decay, death.’’∞∑∂ He was not

alone. In the minds of many antievolutionists, evolution had become synony-

mous with progress, and progress had come to be equated with all kinds of evil.

‘‘Man in his natural state,’’ concluded the scholarly James Gray in a pamphlet

called Why a Christian Cannot Be an Evolutionist, ‘‘does not represent an ascent but a

descent . . . he is not an evolution but a devolution.’’∞∑∑

Throughout the early 1920s, antievolution advocates had used the emerging

debate over evolution to turn their fledgling movement into a broad-based popu-

lar protest. In aligning their antievolution frame—bridging, amplifying, extend-

ing, and transforming their opposition to evolution—they had been able to build

coalitions, motivate followers, influence public opinion, and win over a growing

number of supporters. What they had been unable to do was stop the spread of

evolutionary theory. For this, they would have to enter the realm of public policy,

crafting statutes to outlaw the teaching of evolution and persuading legislators to

pass them. It was time to move from making speeches to making laws.



5 : Opportunities
storming the state legislatures

Nicholas Murray Butler saw no need for concern. Alerted by the University of

Kentucky’s Frank McVey, who wrote in early 1922 to warn him that antievolution-

ists were moving their campaign against the colleges into the state legislatures,

Columbia’s patrician president advised against overreaction. The antievolution

craze, he replied confidently, ‘‘will disappear within a few months. It is just one

more of those waves of ignorance and fanaticism that sweep from time to time

over the American people in whole or in part, apparently to remind us how far

from being civilized we still are.’’∞

Butler would soon eat his words. Throughout the mid-1920s an army of

antievolution activists, lobbying lawmakers inside statehouses and bringing pub-

lic pressure to bear on them from without, set o√ firestorms leading to the

introduction of no fewer than forty-five antievolution bills in twenty-one states.

Although e√orts were made in every part of the country, they were most success-

ful in the South, where the issue was fought and refought in every state legisla-

ture except Virginia’s. In five southern states—Oklahoma, Florida, Tennessee,

Mississippi, and Arkansas—antievolution bills would become law. In several

more, they would be turned back by as little as a single vote, while in others they

were defeated decisively.≤ In all of these states national personalities and organi-

zations were present: William Jennings Bryan made frequent forays across the

South to lobby old legislative friends and stir up popular support; J. W. Porter and

T. T. Martin, working through the Anti-Evolution League, provided field orga-

nizers; popular revivalists like Billy Sunday, ‘‘Cyclone Mack’’ McLendon, and

Mordecai Ham told raucous revival meetings that legislators had a Christian duty

to end the evils of evolution. On the whole, however, the antievolution campaigns

were home grown, consisting primarily of local preachers leading small but

dedicated groups of grassroots activists. Statewide newspapers played a part,

even when they themselves opposed antievolutionism, because they provided the

activists with publicity and access to broader public audiences through op-ed



116 : s t o r m i n g  t h e  s tat e  l e g i s l at u r e s

columns and letters to the editor. In most cases, opponents of the antievolution

campaigns organized as well, usually with some of the state’s most respected

educators in the forefront. Statehouses across the country saw scenes of legisla-

tive maneuvering, occasionally including dramatic debates, but more often con-

sisting of backstage brokering by powerful local politicians. In the end, every

state was di√erent: in some, windows of opportunity opened that allowed anti-

evolutionists to carry the day easily, while in others the windows stayed closed or

shut so fast that their campaigns never really got o√ the ground.

In seeking to understand why social movements succeed or fail, investigators

have shown increasing interest in the role of political opportunities. Over the last

several decades, a growing body of American and European scholars—Peter K.

Eisinger, William Gamson, Bert Klandermans, Hanspeter Kriesi, Doug McAdam,

David S. Meyer, Dieter Rucht, Sidney Tarrow, Charles Tilly, and others—have

argued that political systems contain ‘‘opportunity structures,’’ complex configu-

rations of institutions, ideologies, and elite interactions that provide openings

that citizens and groups can use to exercise power and bring about reform.

Although these structures may di√er substantially from one situation to another,

they have been found to be common components in a wide variety of contempo-

rary social movements.≥ Indeed, Tarrow has lamented that the concept of political

opportunity has been applied so broadly that it has become almost incoherent,

‘‘less a variable,’’ as he described it, ‘‘than a cluster of variables.’’∂ In his Power in

Movement, he sought to clarify the concept by delineating four dimensions: (1) ac-

cess, the openness or closure of the institutionalized political system, (2) align-

ments, the stability or instability of elite interactions, (3) availability of allies, the

presence or absence of elite allies, and (4) cleavages or divisions among elites, par-

ticularly those that a√ect the ability of the state to encourage or repress a political

movement.∑ The assumption is that protesters will find favorable opportunities

for their movements when institutional access opens, when alignments shift,

when allies become available, and when conflicts emerge among elites. But as

Tarrow pointed out, there is no reason to assume that these changes will take

place together, since the di√erent dimensions are independent and since win-

dows of opportunity can close as fast as they can open. Thus opportunity struc-

tures will be diverse, demonstrating a variety of configurations (open and closed;

stable and unstable; presence or absence of elites; divisions or nondivisions), and

they will be dynamic in that these configurations will change over time. By

understanding how the configurations change, scholars can better comprehend

why movements sometimes succeed and why they so often fail.∏

The antievolution campaigns that were endemic in the South of the 1920s

o√er a chance to study the structure of political opportunities in this more
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systematic way. For decades scholars have been describing the debates over the

teaching of evolution that took place in the state legislatures of the time. On the

whole, they have proceeded state by state, narrating a diverse set of stories, each

with its own cast of characters, its own dramatic moments, its own idiosyncratic

outcomes.π Many have concentrated on a single state. The best of these studies,

like Willard Gatewood’s Preachers, Pedagogues and Politicians, an analysis of the

evolution struggles in North Carolina, are impressive works that provide a rich

reservoir of historical detail.∫ Yet as a rule students of the antievolution cam-

paigns have failed to consider the commonalities between these separate state

stories, let alone make systematic or theoretical comparisons between them. In

every state, activists faced a similar set of tasks: gaining access to the levers of

power, taking advantage of existing political alignments while also attempting to

build new ones, courting politically influential allies, and negotiating their way

through the divisions among elites, especially those public o≈cials who could

either crush their cause or enlist the power of the state on their side. The question

is how they managed to use the opportunities available to them and why some

were so successful while others failed so miserably.

Access
From Tocqueville on, social theorists have argued that access to power is the

first important incentive in inspiring any collective action. Movements tend to

arise when access appears to be expanding, as emerging opportunities to influ-

ence existing institutions open up political systems to protest and reform. Thus

for Tocqueville, aristocratic agitation against the French monarchy led to the

opening of opportunities for political participation by the French Third Estate,

eventually undermining the Old Regime. More recently, studies of democratizing

states show that when citizens perceive even small possibilities for participation

(as when authoritarian regimes begin to allow access to previously restricted

sources of communication and information), they take advantage of them and

demand more. In general, the assumption is that the best moment for move-

ments to emerge is when expectations are rising and access has just begun

to open.Ω

In the United States the early 1920s was such a time. At the end of World War I,

inspired by isolationism and what they saw as the increasing influence of radical

and socialist ideologies, conservative reformers had begun to search for ways to

reassert patriotic and traditional values. In the public schools they found an

abundance of openings, as expanding enrollment (attendance at public high

schools almost doubled over the course of the decade) and growing state spend-

ing (expenditures for education more than doubled over the same period) pro-
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vided new opportunities to exert control over public education.∞≠ As early as 1919,

several states had passed laws to restrict the use of foreign languages in class-

rooms. In 1921, under the so-called Lusk laws, the state of New York required all

public schoolteachers to receive a certificate from the commissioner of education

stating that they had never advocated a form of government other than that of the

United States. Other states moved to provide more religious instruction in their

schools; by 1923 one survey found that daily Bible reading had been required by

law in six states and permitted in thirty-two others. In most places such reforms

were overwhelmingly popular, and educators, teacher’s unions, and civil liber-

tarians o√ered little or no resistance to them. It was in this context that anti-

evolutionism arrived on the political scene as one of several similar conservative

causes that Roger Baldwin of the American Civil Liberties Union (aclu) charac-

terized as ‘‘the drive to keep the schools safe for conservatism.’’∞∞

The South was particularly receptive to such campaigns. With its deep rural

roots and broad cultural commitment to religious and political orthodoxy, the re-

gion was historically predisposed to provide strong support for conservative and

conformist causes ranging from Prohibition and Sabbatarianism to racial segre-

gation and opposition to Roman Catholicism, immigration, and labor unions.

But the South of the 1920s was in transition, moving from agrarianism to indus-

try and from reactionary to moderately progressive politics. Much of the conser-

vative moral reform of the time was a by-product of this process. In many south-

ern states, populist and progressive governors like Jack C. Walton in Oklahoma,

Cameron Morrison in North Carolina, and Austin Peay in Tennessee rose to

power on platforms that promised administrative and tax reforms, expanded

state highway systems, and support for education and more extensive social

services.∞≤ State governments were for the first time beginning to invest in the

region’s poorly funded schools, and increased spending brought centralization

and control to an educational system previously presided over by local school

boards. With centralization came state standards, including compulsory educa-

tion laws, standardized courses of study, and uniform pay scales for teachers,

along with statewide administrative bodies and commissions to create curricula,

set requirements for teacher training, and select textbooks. At the same time, the

growing role of the state in the schools allowed access that had never before

existed, opening new opportunities to insert patriotism and piety into the class-

room. Thus as school reform brought evolutionary theory to the South, it also

introduced the issue into its state legislatures, where members such as Tennessee

farmer-legislator John Washington Butler would submit a steady stream of anti-

evolution measures. ‘‘Ironically,’’ explained Jeanette Keith in her Country People in

the New South, ‘‘by creating a state system of education, reformers made it pos-
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sible for people like Butler to influence education throughout the state and even

the nation.’’∞≥

Yet for antievolutionists in the South, access to the levers of power was by no

means assured. The 1920s has been called the ‘‘classic period’’ of southern

politics, an era of one-party dominance in which a far-flung county seat gov-

erning class was gradually making room for new business and professional

groups.∞∂ Political participation was strictly limited through poll taxes and liter-

acy tests, and southern elections consistently showed low voter turnouts, with

scarcely more than one-fifth of adult southerners voting in either Democratic

primaries or general elections, even after the enfranchisement of women.∞∑ In

this closed and largely localized system, politics consisted of a confused multi-

factionalism in which party organizations were weak, factions tended to be loose

and short-lived, and candidates ran campaigns on the basis of personality rather

than issues or ideology—an arrangement that was ripe for all kinds of corrup-

tion.∞∏ Alignment of the electorate behind a prominent political family or a

charismatic candidate sometimes provided an element of stability and structure,

as in Texas, where either James E. Ferguson or his wife Miriam ‘‘Ma’’ Ferguson

ran in every statewide election between 1914 and 1934. In general, however,

though the system created some colorful characters, it produced little continuity

or predictability. The institutions of government were ine√ective: governors held

o≈ce for two-year terms and in most states were prevented by law from succeed-

ing themselves; citizen legislatures met in short biennial sessions, usually in the

first few months of odd-numbered years; administrative agencies were under-

sta√ed and frequently riddled with patronage. As a result, access was easy but

evanescent, opportunities seemed to open and close rapidly, and influence was

inconsistent, with the ability to carry out reform being limited by the transient

and unpredictable character of a politics that was, in Dewey Grantham’s words,

‘‘essentially amorphous.’’∞π

In Oklahoma access seemed especially easy. It was there in 1923 that anti-

evolutionists scored their first statewide success, appending legislation outlaw-

ing the treatment of evolution in state schoolbooks to a popular free textbook

law. In the spring of 1922, activists in the state’s Baptist associations had begun

to agitate, sparking a series of resolutions condemning the teaching of evolution

and warning that Darwinian textbooks were making their way into the public

schools.∞∫ Textbooks were much on the minds of Oklahomans: for years, re-

formers had been advocating free books for schoolchildren, and new governor

John C. Walton had called on the legislature to pass such a measure in its 1923

session. Thus when the bill was introduced early in the session, legislators

sympathetic to the antievolution cause saw it as an opportunity to tap the strong
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support for free textbooks that existed in both parties and in the public at large.

Seizing their chance, they presented an anti-Darwin amendment to the bill,

apparently without warning, and called for an immediate vote. With the house

sitting as a Committee of the Whole, a sympathetic chairman submitted the

proposal at once, ignoring opponents who were clamoring to be recognized, and

the amendment passed narrowly. When house majority leader Joseph P. Rossiter

called for reconsideration, his argument for delay was met with howls of dis-

approval. ‘‘If you want to be a monkey, go out and be a monkey,’’ shouted

Representative J. L. Watson, ‘‘but I am for this amendment and will strike this

infernal thing while I can!’’ What followed, according to news reports, was a

‘‘near riot,’’ complete with threats of physical violence. (‘‘If he wants to get

personal,’’ spouted one lawmaker, pointing at another, ‘‘let me take him! I’d like

to do it.’’) Apparently surprised by the intensity aroused by the issue, and at-

tempting to avoid any more fights on the floor, Rossiter withdrew his motion to

reconsider and the amended bill passed by a vote of 87 to 2. ‘‘I am not against

religion,’’ the house leader explained lamely in withdrawing his motion. ‘‘I be-

lieve in the holy Bible!’’∞Ω

In the state senate, where the bill went next, antievolutionists found the going

even easier. Few Oklahomans could be found who took the evolution issue very

seriously, at least at that time. While school administrators condemned the anti-

evolution amendment, many citizens considered it to be an insignificant issue,

far less important than the promise of free textbooks. Even some fundamental-

ists believed that the amendment was unnecessary. Thus when the textbook bill

was introduced in the senate, it attracted little attention. Only two opponents

spoke strongly against the measure, one of whom declared it ‘‘a throw-back to

the middle ages.’’ In response, its advocates alluded vaguely to widespread public

support, with one senator assuring his colleagues that ‘‘practically all of the

church members of this state are opposing the teachings of Darwinism and

evolution in the public schools.’’≤≠ For most members, any concerns about evolu-

tion seemed to be eclipsed by more pressing political matters, primarily the

question of whether the state could actually a√ord to distribute free textbooks to

high schools as well as elementary schools. When one senator attempted to add

another amendment barring evolutionary theory not only from textbooks but also

from being taught in the public schools altogether, it was quickly tabled.≤∞ Ap-

proved on a voice vote, the bill went at once to Governor Walton, who signed it

reluctantly into law. Although the populist chief executive believed the antievolu-

tion amendment to be the work of his enemies in the Ku Klux Klan, he supported

the free textbook bill strongly enough to accept the bad with the good.≤≤ By the

fall, free but censored textbooks were being distributed, and the State Textbook
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Commission was scrutinizing texts to ensure that ‘‘nothing hinting at the Dar-

winian theory had been slipped into the wording’’ of any of Oklahoma’s state-

purchased schoolbooks.≤≥

Yet while access came easily in Oklahoma, it carried certain costs, as anti-

evolutionists found it di≈cult to achieve consistent or sustained support for their

e√orts. In linking the issue of evolution with the free textbook bill, they were in

some ways forced to take half a loaf, for attempts to bar the teaching of evolution

were passed over in favor of the less ambitious but more expedient approach

of outlawing it only in state schoolbooks. Moreover, since the legislation was

limited to grades one through eight and Darwinism almost never appeared in ele-

mentary school science books, it had little if any e√ect on actual classroom teach-

ing.≤∂ When the erratic and increasingly unpopular Walton was subsequently

impeached and removed from o≈ce, the free textbook cause lost its most ardent

advocate. The books proved to be enormously expensive to purchase, popular

opinion turned against the program, and the bill was repealed.≤∑ No additional

antievolution legislation would ever make its way successfully through the legis-

lature. Nevertheless, for antievolutionists Oklahoma was their first success, and

Bryan set to work to build a bandwagon on it. ‘‘The State of Oklahoma has

recently passed a law eliminating Darwinism from the text books of the public

schools of the state,’’ he wrote to New York’s Mayor John F. Hylan, celebrating its

passage even before he had read any of the provisions. ‘‘The question is up to

other states and I beg to bring it to your attention for such action as you may

deem proper to take.’’≤∏

Alignments
Opportunities tend to open when alignments are changing. Especially at times

of electoral instability, when political fortunes seem unpredictable, new coali-

tions are created as activists attempt to exercise marginal power and authorities

try to shore up their standing by seeking public support. In their Poor People’s

Movements, Frances Fox Piven and Richard Cloward showed how the shifting

electoral strength of twentieth-century American political parties encouraged

workers, African Americans, and others to organize e√orts to exercise political

power by developing alliances of labor and civil rights groups. More recent

studies demonstrate that even in authoritarian political systems, instability tends

to inspire the formation of new coalitions and sometimes opens the system to

popular protest such as urban insurrections or peasant uprisings.≤π

In the South of the 1920s, political systems were surprisingly unstable, as well

as unusually open to the creation of such coalitions. In several states, including

Oklahoma, Kentucky, North Carolina, and Tennessee, the post-Reconstruction
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party system, dominated by the Democratic Party, was under assault by an insur-

gent Republicanism. Even in states where Democrats remained solidly in control,

such as Texas, competition within the party was increasing, with candidates

proliferating in the all-important party primaries and long-standing alliances

being replaced by shifting coalitions. More often than not, the result was even

more instability, as seen in growing factionalism and high turnover in the legisla-

tures. With parties so weak, politicians sought to build coalitions outside con-

ventional party channels, seeking the support of newspaper editors, local busi-

ness and civic clubs, and churches. In constructing these coalitions, they often

turned to moral issues, campaigning on antivice or Prohibition platforms and

aligning themselves with groups advocating such measures. What followed was

a politics that seemed particularly welcoming to conservative moral campaigns,

what Grantham has called ‘‘the politics of morality.’’≤∫

In the Bible Belt South, churches emerged as powerful contributors to these

new coalitions. Whereas parties concentrated on biennial election campaigns,

denominational bodies and sometimes even local congregations exerted greater

influence between elections, mobilizing their members to lobby legislatures dur-

ing their brief every-other-year sessions and sustaining support for moral reform

in the o√ years. The South was dominated by several large denominations—the

Southern Presbyterian General Assembly, the Southern Baptist Convention, and

the Southern Methodist General Conference—and these regional bodies played a

significant political role by providing forums and foot soldiers for conservative

reform causes.≤Ω By and large, however, mobilization took place within the states,

where state synods and local church alliances were especially active. In Okla-

homa, for example, it was the State Association of Missionary Baptist Churches

that had set the stage for antievolution debates there by adopting a convention

report stating that the public schools were ‘‘infested’’ with ‘‘false science.’’≥≠ The

agitation in West Virginia was sparked by the state Conference of the United

Brethren in Christ, an evangelical group, that resolved to support only candidates

who openly pledged to defeat Darwinism.≥∞ The Minnesota antievolution cam-

paign, which began a little later, was initiated by a statewide convention of pas-

tors representing several denominations.≥≤ Churches and other religious bodies

played similar roles in other states, producing a plethora of declarations, reports,

resolutions, and memorials denouncing the teaching of evolution. Always atten-

tive to churchgoing voters, shrewd politicians made regular rounds of Sunday

morning services and Wednesday evening suppers, while also making them-

selves available to speak at congregational events. Some, like North Carolina’s

Governor Morrison, a leader in the Presbyterian Church, had no compunction

about using the pulpit as a political platform. Thus he seized the occasion of his
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denomination’s 1924 General Assembly to voice his opposition to evolution,

declaring that ‘‘so-called scientists’’ had no right to ‘‘unsettle the minds of the

youth’’ by making ‘‘a monkey out of Adam.’’≥≥

Among the most active members of the coalitions were the revivalists. Inde-

pendent and self-supporting, these Christian celebrities appeared in large num-

bers at this time, traveling from town to town along what came to be called the

‘‘sawdust trail.’’ (A contemporary observer wrote that southern revivalists were

‘‘as thick and as thorough as crows in a Middle Tennessee cornfield.’’)≥∂ Bringing

together believers from di√erent churches and denominations, popular figures

like Billy Sunday, Cyclone Mack McLendon, and Mordecai Ham attracted devoted

followings with their soul-winning sermons, rousing hymn singing, and some-

times outrageous platform antics. Sunday was the most famous; in the 1920s the

former professional baseball player took his traveling tabernacles into south-

ern cities, where his crusades regularly drew audiences in the tens of thousands

to listen to his spirited calls for moral revival and his animated attacks on an

ever-changing set of enemies that included bolsheviks, Catholics, union mem-

bers, and evolutionists.≥∑ McLendon, known as ‘‘Cyclone Mack’’ for his sweat-

soaked gyrations onstage, concentrated more on the smaller cities and towns,

where he pleased provincial audiences with the homey sayings he called ‘‘Mack-

o-grams.’’≥∏ But the most successful, at least as far as antievolutionists were

concerned, was Ham, whose revival sermons were by the mid-1920s concentrat-

ing more and more on the evils of evolution. Among his many admirers was

Governor Morrison, who regularly attended his services and invited him to hold

prayer meetings in the Executive Mansion in Raleigh.≥π Inspired by Ham’s denun-

ciations of evolution, Morrison became an early champion of the antievolution

cause, directing the State Board of Education in early 1924 to reject two biol-

ogy textbooks that contradicted the Genesis account of creation.≥∫ Ham in turn

praised Morrison’s action as ‘‘the greatest act that any Governor of any State ever

did and one for which he will be remembered long after he is dead.’’≥Ω

In border state Kentucky, where the Democratic Party was deeply divided be-

tween reformers and conservatives, and where Republicans were strong enough

to occasionally win statewide elections, the political system seemed especially

porous, o√ering opportunities for outsiders to play a role in politics. The state

was a Baptist stronghold, and among Kentucky Baptists fundamentalists were

unusually well entrenched. Antievolution agitation had come early to Kentucky,

due largely to the e√orts of John W. Porter, the well-known pastor of the First

Baptist Church of Lexington and sometime editor of the widely read Baptist

periodical The Western Recorder. As early as 1921, Porter had invited William Bell

Riley to the state, where he addressed no fewer than twenty-two meetings on



A street corner evangelist, thought to be T. T. Martin at Dayton, Tennessee, 1925

(Courtesy Bryan College)



s t o r m i n g  t h e  s tat e  l e g i s l at u r e s : 125

the growing presence of evolution in the schools.∂≠ At the same time, working

through the Baptist State Board of Missions, Porter had begun a public campaign

against the teaching of evolution that soon attracted the attention of state legisla-

tors.∂∞ As bills began to make their way through both the senate and the house,

William Jennings Bryan arrived in January 1922 to speak to large crowds in cities

across central Kentucky, culminating in an address to a joint session of the

legislature.∂≤ Activists at the local level took it from there; they were led by retired

army o≈cer Noel Gaines, of Frankfort, who showered the state with a steady

stream of press releases attacking the University of Kentucky for harboring evo-

lutionary teachers and textbooks. Writing as ‘‘a citizen and taxpayer,’’ and using

the American flag logo of his ‘‘Our Flag On Every Home’’ campaign, Gaines

demonstrated the ability of a determined grassroots activist with a mimeograph

machine to bring an issue to the general public.∂≥ Indeed, when the Kentucky

House of Representatives took up debate on an antievolution statute in March

1922, Gaines appeared in person, invited by the bill’s sponsor to address the

house from its podium. As described in news reports, he proceeded to deliver a

fiery denunciation of evolution in which he ‘‘ran up and down behind the clerk’s

desk scattering [zoology textbooks] about,’’ drawing applause and cheers from

lawmakers and spectators ‘‘as he waved his arms in emphatic gestures. Finally he

threw one of the text books to the floor and trampled it under foot.’’∂∂

With the legislature divided, opponents were able to take advantage of open-

ing opportunities as well. As several antievolution bills made their way through

the hearing process, skeptical legislators seemed to retreat, leaving it to others on

the outside to speak out against the proposals. The state’s largest newspapers, at

first inclined to dismiss the campaign as unworthy of comment, soon realized

the seriousness of the situation and began to publish critical editorials. (Notable

among them was one in the Lexington Herald, entitled ‘‘Women and Evolution,’’

which called on women to recognize antievolutionism as an antidemocratic and

antiprogressive force that consigned women to the second-class status of having

been created ‘‘out of Adam’s rib.’’)∂∑ The annual council of the Episcopal Diocese

of Kentucky weighed in with a strong resolution condemning e√orts to restrict

the teaching of evolution, insisting that the theory was not synonymous with

atheism or agnosticism and reminding legislators that the choice of curricula

and textbooks should be ‘‘left for those chosen and fitted for this purpose,

namely, our educators themselves.’’∂∏ But the leading force in organizing the

opposition was Frank McVey, who in late January 1922 became alarmed enough

to fire o√ a barrage of telegrams to some fifty scientists, educators, and university

presidents from across the country, alerting them to the situation and asking for

their support.∂π Within days, they responded, as McVey began to receive notes
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and telegrams from scholars like Harvard’s Charles W. Eliot, Yale’s James R.

Angell, and Columbia’s Nicholas Murray Butler, as well as from representatives

of the American Association of University Professors (aaup), the Association

of American Colleges, and the Federal Council of Churches. Admittedly, some

found it impossible to take the threat seriously. Among the college presidents in

particular, Butler was not alone in considering it a passing phase. ‘‘I remain of

the opinion,’’ wrote the eighty-eight-year-old Eliot, who at the time was univer-

sally considered to be the dean of American education, ‘‘that the best way to

oppose such absurd legislation is to make fun of it.’’∂∫ Even so, strong statements

from prominent figures poured in, and McVey quickly released them to the press.

‘‘Such an act,’’ telegraphed the venerable Lyman Abbott, one of several church

leaders who responded, ‘‘would be fatal to the best interests of pupils in any

school on which it could be enforced.’’∂Ω

Meanwhile, a shrewd and serious McVey was mobilizing his own supporters

within the state. For the next month he cleared his calendar and devoted his

energies to defeating the pending antievolution statutes. Working both behind

the scenes and through public pronouncements, he contacted sympathetic legis-

lators, sent letters to alumni asking them to rally behind the university, and re-

leased a statement calling upon the people of Kentucky to stand up against this

‘‘attack upon the public schools of the state.’’∑≠ Even more important, McVey ral-

lied church leaders. His most significant support came from E. Y. Mullins, presi-

dent of the Southern Baptist Convention and perhaps the best-known Southern

Baptist of his day. Conservative in doctrine but committed to the principle of

separation of church and state, Mullins was determined to steer a middle course.

E√ectively forging an alliance with McVey and E. L. Powell, the respected pastor

of Louisville’s First Christian Church, Mullins proceeded to suggest a substitute

proposal allowing the teaching of evolution but preventing teachers from seeking

to destroy the religious views of their students. O√ered as a bill in the state

senate, the proposal seemed to confuse and divide the legislators, splitting anti-

evolution supporters and slowing the progress of their e√orts.∑∞ With Mullins at

his side to divide Baptist opinion and deflect direct attacks from the fundamen-

talists, McVey survived the storm: the senate antievolution bill died in committee

and the house bill was defeated by the narrowest of votes, 42 to 41. (Writing

afterward to the ‘‘University men’’ in the legislature, a relieved McVey expressed

his thanks for their support, confiding that if they ‘‘had not put your whole souls

in the matter, the result would have been entirely di√erent.’’)∑≤ As for the anti-

evolutionists, they appeared to take the loss in stride. Alerted to the Kentucky

defeat, Bryan at once declared it a moral victory, assuring J. W. Porter that the
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closeness of the vote made it even more certain that the movement would soon

sweep the country and ‘‘drive Darwinism from our schools.’’∑≥

Allies
Allies are an essential ingredient in establishing opportunities. Whether act-

ing as friends, as mediators, or as protectors, allies provide the contacts and

channels that connect movements to institutions, introducing activists and their

issues to policy makers. For example, Sidney Tarrow suggests that the success of

the United Farm Workers of the 1960s was made possible by allies that included

liberal consumers, organized labor, and sympathetic administrators in the U.S.

Department of Agriculture. In closed regimes allies become even more critical, as

when the Catholic Church in Eastern Europe acted to protect activists during the

protest movements of the 1980s. Although allies are always important, the more

a movement is made up of outsiders, the more crucial it becomes to gain the

support of those who have influence on the inside.∑∂

In William Jennings Bryan, the antievolution crusade found the perfect ally, a

crusader who shared their commitment but who also knew intimately the inner

workings of American politics. For forty years, Bryan had been the nation’s best-

known Democrat. Over the course of his career he had traveled tens of thousands

of miles and established connections with party activists and leaders in every part

of the country. In the South, where his wing of the party was especially strong, he

was revered, warmly welcomed by old comrades from earlier days as well as by

young reformers who considered him to be a symbol of the party’s populist past.

Far from an anachronism, however, Bryan remained a forceful political figure,

committed to using his extensive personal ties and still potent political skills to

enact antievolution legislation. His mission, he told a friend in 1921, was ‘‘to deal

with the questions which seem solvable in the immediate future or at least in my

life time.’’∑∑

For the antievolution campaign, Bryan was indispensable, bringing to it not

only his name recognition and reputation, but also his astonishing energy. From

1921 on he crossed the country several times informing scores of audiences of the

importance of the fight. Throughout that time he kept in close contact with allies

in several state legislatures, particularly those in the South and West, encourag-

ing them to introduce antievolution measures and making suggestions on their

wording. In 1923 alone he was invited to speak to eight state legislatures in sup-

port of such bills.∑∏ In addition to these appearances, his written word reached

millions through his books, pamphlets, and syndicated newspaper columns.∑π

Nevertheless, antievolutionists bombarded him with requests to take on further
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responsibilities. In 1922 Riley asked him to assume a leadership role in the

World’s Christian Fundamentals Association (wcfa); the following year the

wcfa elected him president without his agreement or even his knowledge. A year

later Porter begged him to lead a national antievolution organization. J. Frank

Norris was determined to bring him to Texas for the 1923 Fort Worth convention,

telling Bryan that two of his speeches would deliver ten million new members to

the cause. Overwhelmed by these and other o√ers, and concerned about his own

health and that of his invalid wife Mary, Bryan repeatedly turned down the re-

quests. Undeterred, Norris o√ered him a thousand dollars if he would reconsider

his refusal to go to Fort Worth. ‘‘I am doing the best I can,’’ replied a furious

Bryan, who considered the o√er an insult to his integrity, ‘‘and those who are

not satisfied with the amount of work I am doing are, I hope, in a position to

do more.’’∑∫

Yet allies can also complicate movement politics. For antievolutionists, Bryan

opened countless windows of opportunity that otherwise would have been closed

to them. On the other hand, his own prominence could be problematic, at times

confounding the agenda of the antievolution campaign. From the start, Bryan

was an anomaly among antievolutionists. An advocate of the ‘‘day-age’’ theory of

creation, he believed that the days described in Genesis could well have consisted

of geological epochs lasting millions of years, a view that was shared by many

theistic evolutionists of the day. In private, he confided to correspondents that he

personally believed evolution to be true, at least for plants and animals, though

not for human beings. Moreover, he always insisted that evolution should be

taught in the schools, though as theory rather than fact, and alongside rather

than instead of creationist accounts. At no time did he endorse serious penalties

for violation of any antievolution law.∑Ω In addition, unlike most antievolutionists,

Bryan was not a fundamentalist. Though deeply devout, he had no theological

training and as a practical matter evinced no special interest in fundamentalism’s

doctrinal ‘‘five points.’’ Unlike most fundamentalists, he was not a dispensation-

alist and probably did not know the meaning of the term. In many ways, it was

even hard to call his brand of Christianity ‘‘conservative.’’ He was active in the

ecumenical Interchurch World Movement and the Federal Council of Churches,

and his friends included left-leaning advocates of the social gospel such as Wash-

ington Gladden. On the whole, Bryan’s approach to Christianity was surprisingly

tolerant, and he was neither anti-Catholic nor anti-Semitic. In short, he was a

curious choice to lead the antievolution movement, ‘‘a puzzling paradox,’’ as

Glenn Frank described him in his Century magazine, ‘‘a bundle of irreconcilable

contradictions.’’∏≠

Although Bryan brought assets to the antievolution campaign, he also came
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with liabilities. In any movement, allies present problems of control. Helpful to

the cause but independent of it, they bring their own agendas and ultimately

answer to themselves alone. In the case of Bryan, a man with a capacious appetite

for causes, antievolutionists had di≈culty keeping him on task. At the very least,

they had to compete for Bryan’s symbolic status, being repeatedly forced to share

it with other organizations. In 1923, for example, with antievolution debates

taking place in several state legislatures, he shifted his attention to the upcoming

constitutional convention of the Young Men’s Christian Association, where he

actively opposed a provision eliminating membership in an evangelical church as

a criterion for membership.∏∞ When campaigning, his other commitments could

intrude, confusing or undercutting his message. In his antievolution speeches to

lawmakers, for instance, Bryan often included at least some reference to other

issues such as Prohibition or tax reform.∏≤ In the same way, his e√orts to have

evolution outlawed in the legislatures were sometimes complicated by his at-

tempts to have it condemned in church denominational conventions. His disas-

trous showing in the 1923 Presbyterian General Assembly, where he not only

failed to insert an antievolution plank into the assembly’s platform but also lost

his bid to become its moderator, was a blow to the antievolution campaign in the

states, raising doubts about the popularity of his cause and his political abili-

ties.∏≥ Bryan’s antievolution e√orts also may have su√ered from his failures as a

party politician, especially his awkward and impolitic performance at the 1924

Democratic National Convention, where his attempt to add a plank to the party

platform in support of revealed religion brought boos from the delegates and led

many to believe that he was becoming unbalanced.∏∂ The aging but ever optimis-

tic Bryan hardly noticed these setbacks. ‘‘I think my defeat for Moderator was

providential,’’ he told his daughter Grace after failing to win the post. ‘‘I did far

more from the floor than I could have done in the chair.’’∏∑

Bryan’s very visibility could sometimes be costly. During a lifetime in politics,

he had made enemies as well as friends, and his willingness to commit himself to

controversial causes had produced critics on many fronts. In embracing him,

antievolutionists inherited many of his detractors.∏∏ Added to this, Bryan had a

tendency to steal the show, diverting the issue away from evolution. That is to say,

because his visibility made him an obvious target, his opponents often found it

easier to attack him personally, questioning his intelligence and even his integ-

rity, than to debate the principles at stake.∏π Bryan’s prominence caused problems

even among his friends, and more than once he found himself caught between

feuding factions, as when Texas Baptists sought his support against the renegade

Norris.∏∫ Then there was his tendency to attract controversy, which he seemed

to relish: accusing professors of lying, criticizing college presidents and church
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leaders, denouncing organizations like the American Library Association as anti-

Christian and antidemocratic. Already in 1923 his longtime editor Guy V. Vis-

kniskki of the Republic Syndicate warned him that many newspapers were can-

celing his Bryan Bible Talks, concerned that his obsessive opposition to evolution

was driving away readers.∏Ω Even Bryan was aware that he was becoming the

issue: ‘‘The objection of the liberals is to me personally. They know that the fight

is on and that I am the one conservative leader who can reach the public.’’π≠

It was in Florida that Bryan’s role as an ally was most apparent. From 1912 on,

he and his wife had lived for much of the year in Miami, where he acted as an

uno≈cial ambassador, boosting the city’s climate and its rapidly appreciating

real estate.π∞ His Sunday morning Bible class in Miami’s Royal Palm Park drew

audiences of thousands during the winter tourist season.π≤ In 1921, the year he

made Florida his legal residence, he embarked on an extensive tour of the state as

part of a campaign to establish a religious activities building at the University of

Florida. Bryan traveled from town to town making dozens of speeches, as well as

hosting parties of five hundred or more at his Coconut Grove home.π≥ By the

spring of 1923 he had become a force in Florida politics, able to call upon friends

in the legislature to introduce a resolution declaring it improper and subversive

for any public school teacher to advocate atheism or teach Darwinism. Confer-

ring closely with its sponsors, Bryan saw to it that the resolution was phrased in

terms that would attract the most support possible by applying it only to the

teaching of evolution ‘‘as fact’’ and making certain that it carried no legal penal-

ties.π∂ As the measure moved toward passage, he promoted it publicly and pri-

vately, addressing a joint session of the legislature and acting behind the scenes

to prevent opposition from his close friend A. A. Murphree, president of the

University of Florida, or from others in the educational community. Approved

unanimously by both houses, the resulting concurrent resolution was in almost

every way Bryan’s bill, a triumph of personal politics. When it attracted little

attention in the press, he set to work to publicize it, hailing the resolution as a

model for other states. The Florida law, Bryan told the Chicago Tribune, was not

only a vindication of his own views, but also of ‘‘the majority of all the church

members of all the Christian churches, Catholic and Protestant alike.’’π∑

But Bryan’s influence had its limits. In Florida, where he could personally

oversee its passage, the antievolution measure sailed smoothly through the legis-

lature. Elsewhere, even in those states where he was personally involved, such

bills tended to founder and sink. In West Virginia, where Bryan delivered one of

his most aggressive attacks on evolution to a joint session of the legislature, and

where he spoke to enthusiastic supporters in cities throughout the state, all

action on antievolution proposals was deferred and eventually died at the end of



s t o r m i n g  t h e  s tat e  l e g i s l at u r e s : 131

the 1923 session.π∏ In Georgia, where he entered the chamber on crutches and

addressed the lawmakers while seated because of a leg injury, the state house

adopted a resolution thanking him for his interest in Georgia matters but avoided

the antievolution issue by collectively a≈rming its belief in Christ’s divinity.ππ

Bryan encountered greater frustration in Tennessee, where a 1923 senate resolu-

tion inviting him to address the general assembly was tabled by the house of

representatives, fearful that a debate on evolution would interfere with ‘‘impor-

tant’’ legislation.π∫ And in North Carolina, where he lectured to an estimated two

thousand people in Raleigh’s city auditorium in late April 1923, Bryan was not

even invited to address the legislators who sat in session across town.πΩ

In state after state, Bryan was extremely e√ective in attracting public attention,

in bringing the antievolution issue before lawmakers, and in opening doors for

local supporters. But his persuasiveness did not penetrate very far down the halls

of legislatures, whose members tended to be concerned with more mundane

issues and pressing political challenges. Moreover, what influence he had was

short-lived, evaporating quickly as he moved on to the next state, leaving friendly

local legislators to struggle with the specifics. Even in Florida, his greatest suc-

cess, Bryan’s victory was not particularly significant, since the legislature was

willing to go on record as stating only its ‘‘sense’’ that it was improper to teach

Darwinism as true, and since the resolution contained no force of law, provided

no penalties, and had no noticeable impact on state policies. As far as teachers

were concerned, the resolution had little if any e√ect, and a University of Florida

biology professor could report a year later that ‘‘no e√ort has ever been made to

influence in any way either the manner or the matter of teaching.’’∫≠

Divisions among Elites
Finally, divisions among elites can have the e√ect of opening opportunities.

With a divided elite, movement members are encouraged to take risks they would

not have taken otherwise, and elites themselves may champion a cause to in-

crease their own influence. According to Tarrow, such divisions can appear in

almost every kind of political system. In relatively recent times, splits between

hard-liners and reformers in authoritarian states (Spain in the 1970s) and state

socialist ones (Poland in the 1980s) have been seen by insurgents as signals to

mobilize. Although a unified elite can crush most movements, a divided one will

often benefit and even promote them, extending the boundaries of the political

system by providing outsiders with a chance to exercise at least some power.∫∞

In the South of the 1920s, such divisions among elites could be found every-

where, as progressives fought traditionalists on a wide range of issues involving

political and religious reform. The battles left communities divided and polar-
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ized; for every progressive reformer there seemed to be a conservative local leader

who was committed to resisting reform and maintaining traditional ways. Public

o≈cials were left with little room for compromise or negotiation. Under the

circumstances, they did the best they could, often seeking to avoid the most

polarizing issues altogether, ‘‘flying quickly to cover,’’ as Joseph Wood Krutch

put it, lest they be compelled to sacrifice ‘‘some political advantage or some

material gain.’’∫≤

With the introduction of the antievolution issue, positions became further

polarized. Throughout the early 1920s supporters and opponents staked out

sides, determined to define the debate in the most dualistic and uncompromising

terms. National organizations were active on each side, with the Anti-Evolution

League and the wcfa providing support to antievolution’s friends in the state

legislatures, while the National Education Association, American Association for

the Advancement of Science, and aclu all aided its opponents.∫≥ Newspapers

aligned themselves for and against the bills, with small town and rural week-

lies generally supporting them while most big city and statewide daily papers

were opposed.∫∂ Community organizations took positions, and local chambers of

commerce, trade organizations, and parent-teacher associations could be found

on both sides of the question.∫∑ Religious denominations were divided along the

same lines, with Southern Baptists and Presbyterians tending to support anti-

evolution e√orts, while Northern Baptists, Congregationalists, Episcopalians,

and Methodists often went on record to express their opposition.∫∏ But within the

churches there were deep di√erences, as conservative and liberal factions en-

gaged in pitched battles for control of several of the largest Protestant denomina-

tions during this time.∫π Even the most conservative denominations were split;

among Southern Baptists, for example, where antievolutionists found many of

their firmest friends, there were also powerful foes that included college presi-

dents, seminary professors, and many editors of the denomination’s statewide

newspapers.∫∫ At the very least, some Baptists found the attention given to evolu-

tion to be a distraction from more important matters, ‘‘a poor thing,’’ as the

Alabama Baptist stated, ‘‘for Christian people to have a perpetual wrangle over.’’∫Ω

Roman Catholics were divided as well. Some were sympathetic to the movement,

sensing that evolution posed a threat to Catholic theology; others opposed it, not

least out of an awareness of the anti-Catholicism that ran rampant among so

many fundamentalists in the movement. But most Catholics avoided the issue

altogether, assuming that it would have no e√ect on either church doctrine or

parochial education.Ω≠

Despite the divisions, antievolutionists often had di≈culty finding openings.

Inside the legislatures, where party leaders had a stake in avoiding issues that
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would stir up controversy and threaten party unity, they found few friends. The

powerful politicians who controlled the levers of the legislative process were

adept at throwing up obstacles to measures that threatened their own preroga-

tives. Thus they often forced antievolution bills to run a bicameral gauntlet of

hearings, floor debates, and conference committee meetings, all o√ering ample

opportunity to amend, recommit, or eliminate provisions. In state after state,

despite strong popular support for antievolution legislation, committee chairs

refused to release proposed measures for full debate, killing them outright or

retaining them for further discussion.Ω∞ Bills were passed from committee to

committee; house measures were killed when senate committees tabled them; in

South Carolina, a senate proposal was scuttled when the house failed to concur

and the bill was eliminated in joint conference committee.Ω≤ On several occasions

committee chairs used the calendar to prevent final votes from being taken,

holding back their reports until the waning hours of the session.Ω≥ In the biennial

short sessions of the 1920s South, such delay was e√ectively the same as defeat.

Antievolution supporters tried to bypass the committee structure wherever possi-

ble, preferring floor debates where balconies could be packed with supporters

and requiring recorded votes that could be used in the next election campaign.Ω∂

Legislative leaders, on the other hand, tended to resist open debates, which they

saw as taking days or even weeks away from other business; even sympathetic

lawmakers sometimes had little patience for such tactics.Ω∑ For antievolution’s

opponents, time and the institutional intricacies of their state systems were their

most e√ective resources, making it possible for them to avoid public votes in

which they would be forced to ‘‘ape the monkey,’’ in the words of one Florida

legislator, ‘‘by voting like an ass.’’Ω∏

Added to this were the conflicts and divisions that existed among antievolu-

tion advocates themselves. For all the attention to Bryan, and despite the deter-

mined e√orts of the wcfa, antievolutionism was never a centralized movement.

States took up the issue separately, and there was surprisingly little contact from

state to state between public o≈cials who supported antievolution legislation.

Although Bryan had attempted in Florida to frame a model bill that could be used

by every state, few followed his lead. The result was a hopeless hodgepodge of

legislation: over the course of the 1920s some forty-five amendments, bills, and

resolutions were introduced in legislatures across the country, and each was

di√erent from every other one.Ωπ Bills were brought to outlaw the teaching of

‘‘Darwinism, Atheism, Agnosticism, or the Theory of Evolution’’ (Kentucky), the

‘‘creed’’ or ‘‘cult known as ‘Darwinism’ ’’ (South Carolina), the ‘‘materialistic

Conception of History’’ (Oklahoma), and even ‘‘disrespect for the Holy Bible’’

(District of Columbia).Ω∫ Some measures focused on textbooks, others on teach-
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ing, and still others on both.ΩΩ Bryan’s plea that there be no penalties for violators

notwithstanding, many proposals did contain penalties: one Kentucky bill re-

quired fines of ‘‘not less than fifty nor more than five thousand dollars’’ and/or

confinement ‘‘to the county jail not less than ten days nor more than twelve

months or both fined and imprisoned.’’∞≠≠ In some proposals teachers were to be

fined or fired, in others the school boards or principals were held account-

able, and in a few the schools themselves could lose appropriations or even

their charters.∞≠∞ More often than not, antievolution proposals came from back

benchers rather than legislative leaders. Most were written hastily and without

much consultation. Sometimes several measures were introduced at more or less

the same time. House bills di√ered from senate bills, senate bills from house

bills. Occasionally, antievolutionists seemed ready to throw up their hands. ‘‘I am

writing to you to know just what form of legislation you would suggest,’’ one

exasperated lawmaker appealed to Bryan. ‘‘Other members have ask [sic] me to

write you for suggestions before the matters [sic] comes up for final passage. If

necessary we can defer final action for a few days longer in order to have the

benefit of your advice.’’∞≠≤

North Carolina was the classic case in which antievolutionists proved unable

to capitalize on the divisions that existed among elites. By all counts, the state

should have been sympathetic. Beginning with his 1920 attack on Wake Forest

president W. L. Poteat, T. T. Martin had continued to call upon Baptists to investi-

gate the influence of evolutionary teaching in their schools. During the early

1920s, antievolution revivalists had been crisscrossing the state, led by Mordecai

Ham, whose famous ‘‘evolution sermon’’ had become a favorite of thousands of

North Carolinians. Bryan had made several visits as well. In addition, for some

time critics at home had been leveling charges against the University of North

Carolina, in Chapel Hill, where President Harry W. Chase and faculty members

such as renowned sociologist Howard W. Odum had come under fire for being

friendly to evolutionary theory and unsympathetic to orthodox religion. So it

came as no surprise when in early 1925 first-term representative David Scott

Poole, a conservative Presbyterian from rural Hoke County, introduced House

Resolution Ten, declaring it injurious to the public welfare for any public school

teacher ‘‘to teach or permit to be taught as a fact, either Darwinism or any other

hypothesis that links man in blood relationship with any lower form of life.’’∞≠≥

While popular opinion in North Carolina seemed broadly supportive, elites

were sharply divided over the measure. In the General Assembly, the bill had the

backing of powerful voices, including those of several key committee chairs. On

the other side, however, were some formidable opponents, led by Representa-

tives Henry Grove Connor, chair of the all-important Committee on Education,
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and Walter Murphy, who chaired the powerful Committee on Appropriations.

Also opposed was young Sam Ervin Jr., later of Watergate fame, who worked

against the bill on the house floor. Outside the legislature, Cameron Morrison

had been succeeded in the Executive Mansion by Angus W. McClean, a business

progressive whose main concern was centralized control over the state budget

and who studiously avoided taking any position on the antievolution controversy.

Newspapers in the state staked out positions on both sides of the Poole bill, with

the Charlotte Observer editorializing in favor while Josephus Daniels’s Raleigh News

and Observer expressed strong views against it. Most important, however, was the

role of the educational elite. Asked by Connor to coordinate opposition among

the state’s colleges, North Carolina State College’s Eugene C. Brooks demurred

in order to avoid jeopardizing his institution’s pending funding requests. Bat-

tered by years of criticism and believing that the bill was more a matter for public

than private colleges, Wake Forest’s Poteat also begged o√, promising only to

attend committee hearings. Connor then turned, somewhat reluctantly, to Harry

Chase, a Massachusetts-born Republican with little experience in the state capi-

tol. With time running out, Chase threw himself into the fight, alerting influen-

tial allies of the university, sending ‘‘talking points’’ to friends in the legislature,

organizing petitions from alumni and faculty, and personally rising from the

back of the room to deliver a dramatic testimony before the house education

committee. Advised that his stand could jeopardize state support for the univer-

sity, Chase was said to have snapped: ‘‘If this University doesn’t stand for any-

thing but appropriations, I, for one, don’t care to be connected with it.’’∞≠∂

What followed was a flurry of lobbying by partisans from both sides. Anti-

evolution advocates, led by ministerial groups like Charlotte’s Presbyterian Min-

isters’ Association, worked the statehouse halls in support of the Poole bill.

Opponents countered by making their own contacts, with Poteat proving espe-

cially e√ective at lining up the votes of Wake Forest alumni among the law-

makers. For the next week proponents of each position sparred, making use of

parliamentary maneuvers in an attempt to block the other side. While antievolu-

tionists lost narrowly in committee (Connor breaking a tie vote), legislative rules

allowed them to file a minority report, thereby sending the bill to the full house.

As state newspapers continued to weigh in on both sides, the debate became a

public sensation, attracting crowds so large and unruly that the first day’s delib-

erations had to be canceled. When the house resumed deliberations the next day,

Connor suggested a less intrusive substitute for the Poole resolution, and ad-

vocates from both camps were thrown into confusion, with the strongest advo-

cates and opponents temporarily teaming up to defeat the compromise measure.

Meanwhile, Murphy held his ground, taking the floor in the waning moments of
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the debate to assert that instead of fighting over issues that belonged outside the

legislature, in the realm of personal religion, the lawmakers should work to-

gether to solve the political problems that actually could be solved inside it. In

e√ect, the speech was a warning to his fellow elites that, by becoming divided,

they ran the risk of losing control over state politics and ceding their power to an

increasingly politicized public. Sensing that many of their colleagues were having

second thoughts, antievolutionists quickly called the question, but the Poole bill

was doomed, going down to defeat by twenty-one votes, a larger margin than

anyone had expected.∞≠∑ Returning to Chapel Hill, Chase expressed relief at hav-

ing survived the ordeal. ‘‘A man cannot argue with a cyclone,’’ he wrote in a note

of thanks to Murphy, ‘‘and my hope is that now that the cyclone is over folks will

get their head back and two years from now things will look di√erent.’’∞≠∏ How-

ever, well aware that Poole and his allies would be back in the next session, he

quietly went about advising his faculty not to do anything that could stir up the

issue again. The best strategy now, he would write, was for the university ‘‘to set

back and saw wood.’’∞≠π

In Tennessee, by contrast, where events unfolded almost simultaneously with

those in North Carolina, conflicts and divisions among elites worked in favor of

the antievolution campaign, as opportunity came knocking at precisely the right

moment. Antievolution agitation had been bubbling for some time in the state.

In 1923, encouraged by the inroads made in neighboring Kentucky the year

before, friendly legislators had introduced anti-Darwinist legislation in both

houses only to see the bills wither and die in their education committees. But in

early 1924 a more serious e√ort was sparked by Bryan’s Nashville address. Pub-

lished almost immediately in pamphlet form as Is the Bible True?, the speech was

distributed across the state by antievolution supporters; an estimated five hun-

dred copies went directly to the legislature.∞≠∫ By the time John W. Butler pre-

sented his own hand-crafted antievolution bill in the Tennessee House of Repre-

sentatives, public opinion seemed to be so strongly favorable that he assumed his

proposal would receive virtually no opposition. (A fellow legislator estimated at

the time that no fewer than 95 percent of all Tennesseans opposed the teaching of

evolution.)∞≠Ω Introduced during a two-hour session in which the house dealt

with minor matters, the bill passed through almost unnoticed, ‘‘ground out of

the hopper,’’ reported the Nashville Banner, alongside ‘‘a local measure to prohibit

suck-egg dogs from running at large in Cocke county.’’∞∞≠

At this point, opposition did develop, but it was too little too late. While Ten-

nessee newspapers seemed reluctant to take a stand, critics of the Butler bill

blasted the legislature in biting letters to the editor. These were answered in turn

by even stronger statements from the bill’s supporters, including one letter writer
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who warned state senators that if the measure were not passed, the people would

demand a public vote and would ‘‘snow it [the teaching of evolution in the public

schools] under so deep it won’t get out for years, neither will the senators that

voted for it.’’∞∞∞ Modernist ministers took to their pulpits to condemn the legisla-

tion as a threat to religious and personal freedom, but their sermons were insig-

nificant compared to the show put on by Billy Sunday, who arrived in Memphis in

the midst of the debates to stage an eighteen-day crusade in which he regularly

denounced ‘‘that Godforsaken gang of evolutionary cutthroats.’’∞∞≤ Most impor-

tant, while a few academics led by Vanderbilt University’s Edwin Mims attacked

the Butler bill, much of the state’s educational establishment was either support-

ive or silent. The Tennessee Academy of Sciences, for example, said nothing

against the measure until after it had become law.∞∞≥ Tennessee educators were left

largely leaderless when University of Tennessee president Harcourt Morgan re-

fused to oppose the bill, fearing that he would lose support for a proposal

pending in the legislature to significantly increase state support for the univer-

sity.∞∞∂ ‘‘The subject of Evolution so intricately involves religious belief, which the

University has no disposition to dictate,’’ Morgan wrote Governor Austin Peay,

‘‘that the University declines to engage in the controversy.’’∞∞∑

Moreover, in Tennessee legislative rules worked to the advantage of the anti-

evolution forces. Arriving in the state senate, Butler’s bill found a cordial recep-

tion from Speaker Lew D. Hill, of Sparta, an elder in the fundamentalist Churches

of Christ, who acted to bar unfriendly amendments and personally intervened to

prevent the Butler draft from being buried in committee. At one point he stepped

down from the speaker’s chair to make a personal appeal, claiming that he had

been ‘‘petitioned by the women of the state and the teacher’s association’’ to

work for enactment of the law.∞∞∏ As newspaper editorials began to warn of the

possibility of passage (even the arch-conservative Memphis Commercial Appeal ex-

pressed some reservations), and amid growing opposition in the senate, Hill was

able to use his control of the calendar to delay consideration until after a sched-

uled four-week recess. The break seemed to revitalize the antievolutionists. With

Billy Sunday pounding away at the issue in Memphis, drawing record crowds

every evening (final attendance figures went above 200,000, approximately one-

tenth of the state’s population), activists used the time to lobby their legislators

and rally their troops.∞∞π North Carolina’s defeat of its antievolution bill, coming

about two weeks into the recess, seemed to further galvanize supporters, who

saw their e√orts as the last chance for success in the 1925 legislative sessions.

Returning from the recess, senators looked up to find their chamber galleries

packed with expectant partisans. With the deadline for ending the session loom-

ing, amendments became impractical, and for once time worked in favor of the
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antievolution forces, as lukewarm lawmakers saw no alternative but to vote for

the Butler bill, which passed by a comfortable margin.∞∞∫

After passage the conflicts continued, with supporters and opponents turning

their attention to Governor Peay. For more than a week the cautious Peay consid-

ered the issue, accepting petitions, meeting with delegations of ministers, and

receiving a small flood (one biographer says ‘‘tens of thousands’’) of letters and

telegrams urging him to sign or veto the measure.∞∞Ω While some believed that

Peay privately opposed the bill, his own correspondence from the time strongly

suggests that he was predisposed to sign it.∞≤≠ Although the governor received a

few letters from business, trade, and church leaders who were against antievolu-

tion legislation, most were from those encouraging him to sign the measure and

thanking him for supporting it. As one Nashville physician wrote: ‘‘I believe I can

truthfully say that out of every hundred people that there is not more than three

out of each hundred who oppose your action.’’∞≤∞ Whatever his personal inclina-

tion, Peay was eager to sign the bill to avoid further controversy, which he saw

as threatening support for his own e√orts to modernize Tennessee’s public

schools.∞≤≤ (That he may have had other political considerations in mind is sug-

gested by Krutch, who reported that before signing the bill the governor was said

to remark, ‘‘They’ve got their nerve to pass the buck to me when they know I want

to be United States Senator.’’)∞≤≥ Ironically, Peay saw the bill as a way to avoid the

division among elites that had allowed the legislation to proceed in the first

place. Taking consolation that it would never be tested, the governor signed it

into law, adding almost as an aside that ‘‘nobody believes that it is going to be an

active statute.’’∞≤∂ Considering the extraordinary events that were about to follow,

he could not have been more monumentally mistaken.

By 1925, antievolutionists had become familiar faces in the halls of many state

capitols. Especially in the South, where political systems were porous and often

poorly organized, they had become adept at taking advantage of political oppor-

tunities as they opened to them. Acting to gain access, build alliances, make use

of allies, and benefit from divisions among elites, they had come to exercise

political power with surprising speed, and in some cases with surprising success.

In Tennessee, antievolution had become law. What remained to be seen was

whether that law would stand if tested. Although antievolutionists were unaware

of it at the time, that test was about to take place, and it would define the destiny

of their movement.



6 : Staging
the drama at dayton

John Scopes really could not remember if he had actually taught any evolution.

The twenty-four-year-old teacher, who had just finished his first year at Dayton,

Tennessee’s tiny Rhea County Central High School, had been hired to coach the

football team and take charge of general science courses, but the more advanced

biology classes were the responsibility of someone else. That spring he had

substituted for several days when the regular biology teacher was ill, though he

had spent most of his time leading study sessions for upcoming examinations.

But when local business leaders, who were considering bringing a test case

against the newly minted Butler bill, called him over to Robinson’s Drug Store to

ask if he had taught the theory of evolution during that time, he confessed that he

couldn’t recall. ‘‘To tell the truth,’’ he later wrote, ‘‘I wasn’t sure.’’∞

Not that it mattered, because the trial of John Thomas Scopes was more than a

legal case, the prosecution of a Tennessee high school teacher for violation of the

state’s antievolution law. It was a public performance, a stage on which William

Jennings Bryan and Clarence Darrow—two of the most celebrated and controver-

sial figures of the era—confronted one another during two torrid weeks (10 July

to 21 July 1925) in a courtroom drama that would captivate millions across the

country and around the world. For the antievolution movement, the Scopes trial

o√ered an unprecedented set of opportunities: to attract the attention of national

and international media, to win extensive public support for its stand against the

teaching of evolution in public schools, to confront and embarrass their evolu-

tionist enemies, and to secure the Tennessee antievolution statute while encour-

aging the passage of similar ones nationwide. For fundamentalists in the move-

ment, it was also a chance—perhaps the last chance—to rout their liberal and

modernist religious rivals, return control of the churches to the forces of ortho-

doxy, and revive faith in the old-time religion. For Bryan, it was a way to reassert

his role as a moral crusader, providing a fitting capstone to his illustrious career

as a champion of popular causes. But antievolutionists realized that the Scopes
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case brought with it danger as well, since defeat could be devastating, stop-

ping their movement in its tracks by overturning its most important victory. Thus

they saw the trial as a portentous play in which much seemed to ride on the

performance.

In recent years, scholars have become aware of the ability of movements not

only to frame ideas and images, but also to present or ‘‘stage’’ them. Armed with

agendas and convinced of the importance of their issues, activists often enter into

the political system only to find themselves viewed with disinterest, suspicion, or

hostility. In such unsympathetic settings, they turn to what sociologist Doug

McAdam has called ‘‘strategic dramaturgy,’’ creating and carrying out compelling

dramas that convey the message of their movement in highly resonant ways.

According to McAdam, the process requires activists to accomplish four ends:

(1) attracting and shaping media coverage; (2) winning the support of bystander publics;

(3) constraining movement opponents; and (4) influencing state authorities and public

policy.≤ In a series of studies of the American civil rights movement, he showed

how Martin Luther King Jr. and his followers in the Southern Christian Leader-

ship Conference (sclc) were able to use demonstrations and disruptive actions

—boycotts, sit-ins, mass marches—to achieve these goals.≥ He also addressed the

di≈culties they had to overcome in doing so, suggesting that the process was

particularly complex and challenging because it required tactics that provoked

reactions from four separate constituent publics (the media, the sympathetic

public, segregationists and other movement opponents, and federal and state

o≈cials), all more or less simultaneously. His analysis of the civil rights move-

ment in the South, while stressing its victories, also cites some of its failures,

instances in which activists were frustrated in carrying out their strategy by the

tactical counter-responses of opponents and unsympathetic public o≈cials.∂ In-

deed, McAdam makes it clear that while the e√ective use of dramaturgy may be

essential to the success of many movements, it is seldom easy and never totally

predictable.

Almost all students of the Scopes trial have concluded that it was less a trial

than a media event. This is not to say that it has been treated as inconsequential:

from Ray Ginger’s classic Six Days or Forever? to Edward J. Larson’s Pulitzer Prize–

winning Summer for the Gods, scholars have shown its significance, both legal and

political, in defining the debates that have taken place over the teaching of

evolution in the United States. Yet even among those who take the trial most

seriously, there remains the sense that its larger meaning was in the way it

dramatized these debates, capturing them as a confrontation between charis-

matic personalities.∑ The problem is that many historians, responding to the

theatrical character of the trial, have gone on to dismiss it, with those like Martin
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Marty describing it as nothing more than ‘‘a good show.’’∏ What few have seemed

to realize is that one of the reasons the Scopes trial was so significant is precisely

because it was such a good show, or more to the point, because it provided the

setting for the dazzling use of strategic dramaturgy.π In preparing for it, Bryan

and his colleagues consciously developed strategies for not only stating their case

but also staging it in the most compelling way possible. Over the two weeks of

the trial they courted the media, they spoke to bystanders on the streets and

reached out to listeners and readers throughout America and in other parts of the

world, they maneuvered to shape public perceptions of their opponents both

within and outside of the courtroom, and at its conclusion they schemed to find

ways to package the outcome of the case to have maximum e√ect on public

policy. Of course, their evolutionist opponents were doing many of the same

things at more or less the same time, creating a dynamic and sometimes im-

provised and unpredictable drama. In short, the Scopes trial was indeed a spec-

tacular show, and its significance was by and large the result of its staging.

Attracting Media Attention
For almost all movements, media coverage is a pervasive concern. Activists

lack access to the levers of power, so they must work to break down the bounda-

ries of the political system, exerting pressure from the outside by influencing

public opinion. In informing the public about issues, the mass media are impor-

tant; for conveying the moral message of a movement, they are absolutely crucial.

In his studies of the civil rights movement, McAdam showed how—from the time

of the Montgomery bus boycott—Martin Luther King and the sclc consciously

choreographed protests with an eye to media presentation. The culmination

of these e√orts came in the 1963 Birmingham campaigns, in which defense-

less demonstrators confronted unrestrained, violent police while news cameras

rolled and reporters described the events to audiences at home and abroad.

McAdam’s point is that for movements to succeed, they must be seen, and to be

seen, they must attract the attention of the media.∫

So it is appropriate that the story of the Scopes trial begins with an attempt to

attract media attention. Admittedly, George Rappleyea was not an antievolution

activist, nor did he have the mass media in mind when, one afternoon in early

May 1925, he read in the Chattanooga Times that the American Civil Liberties Union

(aclu) was seeking to test Tennessee’s new antievolution law. A native New

Yorker, Rappleyea was a relatively recent arrival to the small town of Dayton

(population 1,800), where he managed the struggling Cumberland Coal and Iron

Company for its northern owners. He was also a firm believer in evolution,

having become familiar with the theory while earning a college degree in chemi-
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cal engineering, and he wanted to see the law overturned on principle. But by the

next day, when he sought to persuade local business leaders gathered at Robin-

son’s soda fountain that Dayton should be the site for such a test, he was making

his case on the grounds of publicity. For years the town’s economy had been in

decline, and business boosters were always on the alert for ways to attract invest-

ment to their ambitious and forward-looking community. Rappleyea did not have

to argue much to convince the others. Even county school superintendent Walter

White, who favored the antievolution law, realized that a controversial case of

this kind, attracting attention from every part of the country, had the potential to

‘‘put Dayton on the map.’’Ω

The plan to stage a trial proved more successful than anyone could have ever

imagined. Since court cases require defendants, the boosters sent at once for

Scopes, the amiable young science teacher, hailing him to the drugstore from the

high school tennis court. The fact that he was unsure whether he actually ever

had taught any evolution theory seemed inconsequential to everyone there. After

all, he had substituted in W. F. Ferguson’s regular biology class that spring, and

since Ferguson was not only a married man but also the school principal, he

could hardly be expected to bring the case. Besides, in his review sessions with

the students, Scopes had used Hunter’s Civic Biology, an approved Tennessee

science text that contained explanations of evolution and an evolutionary chart.

Moreover, he firmly believed that biology could not be explained without some

treatment of the theory, and as a teacher he opposed the new antievolution

statute.∞≠ Having no reason to assume that the matter would attract much notice,

he announced himself willing to stand trial and went back to his tennis game.

The local boosters had other ideas; almost immediately they were telephoning

the Chattanooga papers. By the next day newspapers across the state were run-

ning front-page stories that a Tennessee man had been arrested for teaching

evolution and that a major court case was in the making. ‘‘Many witnesses will

appear,’’ announced the Nashville Banner, ‘‘and it is expected that the trial will be

bitterly contested.’’∞∞

The Associated Press immediately picked up the story, and within days it was

appearing in papers nationwide. Hurrying to take advantage of the trial (and to

keep it from being lured away by Chattanooga or Knoxville), the Dayton Progres-

sive Club, a group of business and civic boosters, set up an arrangements com-

mittee to find facilities and housing for an anticipated onslaught of as many as ten

thousand spectators.∞≤ Townspeople flew to work painting the main courtroom in

the gloomy Rhea County Courthouse, building overflow seating on the court-

house lawn, setting up loudspeakers at public places across town, and cleaning

up the county jail in preparation for an influx of pickpockets, bootleggers, and
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crooks.∞≥ Promotional brochures were prepared, complete with photographs of

local banks and businesses. (‘‘Dayton would be woefully remiss in her duty to

herself not to grasp the hour of her lime-light incandescence,’’ observed the

authors of one brochure entitled Why Dayton—of All Places?, ‘‘and make of it an

occasion for self-aggrandizement with some incontrovertible facts about her

products and natural resources.’’)∞∂ Anticipating international interest, and seek-

ing celebrities to increase it, trial promoters went so far as to invite British

historian and science fiction writer H. G. Wells to town to make the case for evolu-

tion.∞∑ Put o√ by Dayton’s desire to draw attention to itself, which at one point

included staging a mock fistfight between evolution supporter Rappleyea and

evolution opponent Thurlow Reed, a town barber, the Tennessee press warned

that the town’s penchant for publicity was getting out of hand. ‘‘Apparently the

‘booster’ element in Dayton have [sic] with questionable wisdom and taste, seized

on this as an opportunity to get widespread publicity for their city,’’ proclaimed

the staid Nashville Tennessean, ‘‘evidently proceeding on the doubtful theory that

it is good advertising to have people talking about you, regardless of what they

are saying.’’∞∏

It did not take long for antievolutionists to provide Dayton with a certified

national celebrity to serve as the star of its show. Throughout the first week of

May, the World’s Christian Fundamentals Association (wcfa) had been holding

its 1925 convention in Memphis, with William Jennings Bryan as the featured

speaker. Arriving in Memphis at the same time were about ten thousand Baptist

messengers from across the South, delegates to the annual assembly of the

Southern Baptist Convention. Because Tennessee’s antievolution law was still in

the news, and since preliminary proceedings in the Scopes case were taking place

even as they met, the two conventions were alive with evolution talk. In a series of

rabble-rousing speeches, Bryan added to the buzz, commending the state for

passing the statute and criticizing those who challenged it. Yet despite all of their

rhetoric, antievolutionists were defeated in the Baptist Convention on a measure

that would have added an antievolution article to the denomination’s statement of

faith. Taken aback by the defeat, and concerned that the case at Dayton might

easily be lost by local attorneys, the wcfa decided to do something dramatic.

‘‘In order to secure for the state law a just and adequate hearing,’’ the conven-

tion unanimously resolved, ‘‘We name as our attorney for this trial william

jennings bryan and pledge to him whatever support is needful to secure

equity and justice and to conserve the righteous law of the Commonwealth of

Tennessee.’’∞π

For his part, Bryan was experiencing other setbacks as well, having moved on

from Memphis to the annual meeting of the Presbyterian General Assembly at
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Columbus, Ohio, where he not only watched another antievolution resolution go

down to defeat, but also lost his post as assembly vice moderator. Searching for

some sort of victory, he eagerly accepted the wcfa invitation—seconded a few

days later by attorneys for the prosecution—despite the fact that he had not acted

as a courtroom attorney in almost thirty years.∞∫ Antievolutionists were ecstatic,

anticipating that the case would be less a courtroom discussion of legalities than

a platform from which America’s most eloquent enemy of evolution could make

his case before a national audience, reasserting the issue and reinvigorating the

movement. As J. Frank Norris told him, ‘‘It is the greatest opportunity ever

presented to educate the public, and will accomplish more than ten years cam-

paigning.’’∞Ω Indeed, Bryan’s entry on the scene had a galvanizing e√ect: ac-

cording to one news report, ‘‘people all over the county are becoming interested

in the trial.’’≤≠

The next day America’s leading trial lawyer Clarence Darrow o√ered to defend

Scopes, and the event became a sensation. The aclu had envisioned a low-

profile litigation, a cautious test of the law’s constitutionality conducted by con-

servative and highly respected counsel. With the appearance of the controversial

Darrow, who had made his name pleading the cause of unpopular defendants

from labor radicals to society murderers, the aclu lost control of its own suit.≤∞

Certain that the case would be tried less in the courtroom than in the press,

Darrow conceived of it as a chance not only to test the constitutionality of a

foolish state statute, but also to confront Bryan and derail the antievolution

movement, which he considered a dangerous threat to individual liberty and free

thought. Announcing the o√er of his services, he set the tone for the trial by

attacking Bryan personally, charging him with bigotry and closed-mindedness,

and declaring that if those like Bryan had their way, people would still be per-

secuting witches and punishing those who believed that the earth was round.≤≤

As Edward Larson has suggested, Darrow’s strategy was to substitute Bryan for

Scopes as the accused, and he would pursue it relentlessly throughout the trial.≤≥

When Bryan responded by impugning Darrow as an atheist, the terms of the trial

were set, for although Darrow insisted that he was an agnostic rather than an

atheist, he was among the first to admit that his interest in the case was piqued by

the irresistible invitation it o√ered to debunk Bryan’s orthodox Christianity.≤∂ As

the aclu’s Roger Baldwin later observed: ‘‘It was immediately apparent what

kind of a trial it would be: the Good Book against Darwin, bigotry against

science, or, as popularly put, God against monkeys. With Bryan for the prosecu-

tion, it was almost inevitable that Clarence Darrow should volunteer for the

defense.’’≤∑ Bryan alone was a media event; Bryan and Darrow together would be

a media extravaganza. In the words of the Memphis Commercial Appeal, their deci-
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sion to meet at Dayton was ‘‘the opening move in a drama that will hold the

attention of the world.’’≤∏

As the trial date approached, it became clear that Dayton would provide the

perfect setting for the show. A town created by the railroad and the influx of heavy

industry into the emerging New South, Dayton was a progressive place. Its civic

culture was dominated by the small-town bankers and businessmen who made

up the local Progressive Club; its religious life was more Methodist than Baptist;

and its race relations were comparatively congenial, at least to the extent that the

town’s two hundred African Americans lived without fear of the Ku Klux Klan,

which had no local members.≤π Big-city newspaper reporters were disappointed

that the town seemed more typically American than stereotypically southern. (‘‘I

expected to find a squalid Southern village,’’ confessed the Baltimore Evening Sun’s

acerbic H. L. Mencken in his first report from Dayton. ‘‘What I found was a

country town full of charm and even beauty.’’≤∫) As members of the media began

to search for local color and human interest stories to fill the sidebars, they

discovered Dayton to be endlessly obliging. Weeks before, the town had begun

an advertising blitz. Local businesses like Robinson’s Drug Store (‘‘Where It All

Began’’) took the lead in erecting banners and billboards to lure customers, while

other shopkeepers decorated their stores (‘‘We handle all kinds of meat except

monkey,’’ said a sign at the butcher shop) and set in supplies of picture postcards

and monkey umbrellas. Portable refreshment stands selling hot dogs and ice

cream cones appeared overnight around the courthouse square, with four of

them doing business in a single block. Circus performers set up tent shows;

musicians and singers entertained on the street corners. T. T. Martin arrived with

a makeshift bookseller’s stand, where he sold copies of Bryan’s books and his

own Hell and the High Schools. Itinerant preachers also staked out the street cor-

ners; white-whiskered prophets carried placards and passed out handbills an-

nouncing the end of the world; one professional atheist spoke to audiences at the

corner of Main and Market Streets until he was arrested for disturbing the peace.

Also arriving were a variety of performers, including a strange misshapen man,

three and one-half feet tall with a receding forehead and protruding jaw, who

labeled himself ‘‘The Missing Link.’’ And, of course, there were monkeys, one of

whom, carnival chimpanzee Joe Mendi, wore a houndstooth sport coat and bow

tie, while another, Mindy the Monkey, carried his own set of golf clubs.≤Ω Al-

though Dayton struggled to maintain decorum, it seemed unable to escape its

instant image as a town like any other that for the moment had become what the

Memphis Commercial Appeal called one of the ‘‘centers of the world’s wonder.’’≥≠

Bryan and Darrow had been doing advance publicity of their own. In the weeks

leading up to the trial, as both prepared their cases, they spent much of their time
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giving interviews and staging impromptu press conferences. By early summer

public attention was riveted on the two principal performers. Arriving at Nash-

ville in June to confer with local lawyers, Bryan was met by enthusiastic state

o≈cials and exuberant crowds who followed him from the railroad station to the

strains of ‘‘The Old Time Religion,’’ ‘‘Onward Christian Soldiers,’’ and ‘‘Christ

the Royal Master’’ played by the Tennessee Industrial School Band.≥∞ Two weeks

later Darrow staged his own pretrial visit to Dayton, addressing the Progressive

Club and impressing local leaders less with his libertarian message than with his

homespun humor and self-e√acing style.≥≤ As for the defendant Scopes, follow-

ing a whirlwind visit to New York City that included banquets, press conferences,

and photo opportunities at the Statue of Liberty, he was largely forgotten, his

presence overwhelmed by the personalities who had taken charge of his case.≥≥

With all eyes on Bryan and Darrow, observers compared the Dayton trial to a

heavyweight prizefight: ‘‘The squared ring is ready,’’ wrote John P. Fort of the

Chattanooga News. ‘‘The chloroform bottle on hand. Seconds are prepared to do

the rubbing: William Jennings Bryan, Clarence Darrow are in the ring; the rest

are but shadows.’’≥∂ Other writers tried out other metaphors: ‘‘the big show,’’

‘‘the inquisition,’’ ‘‘the crusade for God.’’≥∑ At least a few chose more cynical

descriptions, like ‘‘the three ring circus.’’≥∏ However they saw it, all agreed that

Bryan and Darrow were certain to put on a memorable performance. Fort wrote:

‘‘Science and religion, in the persons of Darrow and Bryan as their courtroom

champions, are face to face. . . . And so the gong sounds. The battle is on.’’≥π

In attracting the mass media, trial planners succeeded beyond all expecta-

tions. Although exact numbers remain unknown, somewhere between 150 and

200 journalists descended on Dayton during the time the trial was in session.

Among them were some of America’s leading newspaper and magazine writers,

including Philip Kinsley of the Chicago Tribune, Joseph Wood Krutch of Nation

magazine, and of course Mencken, editor of the American Mercury and columnist

for the Baltimore Evening Sun, who was already widely known as one of the nation’s

most brilliant and cynical iconoclasts. Crowding around courtroom press tables,

then returning each evening to a makeshift dormitory above a hardware store, the

reporters sent their publications an estimated 150,000 to 200,000 words per day.

More than 2 million words were transmitted over the wires throughout the trial.≥∫

Western Union kept sixteen operators on duty, working from a sweltering store-

room in the back of a grocery store. Telegraph lines had been specially strung to

the courthouse so the three major wire services could tap out their reports directly

from the courtroom; a telephone switchboard that was installed could handle

one hundred calls a day.≥Ω wgn radio broadcast the proceedings live, with an-
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nouncer Quin Ryan’s reports being carried by rented at&t telephone cables to

the station’s transmitter in the Drake Hotel in Chicago, from where they were

sent out across the Midwest.∂≠ (Three large microphones were placed in the

courtroom, one directly in front of the judge’s bench and the others at the tables

of the opposing counsel; Ryan did his broadcast from a windowsill he sometimes

shared with Mencken.) Newsreel and movie crews set up their cameras on desks

just beyond the railing that separated participants from spectators, and at the

end of each day their film was sent o√ in small aircraft from a specially pre-

pared airstrip outside of town.∂∞ The deliberations made headlines in newspapers

throughout America, as well as in Great Britain, Europe, and Japan. ‘‘Assuredly

no other court proceeding in recorded history,’’ the Chattanooga News would

conclude, ‘‘has been so thoroughly ‘covered’ from a publicity point of view.’’∂≤

Seeking Public Support
To attract the attention of the media is one thing; to use it is another. To be

successful, movements must make use of the media to transform awareness into

support. They do this by reaching out, both to the general public of interested but

ill-informed onlookers and to more specific publics, bystander groups that seem

most likely to be swayed by the right choice of arguments and tactics. In the civil

rights movement, for example, King and the sclc became adept at staging

highly publicized protests to build sympathy for the movement, especially among

northern liberals in the Democratic Party who would eventually ensure the elec-

toral support needed to put pressure on Congress and the president. The chal-

lenge, as described by McAdam, is to keep the issue squarely before the general

public while simultaneously building support among an expanding set of by-

stander groups.∂≥

In the 1920s, before television or instant Internet connections, the task of

crafting campaigns that could reach broad publics was at best daunting. For

Bryan and his colleagues it was doubly di≈cult, since much of the mainstream

media was unsympathetic to them. Antievolutionists were able to make their case

in the conservative church papers, and they relied heavily on the fundamentalist

press, which churned out a steady supply of books, pamphlets, and tracts. When

it came to the popular press, however, especially the major metropolitan news-

papers, their case appeared only rarely, often as a counterweight to the pro-

evolution columns provided by Watson Davis and his Science Service news bu-

reau. Although T. T. Martin, W. B. Riley, and others sent out frequent press

releases, few papers took the space to run them. Even in Tennessee, only the

Memphis Commercial Appeal o√ered consistent support. ‘‘To get the real facts of this
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case before the people, especially in the north, is going to be a di≈cult task,’’

wrote Ira Hicks, a New Jersey fundamentalist pastor, to his brother, Dayton

prosecutor Sue K. Hicks.∂∂

To get their story out, antievolutionists turned to Bryan. Throughout late May

and June he was on the road speaking to audiences of thousands, sometimes

from train platforms in a style reminiscent of his barnstorming presidential

campaigns. By early July, having crisscrossed the eastern part of the country

a half-dozen times, he had become convinced that his message was getting

through. ‘‘The wide publicity given evolution and religion,’’ he told the Miami

Kiwanis Club, ‘‘is focusing the attention of the world on a subject the people did

not fully understand.’’∂∑ Yet Bryan faced obstacles in reaching the public, for

while he was capable of creating headlines, he had few real friends in the press,

being unpopular with most editors and writers, especially those from the eastern

magazines and big-city newspapers.∂∏ Some of these could not contain their

scorn. To Heywood Broun of the New York World, Bryan was ‘‘the Great Vul-

garian.’’∂π Dudley Nichols, who wrote editorials for the World, called him ‘‘the

apostle of the morons’’ and ‘‘The Great Realtor of Miami.’’∂∫ Then there was

Mencken, who turned Bryan bashing into a spectator sport, describing him as a

‘‘bu√oon,’’ an ‘‘old buzzard,’’ and a ‘‘poor clown,’’ and depicting him to the

delight of his Baltimore readers as ‘‘a tinpot pope in the coca-cola belt and a

brother to the forlorn pastors who belabor half-wits in the galvanized iron taber-

nacles behind the railroad yards.’’∂Ω For Bryan—as well as for Darrow—the big-

gest challenge was to have the case taken seriously by a press that seemed

determined to treat it as an opportunity to run monkey cartoons and tell monkey

jokes. In pretrial speeches Bryan repeatedly assured his audiences of the impor-

tance of the antievolution issue, promising that the prosecution of Scopes would

be carried out with full seriousness. ‘‘The newspapers that have treated the

Tennessee law as a joke,’’ he warned, ‘‘will find it no joking matter.’’∑≠

On arriving in Dayton, Bryan began building public support, starting where he

was most e√ective, at the grass roots. Although his skill as a speaker was legend-

ary, his career as a political campaigner, to say nothing of his success on the

summer Chautauqua circuit, had been based every bit as much on his ability to

connect to people one by one, often thousands of them in a single week. In

Dayton, he immediately put his powers of personal persuasion to work. Arriving

from Miami three days before the trial was scheduled to begin, Bryan alighted

from the Royal Palm Limited to the cheers of about 250 citizens, many of them

members of welcoming committees organized by local churches. Wearing a large

white tropical pith helmet, he plunged into the crowd, shaking hands and receiv-

ing gifts (among them a bag of radishes, to which he was known to be partial)
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before climbing into an automobile at the head of a parade that took him through

town to the home where he was staying. Over the next few days, he courted

the citizens of Dayton tirelessly, greeting admiring onlookers as he strolled or

motored slowly through town, conferring with public o≈cials and members of

the school board, and addressing audiences on numerous occasions: at a ban-

quet of the Progressive Club, in a mountaintop speech at the Morgan Springs

Hotel outside of town, in sermons at churches, and in impromptu talks to

thousands on the courthouse lawn. Daytonites responded warmly: ‘‘Mr. Bryan’s

manner with these people is most persuasive,’’ reported the New York Times. ‘‘His

voice seems to reach out and caress them with its gentle cadences; his arms

stretch out over them as if they were those closest to his heart and he would

gather them.’’∑∞ Defense lawyers later complained that Bryan was proceeding

unfairly in attempting to influence the views of the community toward the case.

Darrow himself took to the streets during breaks in the trial to undo the damage,

winning considerable praise from the citizenry for his folksy congeniality.∑≤ But it

was Bryan who captured the local constituency. Said Frank Kent, Mencken’s

colleague at the Baltimore Sun: ‘‘It is extraordinary how completely he fits into the

town. Of all the lawyers, of all the visitors, he is the one man thoroughly at home.

These are his people; he is their champion. They are his; he is theirs. The

overwhelming sentiment is with him.’’∑≥

While wooing Dayton, Bryan was also solidifying the support of Tennesseans

statewide. As early as the first week of June, in a statement to the press made after

meeting with lawyers at Nashville, he framed the case as a contest between

Tennessee and its critics. Asserting that the issue was not free speech, but the

constitutionality of state law, he scored the ‘‘Northern papers,’’ especially the

‘‘New York newspapers,’’ for waging an ‘‘attack on Tennessee law.’’∑∂ Tennessee

had received considerable criticism in the weeks following the passage of the

antievolution law, and state leaders had begun to answer back. ‘‘Tennessee needs

no sympathy nor commiseration,’’ Governor Austin Peay had written to Dayton

school superintendent Walter White. ‘‘I have profound contempt for those who

are throwing slurs at Tennessee for having this law.’’∑∑ Although not a Tennes-

sean himself (a point that Darrow went out of his way to make during the trial),

Bryan’s strong ties to the state, combined with his long-standing suspicion of

eastern elites and the northern big-city press, allowed him to cast himself as a

defender of the state’s honor. In his address to the Progressive Club, he lavished

praise on the state, assuring his audience that he would ‘‘put the character of the

people of Tennessee against that of the people of any state in the country.’’∑∏

Almost as soon as the trial commenced, he issued a press release criticizing

defense plans to bring in experts on evolution from the North, stating that ‘‘no
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specialists from the outside are required to inform the parents of Tennessee as to

what is harmful.’’∑π As the case proceeded, Bryan’s colleagues on the prosecution

team took up the torch, with local attorney Ben McKenzie pointedly referring to

members of the defense as ‘‘foreigners’’ and ‘‘visitors’’ from Chicago and New

York.∑∫ (Mencken added fuel to the fire with his famous reports, many of which

were quoted or reprinted in full in Tennessee newspapers, in which he described

Daytonites and their fellow Tennesseans as ‘‘hill billies,’’ ‘‘peasants,’’ and ‘‘yo-

kels.’’)∑Ω Even before the trial would come to a close, Bryan was on the road to

other towns in Tennessee, denouncing the defense as ‘‘those who have come

from another state to speak of you as bigots.’’∏≠ For his part, he concluded,

comparing himself to Christ standing before Pilate, ‘‘I esteem it a great privilege

to come down to Tennessee and defend the rights of her people.’’∏∞

In reaching out for support, Bryan also sought to expand his Christian constit-

uency. The task was by no means as simple as it seemed, for some of the

strongest critics of antievolutionism were liberal and modernist church leaders.

Indeed, the trial was certain to provide a platform for these critics, since the

defense had announced plans to bring a collection of theologians and scientists

to Dayton to testify on the compatibility between Christianity and evolution. In a

move to preempt their testimony, Bryan announced on the day of his arrival

that the trial would pit Christianity against evolution in ‘‘a duel to the death.’’

Anything that attacked the Bible attacked revealed religion, he argued, casting

the conflict in apocalyptical terms as an Armageddon-like battle between faith

and unbelief. ‘‘If evolution wins,’’ he asserted at the Progressive Club banquet,

‘‘Christianity goes—not suddenly, of course, but gradually, for the two cannot

stand together. They are as antagonistic as light and darkness; as antagonistic as

good and evil.’’ The statement was denounced by the defense team and caused

consternation among those prosecution lawyers who were trying to confine the

case to the constitutionality of the Tennessee law. But it made headlines across

the country (‘‘duel to the death!’’) and set the stage for the coming con-

frontation. At Dayton, Bryan proclaimed, Christians ‘‘will fight evolution as their

only great foe.’’∏≤

He continued to emphasize this theme throughout the trial. On the first

Sunday, after delivering the morning sermon at Dayton’s Southern Methodist

Church (with the presiding judge John T. Raulston and his family seated promi-

nently in the front pew), he released a statement to the press deriding the defense

strategy of relying on ‘‘so-called theistic evolutionists:’’

They know that evolution has led many into atheism, like Nietzsche, for

instance, but they will not call any atheists. They know that evolution has led a
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still greater number into agnosticism, like Darwin, for instance, but they will

not call any agnostics. They will only call those who still cling to religion and

try to harmonize evolution with it. They will thus present a very one-sided view

of evolution and its results. A half truth is sometimes worse than a lie; and

evolution as they want to represent it is less than half truth.∏≥

In the middle of the week, Bryan told an interviewer that the Scopes case had

uncovered ‘‘a concerted attack upon revealed religion’’ by ‘‘atheists, agnostics

and unbelievers, aided by so-called theological evolutionists.’’∏∂ By the following

weekend he was talking in terms of full-blown treachery, claiming in a press

release that the case had revealed nothing less than a ‘‘conspiracy against Bible

Christianity.’’∏∑ At every opportunity, he cast the trial as a conflict between Chris-

tianity and its enemies, calling upon all true Christians to stand at his side. ‘‘The

Christian religion is revealed religion,’’ he told an audience as the trial was

coming to a close. ‘‘It is the Bible they are attacking.’’∏∏

In presenting himself as a champion of Christianity, Bryan had plenty of

help. The trial was in session over two Sundays, and on each of them ministers

across the country took to their pulpits to comment on its meaning. Their ser-

mons demonstrated a broad range of opinions, so much so that the Reverend

Charles H. Beale, addressing a Massachusetts congregation that included the

vacationing President Calvin Coolidge, could deride ‘‘the pitiful drama exempli-

fying the division among Christians.’’∏π But in church after church, from the

smallest towns to the largest cities, conservative preachers marched to their

pulpits to compare Bryan to Christ, depict Darrow as the devil, and portray the

trial as a battle between good and evil. In his morning sermon at New York’s

Calvary Baptist, for example, John Roach Straton delivered a tribute to Bryan’s

sincerity and his service to the nation, describing him as ‘‘a true prophet of God.’’

As for Darrow, who earlier in the week had created a sensation when he angrily

objected to the practice of opening each session of the trial with a prayer, Straton

showed nothing but scorn. Holding up a newspaper photograph taken during

opening prayer, he described the Chicago lawyer as the embodiment of evil. ‘‘As I

looked at these two figures in that picture, Mr. Bryan with his reverence and

nobility of face on one side, and Mr. Darrow, with his sardonic sneer on the

other, the two seemed to me to be almost as a human expression of Christ and the

devil.’’∏∫ (The depiction of Darrow as the devil became a popular motif at the

time. The previous Wednesday, following Darrow’s objections to the courtroom

prayers, the Memphis Commercial Appeal ran a front-page cartoon labeled ‘‘Dar-

row’s Paradise!’’ in which he was pictured in hell perched on a mountain marked

‘‘Anti-Christ,’’ presiding over a bleak set of images labeled ‘‘agnosticism,’’ ‘‘anni-



Editorial cartoon (from front page, Memphis Commercial Appeal, 15 July 1925)
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hilation,’’ and ‘‘spiritual despair.’’)∏Ω The trial, Straton concluded, was for the

defense lawyers nothing more than an opportunity ‘‘to flaunt their agnosticism

and sneering unbelief before the world.’’π≠

Most of all, Bryan sought the support of the American people. Over his thirty-

year political career, he had consistently maintained an almost mystical concep-

tion of majority rule. Despite defeat in three bids for the presidency, he had come

to increasingly identify with this mystical majority and to style himself as the

voice of ordinary men and women. In his speech to the Dayton Progressive Club,

he had concluded with what many regarded as a call for another constitutional

amendment: ‘‘Who made the courts?’’ he asked rhetorically. ‘‘The people. Who

made the Constitution? The people. The people can change the Constitution and

if necessary they can change the decisions of the court.’’π∞ At Morgan Springs,

where he spoke to a crowd of common folk from the nearby mountain communi-

ties, he had elaborated on the theme of democratic decision making, assuring

them that the case at hand would be decided not by educated experts but by the

plain people who sat on the jury at Dayton. ‘‘According to our principles of gov-

ernment,’’ he explained, ‘‘the people are interested in everything and can be

trusted to decide every thing.’’π≤ Afterward, amid stout denials that he was ad-

vocating a constitutional amendment outlawing the teaching of evolution, he

had assured reporters that the issue was not the tyranny of the religious majority,

but of the irreligious minority, ‘‘a little oligarchy of self-styled intellectuals’’

who were ‘‘attempting to force their views on the people through the public

schools.’’π≥ When Dean Henry H. Rusby of Columbia’s College of Pharmacy

created a stir by suggesting that universities like his own refuse to recognize the

academic credentials of students from states that had passed antievolution laws,

Bryan took it as an attack by an educational elitist on the less learned majority,

whom he described as the ‘‘the ninety and nine.’’π∂ Later in the trial he would

drive over the mountain to the nearby town of Pikeville to address an open-air

meeting, where he cast his remarks as a paean to ordinary people, those whose

views were ‘‘representative of the best thought of the land.’’π∑ For Bryan, the

Scopes trial would be a success to the extent that it brought the issue of evolution

before the public. The decision of the court mattered little, he had written to his

friend Ed Howe. What mattered was the decision of the people, since ‘‘every

question has to be settled at last by the public.’’π∏

To all appearances, Bryan’s attempt at building public support was paying o√.

Throughout his career he had received a steady stream of letters and notes, many

of them handwritten, some almost illegible with misspellings and poor gram-

mar, expressing admiration for him and his work. As the time for the trial

approached, however, the stream became a flood, as letters and telegrams poured
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in from every part of the country o√ering advice and wishing him well. ‘‘You are

defending God’s cause,’’ wrote W. F. Brockman of Janesville, Wisconsin. ‘‘By thy

direct connection with God Almighty the words which thou shalt use shall be

placed in thy mouth by God himself,’’ stated Coloradan C. J. Schnebly. ‘‘We want

you to know we are praying to God to sustain you,’’ Mrs. G. P. Cannon of Tampa,

Florida, assured him. On rare occasions, the messages contained criticism. ‘‘This

trial is silly and your reputed statement shows you to be either a fool or a faker,’’

wrote Charles S. Wharton, a former Republican congressman from Illinois. But

with few such exceptions, the notes were admiring and laudatory, and they came

by the scores. Many telegrams were from church groups: ‘‘Two thousand men of

the Strand Bible Class unanimously endorse your stand’’; ‘‘In behalf of 15,000

organized Baptist young people . . . we a≈rm our faith in the whole Bible and

pledge to you our sympathy and support’’; ‘‘Ten thousand members of Angelus

Temple with her millions of radio church membership send grateful apprecia-

tion.’’ The well-wishers were women as well as men, African Americans as well

as whites: ‘‘The Negroes of southeast Miss assembled in the 49th annual session

of the Gulf Coast Missionary Baptist Association . . . thank God for your uncom-

promising defense of the Grand Old Book of the Ages.’’ All told, Bryan had

tapped a remarkably deep well of public support. ‘‘May our brother Bryan fight

them evolutionists until hell freezes over,’’ wrote an admiring Happy Gordon

Mead from Smackover, Arkansas, ‘‘and then give them around [sic] on the ice.’’ππ

Constraining Opponents
With the attention of the media assured, and having recruited and rallied

supporters, movements turn to the matter of curbing the influence of their adver-

saries. It is a troublesome task, since the ability to check the actions of opponents

is always limited, and since clever opponents can devise strategies to counter the

constraint. Thus Doug McAdam has shown how sclc protests were in large part

dependent on the response of southern segregationists. He contrasts the success

of protests in Birmingham, Alabama, where police led by Commissioner Eugene

‘‘Bull’’ Connor attacked demonstrators with dogs and fire hoses, with their fail-

ure in Albany, Georgia, where police chief Laurie Pritchett, aware that such

atrocities could backfire, ordered arrests but avoided violence, thereby denying

the movement the support of sympathetic onlookers. McAdam argues that activ-

ists and their opponents often find themselves engaged in a complex set of

actions and reactions, creating strategies and counterstrategies, in which both

sides are constantly mindful of how they will be perceived by the public. Put

simply, strategic staging is a game that two must play.π∫

The Scopes trial was just this kind of game, in which each side simultaneously
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sought to limit the options of the other through their tactics inside and outside

the courtroom. In fact, the trial was two separate games taking place simulta-

neously: one about the prosecution of the case, the other about the managing of

public perceptions of it. Moreover, the two were to some extent at odds. ‘‘I have

no doubt about the outcome of the case,’’ Ira Hicks told his brother. ‘‘What I fear

is that the news papers will color everything to look like a victory for evolution as

their sympathy is there.’’πΩ

The prosecution seemed to have a strategy. Admittedly, the group was an

unlikely assortment of allies. Ably led by the sensible and soft-spoken A. T.

‘‘Tom’’ Stewart, attorney general for the circuit that covered eastern Tennessee,

the bulk of the team consisted of local lawyers (the folksy father-son duo of

Ben G. and Gordon McKenzie, brothers Herbert and Sue Hicks, and recent law

school graduate Wallace Haggard). Bryan had argued for a more cosmopolitan

group, suggesting that the prosecution be expanded to include corporate lawyer

Samuel Untermyer, of New York, a close friend and president of the American

Jewish Congress, and Senator Thomas J. Walsh, of Montana, a Roman Catholic.

When the local attorneys bridled at asking these two, contending that the pres-

ence of a Jew and a Catholic as part of the prosecution might not play well with a

Tennessee jury, Bryan had to settle for bringing along his son William Jennings

Bryan Jr., a shy and self-e√acing man who practiced civil law in Los Angeles.

Nevertheless, at least at the beginning everyone seemed to be on the same page.

Chief prosecutor Tom Stewart was determined to seek a speedy trial, arguing that

the only legal issue was the right of the Tennessee legislature to control the

curriculum of the state’s public schools. More than anything else, Stewart wanted

to avoid turning the trial into a debate on evolution, since the defense had already

announced an expansive and multisided strategy that would challenge the law’s

constitutionality not only because of the limits it placed on personal liberty, but

also because of its unreasonable assumption that evolutionary science was by

definition in conflict with Christian faith. The Dayton lawyers, unprepared to

argue constitutional points, let alone philosophical or scientific ones, appeared

to agree. Even Bryan seemed acquiescent: ‘‘The real issue in the Scopes case,’’ he

observed in late May, in his first statement to the press after entering the case, ‘‘is

not the teaching of evolution, but who shall control our schools and determine

what shall be taught.’’∫≠

Yet Bryan had other plans as well. Never one to avoid a fight, let alone be long

out of the limelight, he clearly intended to turn the trial into more than an

argument over legal niceties. Even as he announced his agreement with Stewart’s

strategy, he was privately preparing for a much more ambitious prosecution, in

which the doctrine of evolution would itself be placed on trial. Following a final
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planning meeting in Atlanta, he issued no statement but sent word through other

sources that he considered the case to be ‘‘one in which an assault was being

made upon the precepts of Jesus Christ.’’∫∞ Although it is uncertain whether

Stewart was aware of Bryan’s plans, at least one other member of the prosecution

team knew of them, describing the strategy in confidential correspondence: ‘‘It is

part of our plan to keep the defense thinking that we are going to restrict the case

to the right of the legislature to control,’’ explained Sue Hicks in a June letter to

his brother Ira, ‘‘but when the trial comes on we can gain a moral victory by

opening out the field to our evidence.’’∫≤ Meanwhile, all agreed on a two-track

attack in which Stewart would make the case inside the courtroom while Bryan

took on evolution outside, in speeches and statements to the press. In e√ect, the

tactic was to argue one case in court and a di√erent one outside, in the court of

public opinion. The strategy was complicated and risky, testing the ability of the

prosecution to argue both cases at once while maintaining some kind of bound-

ary between them. Nevertheless, with Bryan on the team there seemed to be no

other option, since he was determined to take the case to the public. ‘‘I have been

quoted as saying that I think the decision of this case will be of importance,’’ he

told reporters at the opening of the trial. ‘‘It is not the decision but the discussion

which will follow that I consider important. It will bring the issue before the

attention of the world.’’∫≥

The prosecution’s first task was to prevent the testimony of expert witnesses.

The defense lawyers believed that expert evidence was essential to their case since

it allowed them to strike at the heart of the Tennessee statute, contesting its

constitutionality by arguing that it was both indefinite and unreasonable. They

planned to send to the stand a carefully selected collection of highly reputed

scientists and theologians—all of them theistic evolutionists—who would testify

that there was no conflict between evolution and the Bible, let alone between

evolution and religion.∫∂ Throughout June, Darrow’s team regularly released the

names of prominent scientists, including respected horticulturist Luther Bur-

bank, whom it would supposedly call to testify at the trial. Prosecutors were

clearly worried and set to work to discredit the experts, while at the same time

quietly inviting their own.∫∑ Bryan bore the brunt of the e√ort, contacting every

sympathetic scientist he knew or had heard of, as well as a long list of fundamen-

talist preachers to testify about the Bible, but he found few who were willing to go

to Dayton. Among the scientists, several informed him that they actually believed

in evolution, and another, the combative Alfred McCann, who had ridiculed

evolution in his God or Gorilla, blasted Bryan for attempting to use legal means to

inhibit the free flow of ideas and assured him that ‘‘I disapprove of the entire

procedure from beginning to end.’’∫∏ As for the preachers, although several
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responded that they were eager to testify, including W. B. Riley, John Straton, and

J. Frank Norris, in the end only T. T. Martin made the trip.∫π One potential

witness, the Adventist geologist George McCready Price, wrote from abroad that

the best of all experts would be Bryan himself, since ‘‘it is not a time to argue

about the scientific or unscientific character of the evolution theory, but to show

its . . . essentially anti-Christian implications and tendencies. This you are very

capable of doing; I do not know of any one more capable.’’∫∫ As the list of defense

experts grew, and as a deeply disappointed Bryan found himself with none of his

own, he became even more determined to keep the defense experts o√ the stand.

‘‘If we can shut out the expert testimony,’’ he told his friend W. B. Marr as the

trial date approached, ‘‘we will be through in a short time. I have no doubt of our

final victory, but don’t know how much we will have to go through before we

reach the end.’’∫Ω

In preventing expert testimony, the prosecution was actually attempting to

define the terms of the trial. Specifically, Bryan and his colleagues had concluded

that by avoiding the testimony of the academic experts, all of whom were certain

to stress their own Christian credentials, they could cast evolution as a doctrine

completely at odds with Christianity. In truth, Bryan knew all too well that evolu-

tion was not necessarily incompatible with Christian views of creation. Indeed, as

he explained to Johns Hopkins professor Howard A. Kelly in late June, he himself

believed not only that the days of Genesis may have been of indefinite length, but

also that evolution may have taken place throughout them, at least ‘‘before man.’’

Nevertheless, he confided to Kelly, to allow such a concession could be strate-

gically catastrophic in the courtroom, since it ‘‘furnishes our opponents with an

argument which they are quick to use.’’Ω≠ Besides, the state statute seemed self-

evident, defining evolution as ‘‘any theory that denies the story of Divine Creation

of man as taught in the Bible.’’Ω∞ All considered, the surest strategy would be the

simplest one: to stick to the statute, to assume a creation of seven days, and to

portray evolution as unbiblical and therefore unchristian. ‘‘All the facts needed

for the trial of this case are at hand,’’ he said in a statement to the press, ‘‘and can

be furnished without any resort to so-called ‘expert testimony.’ We have the

statute which is perfectly clear, we have the textbook which Prof. Scopes used in

his teaching, and we have the evidence of what he taught. The defense have Mr.

Scopes with his knowledge of science and his passion for scientific truth. What

more do they want?’’Ω≤

The second part of the prosecution plan was to try the defense team rather

than the defendant. From the beginning, the state took little interest in John

Scopes, whose earnest and unassuming personality, along with his almost com-

plete conventionality, made him a popular and sympathetic figure. Besides, it had
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never been clear to anyone that Scopes had actually taught evolution, and prose-

cutors worried that if he were put on the stand under oath, he might admit as

much, collapsing their case against him and rendering the whole trial pointless.Ω≥

By contrast, they turned their attention to the big-city lawyers who had come to

represent him. As if Darrow were not controversial enough, his colleagues at the

defense table also made easy targets: Dudley Field Malone was a New York

divorce lawyer, as well as an Irish-American Catholic with a feminist wife; Arthur

Garfield Hays, another New Yorker, was a corporate attorney of Jewish heritage

with left-leaning political sympathies; and John Randolph Neal, the team’s prin-

cipal local representative, was an eccentric law professor who claimed to have

been dismissed from the University of Tennessee for protesting the firing of four

faculty members who had taught evolution.Ω∂ The prosecutors avoided attacking

the rumpled Neal, presumably out of deference to his Tennessee ties (‘‘the home

folk insist that he has just fallen into bad company,’’ wrote Chattanooga Times

correspondent Robert T. Small, ‘‘and will be all right when the contaminators get

away’’). But the cosmopolitan credentials of the others left them fair game. ‘‘The

prosecution for days has been whaling the life out of Darrow, Malone, and Hays,’’

Small went on, ‘‘their views, their beliefs, their modes of life, the things they have

done and the things they have left undone, until all the countryside is convinced

there is no health in the trio and that they ought to be placed in the hoosegow for

life for the good of the public morals and religions.’’Ω∑

From the first, the lawyers for the state had viewed Darrow as their principal

target. After the third morning in court, when he protested the opening prayer,

he became for all practical purposes their only target. With popular indignation

rising both in Dayton and beyond, the prosecution saw its advantage and Tom

Stewart took the lead in disparaging ‘‘the agnostic counsel for the defense.’’Ω∏ But

it was Bryan who pursued this line of attack, his onslaughts in the press mount-

ing and becoming more personal; by the end of the first full week of the trial he

was describing Darrow, the ‘‘avowed agnostic,’’ as an enemy to ‘‘all those who

believe in Orthodox Christianity’’Ωπ

But maligning attorneys was a game that both sides could play, and Bryan

made an enticing target, especially since for the first several days he sat silently,

having agreed to allow others to present the technical aspects of the state’s case.

Day after day Darrow and his colleagues set their sights on him, blaming him for

the antievolution law, criticizing his brand of Christianity, even quoting his ear-

lier writings on religious liberty. On Wednesday, the fourth day in court, when

Stewart objected to the barrage of criticism, Bryan overrode him, saying that he

needed no protection. But by the next day an agitated Bryan had apparently had

enough. When he finally rose to speak, he began by complaining that the de-
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fense was trying to make him the defendant by portraying him as the ‘‘arch-

conspirator’’ behind the antievolution law as well as the leader of the forces of

‘‘ignorance and bigotry.’’Ω∫ Attempting to turn attention back to Darrow, he pro-

ceeded to launch an awkward and ultimately counterproductive attack on his

character. Bryan quoted from the transcript of the infamous Leopold-Loeb trial,

in which Darrow had successfully defended two child murderers, only to be

interrupted and corrected by an o√ended Darrow and lectured at length by an

incensed Malone. But the defense would save its sharpest cut until Friday, at the

end of an exhausting week, when Judge Raulston finally announced his decision

to bar all expert testimony. Defeated in the most critical move of the case, Darrow

lashed out at Bryan in a blistering statement to the press in which he derided him

for his unwillingness to allow his opinions to be tested in open court against the

testimony of scientists and theologians. Unable to attract reputable witnesses of

his own, Bryan had ‘‘fled from the issue,’’ he explained, ‘‘and sought the protec-

tion of technicalities.’’ As Bryan weakly defended the decision of the judge,

Darrow concluded with a devastating thrust: ‘‘Bryan who blew loud trumpet calls

for a ‘battle to the death,’ has fled from the field, his forces disorganized and his

pretentions exposed.’’ΩΩ

The third main point of the prosecution strategy was to cast its case as a

defense of revealed religion. For his part, Bryan was deeply disquieted by his role

as prosecutor. As he saw it, his entire career had been spent defending demo-

cratic principles and the common people. Moreover, he had only the most solici-

tous feelings toward the actual defendant, the mild-mannered Scopes.∞≠≠ Thus he

was strongly predisposed to present himself not as prosecuting anyone at all, but

as defending Christianity against its evolutionist enemies. So it was that when

Bryan addressed the court on Thursday afternoon, in what would be his only long

speech at the trial, he immediately turned the tables, casting the real issue of the

case as a conflict between religion and science (or ‘‘religion and irreligion,’’ as he

put it). Evolution, he insisted, denied the transcendent truths of the Atonement,

the Resurrection, and the Virgin Birth; the entire purpose of the defense was to

discredit the Bible and the one true faith. ‘‘The Bible is the Word of God,’’ he

thundered; ‘‘the Bible is the only expression of man’s hope for salvation. The

Bible, the record of the Son of God, the Savior of the world, born of the virgin

Mary, crucified and risen again. That Bible is not going to be driven out of this

court by experts.’’ As for the other side, he concluded to a great round of ap-

plause, its intention all along had been ‘‘to banish from the hearts of the people

the Word of God as revealed.’’ When Dudley Field Malone responded by contrast-

ing the open scientific mind to the closed theological one, ending his speech with

a ringing plea for academic freedom that brought cheers from the crowd and a
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standing ovation from the press, the crux of the case became clear. Even the

cautious Stewart, apparently carried away by the day’s florid oratory, concluded

that the trial had come down to ‘‘a battle between religion and science.’’ Stretch-

ing his arms heavenward, he made it clear to everyone ‘‘that I am on the side of

religion.’’∞≠∞

The prosecution’s trump card was Bryan himself. The plan was to hold him

back until the end, building suspense until the final summations, when he could

at last unleash his legendary skill as a public speaker in what was certain to be a

show-stopping closing argument to the jury. Everyone at the trial knew it was

coming and seemed to be awaiting it expectantly. The defense, however, had a

plan of its own. Well aware of Bryan’s persuasive powers, it had devised a strategy

to preempt any final performance by calling him to the stand as an expert on the

Bible. Darrow knew that he could hobble Bryan’s soaring oratory by insisting that

he limit himself to answering questions. Moreover, the canny courtroom lawyer

knew how to interrogate witnesses, a skill he had honed through decades of

practice as a defense attorney. As to what he would ask, Darrow was ready. Two

years earlier, addressing Bryan in a public letter appearing in the Chicago Tribune,

he had posed a long list of questions concerning the Bible’s literal truth. (‘‘Is the

account of the creation of the earth and all life in Genesis literally true. . . ? Was

the earth made in six literal days. . . ? Was Eve literally made from the rib of

Adam?’’)∞≠≤ Although Bryan had never responded, Darrow still had his questions.

Over the weekend he had prepared for the coming interrogation, practicing with

Harvard geologist Kirtley Mather, who played the role of Bryan. By Sunday,

reporters had begun to suspect that something was up. ‘‘Rumors go about that

the defense is preparing to spring a coup d’etat,’’ wrote the Nashville Banner’s

Ralph Perry.∞≠≥

Of course, Bryan still had to agree to take the stand. On Monday, the seventh

day of the trial, attempting to escape the stifling heat inside the courthouse and

fearing that the second-story courtroom might collapse from the weight of the

crowds that continued to fill the chamber, Judge Raulston convened the after-

noon session outside on the courthouse lawn. With the principals seated on an

elevated platform and several thousand people looking on, the setting seemed

more fitting for an afternoon oration than a courtroom cross-examination. Bryan

was in his element. Thus when defense counsel Arthur Hays suddenly called him

as an expert witness, he seemed surprisingly acquiescent. Everyone knew that an

attorney had no right to examine counsel from the other side. Moreover, the

previous Friday all expert testimony had been foreclosed and removed from the

record. Nevertheless, Bryan was willing, even eager to testify. Forced to sit for

several days in silence, taunted by the defense at every turn, upstaged in his one
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substantial speech, he had found the trial to be a frustrating experience. For

weeks his attempts to introduce his own team of experts had been met with a

train of excuses and outright refusals. Besides, after years of speaking and writ-

ing on Christian topics, he considered himself as much an expert on the Scrip-

tures as anyone. Additionally, Bryan assumed that by taking the stand he could

confront the defense directly, on his own terms, since he had agreed to be

questioned only on the condition that he could in turn examine Darrow, Malone,

and Hays. (‘‘Not at once?’’ quipped Darrow). All told, Bryan seemed supremely

confident. ‘‘These gentlemen have not had much chance,’’ he blithely told the

court. ‘‘They did not come here to try this case. They came here to try revealed

religion. I am here to defend it and they can ask me any questions they please.’’∞≠∂

What followed would come to be considered the trial’s climax. At the time, it

appeared distinctly anticlimactic, even boring to the spectators who watched

from the lawn. The examination went on for two hours, turning into a desultory

debate in which Darrow asked increasingly tedious questions about the size of

Jonah’s whale and whether Joshua could command the sun to stand still. Afraid

of being trapped, Bryan avoided specific responses wherever possible. On occa-

sion the bobbing and weaving became comedic, as in this exchange on the dating

of Noah’s flood:

q [Darrow]—You believe the story of the flood to be a literal interpretation?

a [Bryan]—Yes, sir.

q—When was that flood?

a—I would not attempt to fix the date. The date is fixed, as suggested this

morning.

q—About 4004 b.c.?

a—That has been the estimate of a man that is accepted today. I would not

say it is accurate.

q—That estimate is printed in the Bible?

a—Everyone knows, at least, I think that most of the people know, that was

the estimate given.

q—But what do you think that the Bible, itself, says? Don’t you know how it

was arrived at?

a—I never made a calculation.

q—A calculation from what?

a—I could not say.

q—From the generations of man?

a—I would not want to say that.

q—What do you think?
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a—I do not think about things I don’t think about.

q—Do you think about things you do think about?

a—Well, sometimes.

(Laughter in the courtyard.)

Bryan was already in trouble. At a minimum, he had confused Bishop Ussher’s

date for the creation of the world (4004 b.c.) with the biblically assigned date of

Noah’s flood (2348 b.c.). But things did not get any better. At least a dozen times

the prosecution rose to object, but each time Bryan insisted that the interrogation

continue. At one point the combatants wandered o√ into an apparently pointless

argument over the teachings of Buddha and Confucius. But when Darrow re-

turned to the age of the earth, Bryan was cornered. All along, the prosecution

strategy had been to argue that the biblical account of creation was self-evident,

that the world had been created in seven days. The defense, by contrast, was

determined to show that the creation story was open to interpretation, thereby

raising questions about both the meaning and the reasonableness of the Ten-

nessee antievolution law. Thus when Bryan admitted that he did not believe that

the earth had been created in seven actual, literal, twenty-four–hour days, he

seemed to be contradicting himself, while also playing into Darrow’s hand:

q—Would you say that the earth was only 4,000 years old?

a—Oh no; I think it is much older than that.

q—How much?

a—I couldn’t say.

q—Do you say whether the Bible itself says it is older than that?

a—I don’t think the Bible says itself whether it is older or not.

q—Do you think the earth was made in six days.

a—Not six days of twenty-four hours.

q—Doesn’t it say so?

a—No, sir.

Aware of what was happening, Bryan tried to recast the issue, arguing that the

real question was the authority of the Bible, not its literal meaning. The purpose

of the defense’s examination, he blustered, was ‘‘to cast ridicule on everybody

who believes in the Bible.’’ (‘‘We have the purpose,’’ Darrow shot back, ‘‘of

preventing bigots and ignoramuses from controlling the education of the United

States and you know it, and that is all.’’) Forging on, Bryan attempted to turn the

issue back on Darrow by casting him as an enemy of Christianity. ‘‘I am simply

trying to protect the word of God against the greatest atheist or agnostic in the

United States,’’ he went on, eliciting prolonged applause from the spectators. ‘‘I
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want the papers to know that I am not afraid to get on the stand in front of him

and let him do his worst. I want the world to know.’’ By this time Darrow had

realized his advantage and was relentless in adding to it. For several minutes

more he pressed on, grilling Bryan with questions about Adam’s rib and Cain’s

wife. With both men apparently approaching exhaustion, the examination soon

devolved into an exchange of insults. ‘‘The only purpose Mr. Darrow has is to slur

at the Bible,’’ Bryan sputtered before Raulston abruptly adjourned court for the

day. ‘‘I object to your statement,’’ replied Darrow. ‘‘I am exempting [sic] you on

your fool ideas that no intelligent Christian on earth believes.’’∞≠∑

At the end of the day, few of those who had been there were willing to describe

the confrontation as decisive. Predictably, both sides insisted that the inter-

rogation had worked to their advantage. ‘‘Mr. Bryan made a monkey out of

Mr. Darrow, said the fundamentalists who were present,’’ reported the Chat-

tanooga Times in its evening edition. ‘‘Mr. Darrow made a monkey out of Mr.

Bryan, say the evolutionists who were present. Perhaps a ringside decision would

call it a draw.’’∞≠∏ Most historians have characterized Bryan’s testimony as a

serious miscalculation, emphasizing the damage done to his reputation among

fundamentalists by his admission that he did not believe in a seven-day creation.

Ron Numbers has recently confounded these claims, arguing that few funda-

mentalists expressed either surprise or disappointment with Bryan’s views. Con-

temporary news reports suggest that Numbers is right. All that mattered to

Bryan’s followers, an insightful Philip Kinsley wrote that evening, was that he

had placed Darrow in the untenable position of opposing the Bible. ‘‘They num-

ber millions and they will applaud him in this struggle,’’ wrote Kinsley. ‘‘He will

be a brave figure to them after today. He emerged as a hero.’’∞≠π Ultimately,

however, the most important fact of that fateful afternoon would be Bryan’s

treatment by Darrow. In attempting to constrain opponents, there is always a

danger of going too far, as constraint can backfire into public sympathy for one’s

foes. Although Bryan had hardly intended it, the grilling he took on the stand—

Darrow’s tenaciousness, Bryan’s own defensiveness and uncertainty—had made

him a more sympathetic figure to many. ‘‘You felt the cruelty of it,’’ wrote Chat-

tanooga’s Dr. W. S. Keese, who was himself at best ambivalent about Bryan. ‘‘The

hearts of many of us ache—they almost bleed.’’∞≠∫

Influencing Public Policy
In the end, the success of strategic staging must be judged by its ability to

influence public policy. For any movement, the final goal must be to inspire

authorities to take action, reshaping policies and rewriting laws. This can be the

most di≈cult part of the staging process. Although public o≈cials can occasion-
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ally move swiftly in implementing policies, much of the time the process is

painfully slow, and more often than not activists end up with little to show for

their e√orts. As King and the sclc discovered, it took the atrocities of Bir-

mingham and Selma, beamed nightly by television into the nation’s living rooms,

to evoke the public outcry that led to the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964

and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. After that time, as the civil rights movement

proceeded to address more complex forms of racism in the North, it became

increasingly divided, while previously supportive public o≈cials, distracted by

other policy concerns, eventually lost interest in the issue. The lesson is that

activists must continue to make their case, sustaining the pressure on policy

makers, or see their goal slip beyond their grasp.∞≠Ω

With the Scopes trial coming to a close, antievolutionists found themselves in

the same position, facing the challenge of transforming the trial into a spring-

board for further political action. The end of the trial, said John Roach Straton,

would be the beginning of the next phase of the antievolution movement, with

bills being introduced into legislatures across the country. Speaking to reporters

in New York City, he confidently predicted that ‘‘the southern states would be first

to put such laws on their statute books; that the western states would follow, and

that the movement would eventually reach the north and east.’’∞∞≠

On Tuesday morning, the eighth day, the trial came suddenly to a close. With

court reconvened inside because of a welcome rain, Judge Raulston put an end to

the confrontation between Bryan and Darrow, declaring that Darrow’s interroga-

tion had contributed nothing substantive to the case and ordering it expunged

from the record. The defense, already planning its appeal to a higher court (and

still determined to prevent Bryan from taking the floor for a final summation), at

once threw in the towel, asking that the jury be instructed to convict the defen-

dant. It took the twelve Tennessee jurors exactly nine minutes to declare Scopes

guilty, the only point of contention coming when Raulston himself imposed the

minimum $100 fine, in keeping with local practice, instead of allowing the jury

to set the penalty. Following a short statement by Scopes, in which he called

the antievolution law unjust and promised to continue fighting it, there were

speeches by the attorneys and representatives of the press thanking the court and

the Dayton community. Predictably, Bryan’s address ran longer than the others.

Already at work interpreting the meaning of the trial, he used his final statement

to encourage antievolutionists to continue their e√orts. In itself, he told the

court, the case of the small-town schoolteacher meant little. But it illustrated how

people could be drawn into prominence by attaching themselves to a great cause,

since ‘‘causes stir the world.’’ The importance of the trial was not in the individ-

uals involved, but in the issue it raised. ‘‘Human beings are mighty small, your
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honor,’’ he continued, becoming more eloquent as he spoke. ‘‘We are apt to

magnify the personal element and we sometimes become inflated with our im-

portance, but the world little cares for man as an individual. He is born, he

works, he dies, but causes go on forever, and we who participated in this case

may congratulate ourselves that we have attached ourselves to a mighty issue.’’

Because of the trial, he observed, the conflict between biblical creation and

evolution would be discussed, debated, and eventually decided. In the end, he

assured the court, ‘‘the people will determine this issue.’’∞∞∞

No sooner had the trial ended than antievolutionists were declaring victory. In

truth, the outcome had been a foregone conclusion, and all concerned consid-

ered the case to be little more than a preliminary hearing in preparation for

appeals to higher courts. Yet with Bryan taking the lead, antievolutionists pro-

claimed the outcome of the trial as a significant triumph, as well as a turning

point for their cause. Within hours of Judge Raulston’s dismissal, Bryan had

issued a statement in which he declared that his only purpose in Dayton had been

to counter ‘‘an attack upon the authority of the Bible’’ that was ‘‘organized,

deliberate and malignant, and had only to be uncovered to be understood.’’∞∞≤

Appearing to still be arguing the case, and reminding the world that he had been

promised the opportunity to cross-examine Hays, Malone, and Darrow, he di-

rected a series of nine questions to the defense, quizzing them on their beliefs in

God, Christ, and immortality.∞∞≥ Darrow was singled out for special scorn: he had

‘‘slurred the Bible, insulted the court, and shown his contempt for everything

Christian and everybody identified with Christianity.’’∞∞∂ By the next day Bryan had

begun to talk about his own performance on the stand. Admitting for the first

time that his answers could have been better, he told reporters on Wednesday

evening that Darrow had taken advantage of his lack of technical knowledge in

such scientific specialties as paleontology, archaeology, and philology. Clearly

smarting from Darrow’s insults, he found himself defending his own intel-

ligence, dusting o√ his college degrees and pointing out that his life had been

spent in the study of society and politics rather than science. ‘‘In all my varied

experience before intelligent people in many lands as well as in every state in the

Union, I was never called ‘ignorant’ or an ‘ignoramus,’ so far as I know, by any

one except an evolutionist,’’ he declared.∞∞∑ Above all, Bryan prepared his closing

statement, never delivered in the abbreviated trial, to be published in the news-

papers and delivered as a stump speech to audiences all over the country. ‘‘The

unexpected termination of the trial,’’ he told reporters on Friday evening, ‘‘while

a surprise, was very gratifying to me because it gave me a chance to publish the

speech as I prepared it without interruption and without having to make extem-
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poraneous replies to preceding speeches.’’∞∞∏ The statement, he would later say,

would be his ‘‘supreme e√ort.’’∞∞π

Over the weekend Bryan continued to declare victory. On Saturday he crossed

the mountain again to speak in Tom Stewart’s hometown of Winchester, Ten-

nessee, where a record crowd of six thousand treated him like a conquering hero,

interrupting him repeatedly with applause and cheers. Describing the trial as a

kind of exposé, he said that at Dayton the evolutionists’ attacks against him, long

made in the dark, had been finally brought to light. In closing, Bryan called on

the crowd to join him in a ‘‘crusade for the enlightenment of the people.’’∞∞∫

Critics began to issue warnings about his intentions. Robert Small, writing for

the Chattanooga Times, reported on the general opinion that Bryan would try to

write fundamentalism into the platform at the next Democratic National Conven-

tion.∞∞Ω Doris Stevens, the feminist writer and wife of Dudley Field Malone, wrote

from Dayton of her fears that Bryan would use the issue of evolution to solidify a

political base among conservative Christians in the South and West, turning his

next political campaign into a ‘‘gigantic national revival.’’∞≤≠ The editors of the

New Republic went so far as to warn that if Bryan and his fundamentalist followers

could make religion the central issue in the next election, they might ‘‘succeed in

breaking party lines and securing a majority of the popular vote in a large number

of states.’’∞≤∞ Furthermore, Bryan reportedly was drawing up plans for new anti-

evolution campaigns and preparing to take them into seven states over the next

two years.∞≤≤ According to observers he seemed energetic and enthusiastic, ‘‘in

the best of health and spirits,’’ as one report described him, the trial having ‘‘left

little mark upon him.’’∞≤≥ His supporters were encouraged as well. ‘‘As a result of

the Scopes trial under your splendid leadership,’’ wealthy Florida fundamentalist

George F. Washburn wrote to Bryan, ‘‘I believe that Legislative bills will be

introduced in the Legislatures of many states.’’∞≤∂ According to another admirer:

‘‘The outcome of the Dayton case makes you the Christian leader of the world.’’∞≤∑

Returning by train from Winchester to Dayton, Bryan spoke to crowds at each

stop along the way, addressing an estimated fifty thousand people in scenes that

recalled his 1896 campaign. The conviction of Scopes, the aging warrior assured

the cheering throngs, had been ‘‘a great victory for the cause of Christianity, and a

staggering blow for the forces of darkness.’’∞≤∏

On Sunday, after attending church, Bryan enjoyed a leisurely lunch with his

wife, made a few telephone calls, and stretched out to take a nap before another

evening speech. He never awoke, dying peacefully in his sleep. His death was

attributed to apoplexy compounded by cerebral hemorrhage, but its underlying

cause was Bryan’s diabetes mellitus, which he had struggled unsuccessfully to
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control for years.∞≤π Coming five days after the close of the trial, his passing was

immediately seen as its product, as friends and supporters speculated—entirely

without evidence—that he must have su√ered not only from the heat and fatigue,

but also from the psychological beating he had taken on the stand. ‘‘For days he

sat under a terrific bludgeoning by Darrow and the defense,’’ according to one

report, which totally misrepresented the facts; then came the ‘‘duel with Darrow,

and at least to many who watched it, the blow that brought his death.’’∞≤∫ Others

further embellished the confrontation. Writing in Outlook shortly after the trial,

Bryan’s old friend George F. Milton called it ‘‘a thing of immense cruelty.’’ The

humiliation, he observed, had ‘‘cut Bryan to the quick.’’ Even four days after the

interrogation, Milton reported, when they had talked shortly before his death,

Bryan had been ‘‘quivering with hurt at the epithets which had been applied to

him. He was a crushed and broken man.’’∞≤Ω The fact that other reports had

described Bryan as appearing fit and optimistic after Darrow’s examination, that

he had been energetic and upbeat in his stump speeches over the ensuing

weekend, and that even that Sunday at lunch—hours before his death—he had

told his wife he had never felt better, could not counter the influence of this

interpretation of events. Within a week, reported the Independent, a ‘‘legend’’

had already been created, of ‘‘Darrow the cruel, godless inquisitor’’ and ‘‘Bryan

the martyr.’’∞≥≠

Others described the outcome at Dayton in very di√erent terms. Throughout

the post-trial period, the members of the defense team remained upbeat, assur-

ing the press that they were happy with the verdict since it allowed them to appeal

the case to higher courts. Although none claimed victory, the irrepressible Ma-

lone, back in New York City, did describe the verdict in an extemporaneous

speech at the Ziegfeld Follies as a ‘‘victorious defeat.’’∞≥∞ While less e√usive,

Darrow also found a silver lining: ‘‘Today in Dayton,’’ he said in a statement to

the press a few days after the trial, ‘‘they are selling more books on evolution than

any other kind and the bookshops in Chattanooga and other cities of the state are

hardly able to supply the demand for works on evolution. The trial has at least

started people to thinking.’’∞≥≤ Even among members of the prosecution there

were worries about how the outcome would be perceived by the public. Herbert

Hicks told his brother Ira: ‘‘We gave the atheist Jew Arthur Garfield Hays, the

agnostic Clarence Darrow, and the ostracized Catholic Dudley Field Malone, a

sound licking although the papers are prejudiced against us and may not say

so.’’∞≥≥ His concern was well founded: unable to decide exactly who had won,

many magazine and newspaper writers pronounced the contest a draw. A few

suggested that both sides had actually lost, since, as the San Francisco Bulletin put
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it, the trial had ‘‘settled nothing and unsettled everything.’’∞≥∂ One thing was

clear: the town of Dayton had definitely come out a loser. Although a few busi-

nesses and local residents showed a profit, the expected tens of thousands of

visitors never appeared, the spectators were mostly farmers from the nearby

mountains, and the concessionaires left unhappy, since ‘‘no one in the business

has made any money.’’∞≥∑ Stung by the biting criticism of the national and inter-

national press, Tennesseans mixed resentment with relief that the trial was over,

while state o≈cials led by Governor Peay began to look forward impatiently to

the final resolution of the case. Returning home from the Michigan sanitorium

where he had been treated for a chronic illness, the tired chief executive seemed

determined to move beyond the trial. ‘‘I haven’t had time to talk politics,’’ he told

a group of reporters. ‘‘Let’s settle this evolution business.’’∞≥∏

The trial over, interest in the Scopes case began to wane. Headline stories that

had dominated the news for two weeks disappeared, replaced by minor notices in

the back pages. Commenting on the change, cynics began to dismiss the proceed-

ings as nothing more than a publicity stunt, ‘‘a chance to sir up ‘reader interest’ in

the jaded, dog-day newspaper public.’’∞≥π As the appeal filed by the defense slowly

wended its way to the Tennessee Supreme Court, political leaders busied them-

selves with local and state issues, trying their best to keep the case from having an

e√ect on the next year’s election. In May 1926 many of the principals were present

to argue the appeal before the state supreme court in Nashville, but the absence of

Bryan, combined with the more controlled, dignified setting, assured that the

case attracted little public attention. The court seemed determined to take its

time, issuing an opinion only in January 1927, eighteen months after the original

trial had ended. In its convoluted verdict, which confounded the case even more,

the court found the Tennessee antievolution law constitutional but overturned the

conviction of Scopes on the grounds that the trial judge rather than the jury had

set the fine. Urging the state attorney general to dismiss the prosecution by

entering a judgment of nolle prosequi, the court e√ectively brought an end to

what it called ‘‘this bizarre case,’’ thereby ensuring ‘‘the peace and dignity of the

state.’’∞≥∫ Amid protests from both sides, the case was unceremoniously closed.

The Literary Digest captured the inconclusive character of the decision: ‘‘A victory

for both sides, with everybody dissatisfied.’’∞≥Ω

Even so, with the Scopes trial antievolutionists had transformed their move-

ment. In staging the proceeding, they had used the media to attract the attention

of onlookers around the world. Depicting events in the most dramatic terms, they

had raised the stakes, turning their cause into a conflict between irreconcilable

enemies: Bryan and Darrow, creation and evolution, religion and science. In the
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end, they went away convinced that they had won and that their victory would

secure the success of their movement. What they did not seem to realize was that

their evolutionist opponents considered themselves to be winners as well and

were equally certain that their side would prevail. Thus as Dayton’s stage was

being dismantled, others were being set for the next phase of protest. The Scopes

trial, as J. W. Butler would declare in 1927, had been only ‘‘the first skirmish.’’∞∂≠



7 : Climax
completing the cycle of contention

Clarence Darrow could have been excused for thinking that he had put the Scopes

case behind him. But even as the Southern Railway Pullman car that carried the

remains of William Jennings Bryan made its way slowly across the Upper South

on its way to Washington, D.C., the growing crowds suggested that the followers

who had filled the ranks of his last crusade would continue to march on. They

came all day and throughout the night, gathering at the country crossroads and

lining the tracks for miles to pray, sing hymns, and pay their last sorrowful

respects. At Washington’s New York Avenue Presbyterian Church, where the

body lay in state, more than twenty thousand silent mourners filed past the

closed casket. Thousands more, unable to come in person, sent cards, letters,

and telegrams conveying their condolences and promising to carry on his work.

‘‘Bryan is gone,’’ lamented The Searchlight days after his death. ‘‘He is in heaven

with his Lord, but—the fight must go on.’’∞

In the wake of the Scopes trial, antievolution activity would not only continue

but also come to a climax, culminating in a period of extraordinary activity and

organization. Inspired by the trial’s outcome, which upheld the constitutionality

of Tennessee’s Butler bill, activists went on the o√ensive, introducing more

than twenty antievolution statutes over the next several years in state legislatures

across the country. Following Bryan’s death, new leaders rose to prominence,

new organizations were created, and new members were brought into the move-

ment, especially in the South and West. Mississippi soon joined Tennessee in

removing the teaching of evolutionary theory from its public schools. Given these

inroads, advocates and critics alike forecast additional victories for the move-

ment, while its enemies worked feverishly to slow the pace of its success. As late

as 1928, Arkansas voters overwhelmingly approved a statewide initiative to ban

the teaching of evolution. Yet as the decade wore on, the movement seemed to

lose steam, beset by incompetent leaders, organizational infighting, and declin-

ing popular support. Their commitment flagging, activists turned their attention



172 : c o m p l e t i n g  t h e  c y c l e

increasingly to other causes, including a revived push to defend Prohibition and a

determined e√ort to defeat Al Smith in the 1928 presidential election. Even before

the economic collapse of 1929, contributions were declining. By the end of the

decade, things were in a state of shambles, the antievolution movement having

fallen from public prominence almost as rapidly as it had risen.

Surprisingly, scholars have shown little interest in how social movements

come to their culmination, let alone how they decline and fall. On the whole,

most have been more concerned with mobilization than with demobilization,

finding the study of how movements begin not only more interesting but also

somehow more important than how they end. Moreover, because they have

tended to concentrate on individual organizations, and to study them at one place

and time, they have often overlooked the broader patterns that define the life of

movements over longer periods. Among the few exceptions is Sidney Tarrow,

who has argued that political movements change over time according to a cyclical

pattern—what he calls a ‘‘cycle of contention’’—in which they rise and fall, pro-

ceeding through a series of stages from mobilization to demobilization. In his

Power in Movement, Tarrow describes the cycle, suggesting that while its exact

configuration and timing may vary, several elements will always be present:

(1) the acceleration and di√usion of conflict across the social system; (2) the creation of

new frames and repertoires of protest; (3) the development of new organizations, lead-

ing to competition with old ones; and (4) the intensification of interaction between activists

in the movement and authorities of the state.≤ These elements contribute to the

creation of a cyclical dynamic that can propel movements to the peak of protest

and then push them past that peak into decline and eventual collapse. Implicit in

the concept is an important and often overlooked insight: that movements rise

and fall for many of the same reasons, and as part of the same political process.

The story of the antievolution movement following the Scopes trial is by no

means simple or straightforward. Predictably, it has provoked considerable con-

troversy among historians. For years those like Norman Furniss, who hold what

can be called the orthodox view, have contended that the Scopes trial represents a

high point in the history of the movement, after which it declined in intensity,

became increasingly marginalized, and ‘‘precipitously lost its strength.’’≥ More

recently revisionists like Ferenc Morton Szasz have described a decidedly dif-

ferent process, arguing that the case had the e√ect of energizing the movement,

inspiring what would become not only its most active but also its most successful

period of protest. ‘‘Far from representing the culmination of the antievolution

crusade in America,’’ writes Szasz, ‘‘the Dayton proceedings marked the begin-

ning of the most active period of the controversy.’’∂ To all appearances, these

explanations appear to be mutually exclusive. But when considered in cyclical
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terms, as components of a single cycle of contention, they may be more comple-

mentary than they seem. For in the post-trial period the antievolution movement

was coming to culmination, climbing rapidly toward its highest point of protest

and then declining precipitously in its wake. Moreover, these seemingly incom-

mensurate trends were taking place for many of the same reasons. To put it

simply, antievolutionism reached its peak at this time and also fell from it, and

both are part of the same story.

Acceleration and Di√usion of Conflict
According to Tarrow, cycles of contention appear when conflict becomes

contagious, increasing in intensity and spreading out from the center to the

periphery. As the message of the movement begins to resonate, new activists and

groups arise, adopting and extending the agenda of older organizations while

also creating the potential for cooperation and the construction of broader coali-

tions. Action moves from mobilized to less mobilized sectors, the pace of pro-

test picks up, and anything seems possible, as if the world were waiting to be

transformed.∑

For antievolutionists, the Scopes trial served as a catalyst for one such cycle,

initiating a period of unprecedented protest. The decision at Dayton was itself an

incitement, in that it not only ensured the survival of the Tennessee law, but also

made it easier for similar statutes to be passed in other states. Within days of its

announcement, antievolutionists had already introduced legislation in Georgia,

one of the few states where the legislature was sitting at the time.∏ In several other

states, committees formed to frame bills in anticipation of the next legislative

session.π On Capitol Hill, sympathetic members of Congress let it be known that

they would propose federal measures to outlaw the teaching of evolution in the

District of Columbia.∫ Congressman William D. Upshaw, a Democrat from Geor-

gia and an old friend of Bryan, went even further, announcing that he was

seriously considering introducing a bill in the House of Representatives that

would prohibit the teaching of evolution ‘‘in any schools in the United States.’’Ω

With popular support for such measures apparently on the rise, critics began to

predict the worst. ‘‘The success at Dayton has surprised even them,’’ wrote an

alarmed Nation magazine of the antievolution crusaders, ‘‘and the next year will

see a flood of bills introduced into the legislatures of every State in the Union.’’∞≠

Even more than the Scopes verdict, however, it was Bryan’s death that inspired

new heights of protest. For weeks following the funeral, the eulogies continued,

as even old enemies saluted his principles and mourned his passing. But for

antievolutionists, his death had special significance. Having fallen in the fight

against evolution, Bryan had become a martyr to the movement, being elevated by
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his followers to the status of secular sainthood, what one would call a ‘‘new Saint

of Fundamentalism.’’∞∞ All things considered, he made an excellent martyr. The

day after his death, the closing statement that he had been unable to give at the

trial was released through the United Press and printed by newspapers through-

out the nation. The 15,000-word text, which was essentially a synopsis of many

years of speeches, attacked evolution, defended revealed religion, and closed

triumphantly with the well-worn lines from a popular hymn (itself a celebration

of Christian martyrdom): ‘‘Faith of our fathers, living still. . . . We will be true to

thee till death!’’∞≤ Delivered now, the message took on a transcendent quality, as if

Bryan’s spirit was calling to his followers from the grave ‘‘to take up the battle in

the midst of which the flesh had died.’’∞≥ Determined that he should not have died

in vain, activists across the country dedicated themselves to continuing the fight

of their fallen leader. ‘‘Mr. Bryan has fought the good fight, he has kept the faith,

he has finished his course,’’ wrote the Watchman-Examiner. ‘‘May the devotion of

those of us who are left be increased, and may our diligence be as constant as

his.’’∞∂ Everywhere antievolutionists set to work with renewed purpose. As one

British observer put it, an ‘‘almost fanatical faith has been set ablaze by the

dramatic death of Mr. Bryan.’’∞∑

At the same time, Bryan’s death had the immediate e√ect of leaving the

movement leaderless. Although he never held an o≈cial position, and despite the

fact that his own views were considerably less doctrinaire than many of his

fundamentalist disciples, Bryan had been antievolutionism’s symbolic leader.

His loss left an enormous vacancy, and realistically one that could never be filled.

Nevertheless, self-appointed successors soon began to position themselves to

take his place. John Roach Straton was first to announce himself available, the

ambitious and media-savvy New Yorker telling reporters that ‘‘everywhere I have

been I have been urged to take up Mr. Bryan’s work.’’∞∏ Although still recovering

from a serious automobile accident su√ered a year earlier, the indefatigable

William Bell Riley made it known that he was the most qualified candidate.∞π

Others presented their own credentials, such as preacher Paul Rood, of Turlock,

California, founder of the Bryan Bible League; Rood claimed to have had a vi-

sion from God naming him Bryan’s successor.∞∫ A more serious contender was

George Washburn, the Boston businessman who had made a fortune investing in

Florida apartments, hotels, and real estate. Describing himself as divinely com-

missioned to succeed his old friend Bryan, he stepped forward in the fall of 1925

to create the Bible Crusaders of America, underwriting the organization with a

pledge of $200,000, establishing a national newspaper called the Crusaders’ Cham-

pion, and making plans to recruit eighty million foot soldiers for the antievolu-

tion cause.∞Ω Yet for all the claims of the would-be successors, none began to
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approach Bryan’s personal stature or public visibility. Riley observed: ‘‘Our judg-

ment is that it will take a number of us, and at our best, to fill the place va-

cated by the fall of this magnificent thinker and leader.’’ Bryan, he concluded

with some understatement, had been a leader ‘‘greater than any organization or

any board.’’≤≠

With new leaders came new organizations. From its earliest days, antievolu-

tionism had been an uneasy alliance of charismatic figures and diverse groups.

Bryan had given meaning to the whole, holding the parts together by the power

of his reputation and receptive personality. In his absence, established leaders

like Straton, Riley, and Kentucky’s J. W. Porter reasserted their roles, while newer

stars like Rood and Washburn—and even for a brief time the Los Angeles faith

healer Aimee Semple McPherson—rose alongside them. Older organizations

such as the World’s Christian Fundamentals Association (wcfa) continued to

claim preeminence, but new ones appeared as well. Washburn’s Bible Crusaders

was the most ambitious and best organized of these, a small army formed along

military lines, with Washburn serving as ‘‘Commander General,’’ Straton as

‘‘Director General of Discussion,’’ and T. T. Martin, revived by his visit to Dayton,

as ‘‘Director General of Campaigns.’’≤∞ In Kansas, preacher-publicist Gerald B.

Winrod established the Defenders of the Christian Faith, known for its squad-

rons of speakers, the so-called Flying Defenders, which beginning in 1926 con-

ducted hundreds of antievolution meetings in the Midwest.≤≤ Within a year over

2,500 followers had paid two dollars apiece to join the group, and its newspaper

claimed some five thousand subscribers.≤≥ Also appearing on the scene was the

so-called Supreme Kingdom, the creation of Edward Young Clarke, an erstwhile

advertising agent at one time associated with the Ku Klux Klan. The Kingdom

was a Klan-like organization featuring dukes, earls, and princes, along with

elaborate classification schemes to encourage donations and membership bene-

fits that included health and life insurance policies.≤∂ Meanwhile in Arkansas,

an obscure Baptist minister named Ben M. Bogard was establishing the Little

Rock–based American Anti-Evolution Association, promising to organize ac-

tivists in every county of every state, as well as in school districts ‘‘clear down to

the corners.’’≤∑

In every part of the country state and local antievolution societies appeared

almost overnight. Many of these were chapters of larger organizations, created as

the most ambitious ones reached out regionally to build new networks: the

Metropolitan Evangelist Association in the Northeast, the Bible Crusaders and

Supreme Kingdom in the South, Winrod’s Defenders in the Midwest, and others,

including the Bryan Bible League in the West. With independent groups surfacing

as well, organizations began to overlap, creating a cacophony of antievolution
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voices. For example, California was home not only to Rood’s Bryan Bible League

but also to Harry Rimmer’s Research Science Bureau, ‘‘Fighting Bob’’ Shuler’s

Defenders of Science vs. Speculation, and the short-lived American-False-Science-

League-and-Home-Church-State-Protective-Association.≤∏ Some groups with cu-

rious names seemed to have their own specialties, such as the School-bag Gospel

League, which fought evolutionary theory by distributing copies of selected books

of the Bible to children. Also active in the antievolution movement were allied

groups like the National Reform Association, which advocated a constitutional

amendment to make the United States a Christian nation.≤π Smaller societies

sprang up at the local level, often begun by preachers who had admired or known

Bryan. Individual churches also jumped onto the antievolution bandwagon. Com-

menting on the proliferation of new organizations, a worried H. L. Mencken

observed that Bryan’s death had ‘‘started something that it will not be easy

to stop.’’≤∫

What followed was an explosion of antievolution activity. Within state legisla-

tures, antievolution bills were introduced in every part of the country. Over the

next five years, from the time of the Scopes trial to the end of the decade, about

twenty-four bills would be debated.≤Ω In 1926 Martin and a squadron of speakers

from the Bible Crusaders descended on the Mississippi state capitol, where they

announced mass meetings and threatened to take their message to every county

in the state. Within days, an antievolution bill had been passed by both houses of

the legislature. The American Civil Liberties Union (aclu) appealed at once to

Mississippi teachers and taxpayers to test the constitutionality of the bill in court,

but not a single citizen was willing to bring the case.≥≠ Elsewhere sympathetic

candidates announced campaigns for the next legislature. In North Carolina,

scores of supporters ran in the spring primaries on platforms promising to

reintroduce the Poole antievolution bill—‘‘shelling the woods,’’ as the Greensboro

Daily News put it, ‘‘on evolution.’’≥∞ In the peak year of 1927 alone, eighteen

di√erent antievolution statues were introduced in fourteen states.≥≤ Admittedly,

most of these e√orts did not succeed. (An extreme case was in Delaware, where a

proposed measure to prohibit public schools from teaching that humans evolved

from a lower order of animals was referred to the Committee on Fish, Game, and

Oysters, where, chuckled the Literary Digest, ‘‘it was drowned.’’)≥≥ But even when

legislators balked, activists were often able to work around them, as they did in

Florida where they circumvented the established committee system by introduc-

ing concurrent resolutions calling for the investigation of teachers and establish-

ing new committees to recommend textbooks.≥∂ With every victory, movement

leaders predicted others. ‘‘Within twelve months,’’ announced a confident Wil-

liam Bell Riley, ‘‘every State in the Union will be thoroughly organized.’’ The



c o m p l e t i n g  t h e  c y c l e : 177

Supreme Kingdom’s E. Y. Clarke was more specific: ‘‘We are laying our plans

carefully for the Presidential election two years hence. We will have an organiza-

tion in every political precinct in the United States by that time. Our financial

backers now number about 500 outstanding American citizens in twenty-odd

States. The radio will be our most powerful weapon.’’≥∑

Outside of the legislatures, antievolution activity was increasing in other ways

as well. From the early 1920s, activists had been busy cultivating the support of

sympathetic state executives and their appointees on state administrative boards.

As early as 1924, their e√orts had begun to pay o√ when North Carolina’s Gover-

nor Cameron Morrison, acting through his State Board of Education, had elimi-

nated books that even mentioned evolution from the list of acceptable high

school biology texts.≥∏ A year later, responding to resolutions drafted by fun-

damentalist clergy, the California State Board of Education had gone on record

as favoring the teaching of evolution only ‘‘as theory.’’≥π But in 1926 the anti-

evolution movement scored one of its most significant victories when Governor

Miriam ‘‘Ma’’ Ferguson directed the Texas Textbook Commission to remove

references to evolution from all high school science books used in the state.

Acting through the commission’s Subcommittee for the Modification of Text-

books on Biology, state education o≈cials used the state’s formidable purchas-

ing power to arrange contracts with national publishers Henry Holt, Macmillan,

and others that required changes and deletions in their science textbooks, includ-

ing the elimination of references to evolutionary theory, the substitution of terms

such as ‘‘change over time’’ or ‘‘development’’ for evolution, and the removal of

charts and diagrams that showed humans as part of an evolutionary process.

Inspired by Ferguson, Louisiana’s superintendent of schools took similar action,

demanding the removal of six pages on evolution from Hunter’s Civic Biology, the

textbook that Scopes had been convicted for using. The publisher complied

willingly; in the 1927 edition there were no charts depicting evolutionary devel-

opment, ideas about natural selection were identified as scientific suggestions

rather than facts, and all explicit references to human evolution had been ex-

cised.≥∫ Anticipating similar problems, other publishers began to advise their

own authors to omit all discussion of evolution, and some began to publish two

editions of science textbooks, one covering evolution and the other omitting it.≥Ω

Governor Ferguson was exultant: ‘‘I’m a Christian mother who believes Jesus

Christ died to save humanity,’’ she told her supporters, ‘‘and I’m not going to let

that kind of rot go into Texas text-books.’’∂≠

Also at this time antievolutionists were attracting growing audiences to the

public debates they staged with their evolutionist opponents. From 1922 on,

when Riley and Zeno Metcalf had gone toe-to-toe, such debates had become
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increasingly popular, attracting large audiences and sometimes being broadcast

by local radio stations. The Charles Potter–John Roach Straton debates of 1923–

24 had made the front page of most of the nation’s leading newspapers. But it

was after 1925 that debates over evolution became most important to the move-

ment, as antievolution speakers took on scientists, modernist ministers, and

sometimes atheists and freethinkers before packed houses more than a hundred

times in the last half of the decade.∂∞ Riley alone debated twenty times against

opponents such as Maynard Shipley of the Science League of America, Edward

Adams Cantrell of the aclu, and Charles C. Smith of the American Association

for the Advancement of Atheism (aaaa). Debate details were worked out in

advance, often requiring extensive negotiations.∂≤ Although judges sometimes

were present, the winner was usually declared by a vote based on the applause of

the audience.∂≥ Riley was defeated only once—in a 1926 debate at the University of

Chicago—after which he took pains to see that large numbers of supporters were

present each time he went on the stage.∂∂ Other antievolutionists became de-

baters as well, including the peripatetic T. T. Martin, who took his show on the

road, teaming up with Howell England of the aaaa (England sometimes arrived

with a trained monkey named ‘‘Genesis’’ in tow) to stage florid debates before

raucous crowds in towns across the South.∂∑ As the crowds got bigger, they

sometimes became more unruly. In North Carolina in 1927, Martin and England

were able to complete only two of their scheduled series of debates because of

angry local reaction and the Ku Klux Klan’s announcement that it opposed allow-

ing atheists to appear in public. The following year in Arkansas, debates between

Riley and Charles Smith of the aaaa were suspended after Smith announced that

he wanted to convert Arkansans to atheism; Smith was promptly thrown in jail on

a minor charge.∂∏ Bested in a series of California debates with Riley, Shipley

warned that antievolutionists were using these events to build a mass movement.

‘‘If evolution has had cause to fear the power of Bryan’s name and his silver

tongue,’’ he told the Los Angeles Herald after one of his defeats, ‘‘it has more cause

to fear Riley, for he is not only eloquent and magnetic, but he has a genius

for leadership.’’∂π

Finally, there was growing activity at the grass roots. Frustrated by the pon-

derous pace of state politics, many antievolutionists turned their attention to the

local level. There they achieved some of their most significant victories, bring-

ing popular pressure to bear on school boards (including those in Atlanta and

Charlotte, North Carolina) and individual school administrators to ban books,

censor curricula, and fire educators who advocated the teaching of evolution.∂∫ In

public schools across the country, teachers were forced out or not reappointed

because they believed in the theory, or because parents had accused them of
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teaching it. Among those who lost their job was John Scopes’s sister Lela, a

mathematics teacher in Paducah, Kentucky, who refused to renounce her broth-

er’s views on the teaching of evolution.∂Ω Organizing at the grass roots, activists

like the ones in the Florida Purity League ran public advertisement campaigns

vowing to rid all libraries of objectionable books and all schools of ‘‘dangerous

teachers.’’∑≠ In some places, parents took matters into their own hands. In one

Kansas county they voted to burn The Book of Knowledge, bought for classroom use,

because it contained a discussion of evolution.∑∞ When all else failed there were

spontaneous demonstrations, usually presided over by local preachers, such as

the one in Tennessee where fundamentalist college students burned biology

books at the stake, along with ‘‘lip sticks, rouge, novels, questionable pictures,

jazz music and cigarets [sic].’’∑≤ As the pace of protest picked up, the movement

seemed unstoppable. ‘‘In another two years,’’ boasted E. Y. Clarke in 1926, ‘‘from

Maine to California and from the Great Lakes to the Gulf, there will be lighted in

this country countless bonfires, devouring those damnable and detestable books

on evolution.’’∑≥

New Frames and Repertoires
In Tarrow’s cycle of contention, conflict begets innovation, as new actors and

groups introduce new ideas and revise old ways of operating. Particularly impor-

tant in this process is the adoption of new frames to give meaning to the move-

ment and new protest repertoires to carry them out. Tarrow suggests that while

frames and repertoires are constantly being created, tested, and refined, the

process accelerates significantly as the cycle approaches its peak.∑∂

So it was that after 1925, as protests intensified, antievolutionists began to

define evolution in broader and more politically potent ways. Especially for fun-

damentalists in the movement, evolution was always one of many fronts in a

larger campaign against modernism in the churches and liberalism and social-

ism in the political world. As early as August 1925, a bitter Curtis Lee Laws com-

plained in the pages of his Watchman-Examiner that by concentrating so closely on

the teaching of evolution in the schools, fundamentalism had been distracted

from its bigger and more critical task of reforming American religion.∑∑ Billy

Sunday soon seconded the thought, declaring in his inimitable way that evolu-

tionary theory—‘‘this evolution hokum’’—was only one of many evils confront-

ing the country, including ‘‘this gland bunk, this protoplasm chop suey, this ice

water religion, this mental-disease crime stu√, this mortal-thought-instead-of-

sin blah.’’∑∏ Kentucky fundamentalist Andrew Johnson saw the solution to such

problems in revival religion, arguing that although combating evolutionary the-

ory was important, it was ‘‘absolutely secondary to the main line work of intense,
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soul-saving evangelism.’’∑π Others favored di√erent political strategies, propos-

ing statutes to make Bible reading compulsory in the public schools or to prevent

atheists and agnostics from becoming teachers. (In 1926 no fewer than eleven

states made Bible reading compulsory in their public schools.)∑∫ The issue of

evolution did not decline in importance, but many activists began to recast their

struggle as a more ambitious attack, not only on evolutionists, but also on what

one group of Mississippi state legislators called ‘‘infidels, agnostics, modernists,

and all the mongrel forces that tend to destroy virtue, truth, and the institutions

that have held together and promoted the welfare of the human race.’’∑Ω

In expanding the movement, activists sought to redefine its regional identity.

As antievolutionism spread, it followed a classic course of di√usion from center

to periphery, moving from the cities of the North to the rural areas of the South

and West. The Scopes trial had contributed to the change, and Mencken and

other northern newspaper writers, drawing heavily on the crudest southern ste-

reotypes, persisted in describing antievolutionism as a southern phenomenon.∏≠

While some southerners expressed concern that the continuing debate over evo-

lution could only bring derision on their region, others were defiant, casting

themselves increasingly as defenders of the South and its conservative cultural

values. The Scopes trial, wrote the Manufacturers’ Record, a southern business

weekly, ‘‘will ultimately prove to be an advertisement of immeasurable value to

the South’’:

There are millions of people in other parts of the United States who do not

want to raise their children in an atmosphere of agnosticism and atheism . . .,

where the alien foreign element is so dominant, and who, having learned as a

result of this trial that there is a section in this country where religion pure and

undefiled still holds sway, will turn their eyes longingly to that land of Prom-

ise, hoping that in the South they may be able to have their children raised in

an atmosphere of Christianity rather than an atmosphere of anti-Christianity.

Far from an embarrassment, the Manufacturers’ Record concluded, the trial would

actually work to the advantage of the region, standing as ‘‘one of the South’s su-

premest advertisements, and an advertisement which will do boundless good.’’∏∞

Quoting the article approvingly, Bishop Warren A. Candler argued in Methodist

publications that the publicity surrounding the trial would bring ‘‘devout men

and women’’ to the South, where they could avoid becoming ‘‘infected with

liberalism.’’∏≤ The trial was also embraced by southern intellectuals like Donald

Davidson, John Crowe Ransom, and others associated with the emerging South-

ern Agrarian School, who described it as a defense of traditional values against

the dehumanizing forces of modernity and science.∏≥ But above all, it was anti-
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evolutionists who were most vocal in casting themselves as defenders of the

South and its conservative cultural values. ‘‘It is claimed that the law will bring on

Mississippi the ridicule and abuse from the North that have been heaped upon

Tennessee,’’ T. T. Martin told lawmakers in the state’s house of representatives:

Reply: Shall the legislature of Mississippi barter the faith of the children of

Mississippi in God’s word and in the Savior for the fulsome praise of a

paganized press? Go back to your homes and face your constituents and tell

them that you bartered the faith of your children for gold; go back to the

fathers and mothers of Mississippi and tell them that because you could not

face the ridicule and scorn and abuse of Bolshevists and Anarchists and

Atheists and Agnostics and their co-workers, you turned their children over to

a teaching that God’s word is a tissue of lies and that the Savior who said it

was God’s word was only the illegitimate son of a Jewish fallen woman.∏∂

Over the course of the post-trial period, antievolution advocates continued to

develop the theme, drawing on southern resentment and regional pride to forge a

consciously created southern strategy. Even the Yankees among them did their

part, like the cosmopolitan New Yorker Straton, who in his speeches made a

point of describing the South as a place ‘‘where women are still honored, where

men are still chivalric, where laws are still respected, where home life is still

sweet, where the marriage vow is still sacred, and where man is still regarded, not

as a descendant of the slime and beasts of the jungle, but as a child of God.’’∏∑

While they played on regional resentments, antievolutionists also tapped con-

cerns about class and status. Throughout the early 1920s, as fundamentalism had

moved into the South and West, the character of its constituency had been chang-

ing. By 1925 what had begun as an elite, educated group consisting mostly of big-

city ministers had been e√ectively transformed into a mass movement of small-

town and rural churchgoers. The Scopes trial captured the change, as Mencken

and other critics had insisted on portraying Bryan’s followers as backwoods

illiterates and village rustics. Although Mencken’s descriptions had a distinctly

southern cast, he was the first to admit that antievolution sentiment was not

confined to the small-town South. (‘‘Heave an egg out of a Pullman window,’’ he

famously wrote in his scathing memorial of Bryan, ‘‘and you will hit a Funda-

mentalist almost anywhere in the United States to-day.’’)∏∏ In the post-trial pe-

riod, leaders of the movement seized on the rural stereotypes to cast their cause

in more populist terms. Addressing themselves to audiences of small-town Prot-

estants, they began to characterize antievolutionism as a crusade of what George

Milton called ‘‘simple, faithful folk.’’∏π Contrasting country with city and posing

poorly schooled people against educated elites, they left little doubt where they
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stood. In Mississippi, antievolutionists claimed to speak for ‘‘every man, woman

and child in the place.’’∏∫ In North Carolina, they styled themselves as Je√er-

sonian democrats who were carrying out the will of the people.∏Ω In Arkansas,

they described their e√orts as a campaign to show ‘‘that the people are not dead

and that they can be aroused and when aroused woe be unto the exalted high

brows who seek to control.’’π≠ Everywhere they sided with the many against the

few, the plain against the pretentious. In introducing an antievolution bill in the

Georgia house, Representative Paul Lindsay told his colleagues: ‘‘I don’t want

any smart Aleck trying to teach my child that man descended from a tadpole or

a monkey.’’π∞

Before long the movement was turning to nativism and nationalism. In the

rapidly modernizing 1920s, anxieties about the loss of traditional values ran deep

among small-town Americans. Tapping those anxieties, antievolutionists pep-

pered their speeches with strident strains of prejudice. Evolution, they argued,

was an anti-American idea, the product of foreigners and outsiders. Gerald Win-

rod blamed atheists, Catholics, and Jews for preventing passage of an anti-

evolution bill in California.π≤ W. B. Riley published exposés purporting to show

that southern colleges and universities had been taken over by communists

and socialists.π≥ George Washburn pointed to the influence of shadowy anti-

Christian conspiracies, including a ‘‘deep, devilish, and premeditated plan of

propaganda,’’ presumably the work of socialists and Jews, ‘‘to discard the Bible,

discredit Christ and destroy the Church.’’π∂ Adopting a strategy of creating coali-

tions with other cultural conservatives, movement activists began to ally them-

selves not only with conservative civic and patriotic groups, but also with reac-

tionary and racist ones in a common campaign to protect the status quo. With

membership in the Ku Klux Klan cresting, Straton appeared at chapter meetings

across the South, where he voiced his approval of Klan principles and encouraged

members to join the campaign against evolution.π∑ Antievolutionists in Virginia

participated in the Patriotic Welfare Committee, a coalition of representatives of

the Klan and other nativist groups. In addition to introducing an antievolution

bill into the legislature, the committee announced that in the next session it

would bring up a ‘‘Bible bill’’ providing that ‘‘a certain number of verses from the

Bible be read by each school-teacher to her class every day.’’π∏ Across the country,

antievolution campaigners, seeking to build a wide base of support, began to

wrap themselves in the flag, describing their crusade as a defense of the nation

against its enemies. ‘‘The time is coming,’’ declared Straton, ‘‘when the Ameri-

can people . . . are going to wake up to the fact that this fight goes even deeper

and is not merely religious, but is patriotic.’’ππ To those like Riley, whose liber-

tarian leanings made him deeply suspicious of the American state, the adoption
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of such patriotic rhetoric did not come easily. Even so, he began at this time to

conclude his mass meetings with the singing of ‘‘America.’’ Indeed, speaking at

the University of Minnesota in 1926, he presented antievolutionism as part of an

American civic religion, concluding with a ringing call for his audience to stand

together in ‘‘our fight for the faith of our American fathers.’’π∫

New Organizations and Old Ones
As movements proceed along Tarrow’s cycle of contention, old groups tend to

revive and new ones proliferate, creating tensions between them. In several stud-

ies, Tarrow has analyzed the conflicts between established movement organiza-

tions, or what he calls ‘‘early risers,’’ and newer ones, the latecomers who appear

on the scene as protest begins to peak. In competing for scarce resources and

support, the older organizations often are forced to adopt the more aggressive

public positions of the upstarts, leading to a spiral of radicalization and a more

militant movement.πΩ

For the wcfa, the first and most formidable antievolution organization, the

post-trial period seemed to be especially plagued with these tensions. Within

weeks of Bryan’s death, it had taken the lead in announcing an ambitious national

campaign advocating the establishment of a Bryan memorial university, calling

for the introduction of state antievolution statutes nationwide, and declaring that

the time was ripe for a million fundamentalists to provide a million dollars to

send fifty preachers into the field ‘‘to sweep America for fundamentalism.’’∫≠ Yet

as new groups proliferated, each with ambitious intentions, the organization

found itself competing with the upstarts for membership and money. Already by

late 1925 William Bell Riley, acting in his capacity as wcfa president, had become

alarmed enough to call upon state antievolution groups to reconstitute them-

selves as state chapters of the national organization and send 40 percent of their

membership dues to its national o≈ce.∫∞ When his suggestion was met with

deafening silence, Riley regrouped, trying again the next year to shore up the

organization by reconstituting it along coalitional lines. In the spring of 1926 he

staged a show of unity at the association’s annual meeting in Toronto, inviting the

leaders of many of the fledgling groups to address the convention and recruiting

several of them, including Paul Rood of the Bryan Bible League and Harry Rim-

mer of the Research Science Bureau, to become paid o≈cials of the group.∫≤ The

following year, at its 1927 convention at Atlanta, the wcfa attempted to assert its

authority by adopting proposals to establish a uniform antievolution bill to be

introduced into state legislatures and calling on all allied groups to clear their

campaign plans with the association in advance.∫≥ Nothing seemed to work. For

all practical purposes, the antievolution movement had become an awkward
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alliance of headstrong local leaders with independent followings who insisted on

pursuing their own agendas with their own separate strategies. Struggling to

reassert control, Riley pleaded for more centralized power, insisting that in order

to succeed ‘‘coordination is to be a primary essential.’’∫∂

With no dominant organization able to contain the energies let loose in the

post-trial period, the antievolution movement followed a course of division and

discord. The trend should not have been surprising, since many movement activ-

ists were a≈liated with dissenter and separatist denominations. But the divisions

had other explanations as well. As always personalities played a role, exaggerated

in the post-trial period by the question of Bryan’s succession. Thus in 1927 when

Frank Norris changed the name of his newspaper from The Searchlight to The

Fundamentalist, Riley concluded that it was a grab for power on the Texan’s part,

and he proceeded to angrily break o√ relations with him.∫∑ Regional and local

loyalties were also a factor. For example, plans for a Bryan Memorial University

became an early bone of contention, with Riley advocating that it be located in

Chicago, Washburn supporting the e√orts of local business leaders to establish it

in Dayton, Tennessee, and others making the case for their own sites, including

Miami and Dallas.∫∏ Denominational di√erences also led to divisions, both be-

tween denominations and within them. The fact that Baptists dominated many

regional and state antievolution societies was often cause for resentment, par-

ticularly among Methodist and Presbyterian partisans.∫π Among fundamental-

ists, conflicts were common between those who chose to work within their

denominations, remaining loyal while seeking to turn them in more conservative

directions, and those who broke away to form interdenominational fundamen-

talist fellowships. On this point, the conflicts among Baptists were intense, as

seen in the sharp divisions that erupted between denominational diehards like

Riley and J. W. Porter and secessionist renegades such as Norris.∫∫ Finally, di√er-

ences of belief and style separated moderate conservatives from radical ones,

leading to monumental struggles like that at Des Moines University, where Bap-

tist conservatives fought fiercely to prevent the takeover of the college by a faction

led by T. T. Shields and his fundamentalist firebrands.∫Ω ‘‘We have done our best

through the years to unite fundamentalists,’’ wrote a discouraged Riley in the

summer of 1929, ‘‘and we grieve a guerilla method of warfare.’’Ω≠

What followed was a spiral of radicalization, as groups competed for attention

by adopting more extreme positions and increasingly sensationalistic tactics.

From its beginnings antievolutionism had flirted with extreme forms of conser-

vatism, and strains of anti-Catholicism and anti-socialism had always been pres-

ent. After 1925, however, as activists became more aggressive in their campaigns,

the movement took on an even more reactionary tone. In Arkansas, Baptist elder
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J. R. Clark maintained that evolution was a Catholic plot, the product of plans set

in motion by ‘‘the Italian organ-grinder, the Pope of Rome.’’Ω∞ In Oklahoma, the

irrepressible Mordecai Ham assured audiences that ‘‘Red’’ money from the Soviet

Union was financing the teaching of evolution at the University of Oklahoma.Ω≤

Barnstorming across the Midwest, Gerald Winrod warned of the coming apoca-

lypse, insisting that the spread of evolution was one of the signs of the end

times.Ω≥ Anti-Semitic conspiracy theories began to percolate among the rank and

file, encouraged by Henry Ford’s publication of the Protocols of the Learned Elders of

Zion, the notorious forgery that claimed to show how a Jewish cabal had been

working to destroy Christian civilization.Ω∂ Meanwhile, Frank Norris continued

to attract media attention with his reckless rhetoric and angry attacks on his

opponents. In 1926 he shot and killed an unarmed man in an argument in his

church o≈ce. Acquitted by a Texas jury, which found him innocent by reason of

self-defense, Norris told a Fort Worth, Texas, crowd of some eight thousand

well-wishers gathered to meet him on his return from Austin that the trial was

the result of persecution by his enemies.Ω∑ When Canadian newspapers con-

demned T. T. Shields and his Toronto fundamentalists for their extreme views,

Shields fired back that they were proud to be called ‘‘fanatics.’’Ω∏ As for Riley,

while always aware of the dangers of radicalism in the ranks, he was committed

to maintaining the movement, even at the risk of encouraging extremism. Unable

to control his more aggressive followers, he began more and more to applaud

and encourage them, advising them to ‘‘stand like Spartans at Thermopolae, with

the courage of St. Paul, to resist the invasion of the enemy.’’Ωπ

But radicalization also created problems within the movement. The post-trial

period saw growing animosity between the militants demanding more aggres-

sive strategies and moderates seeking to consolidate gains. Ambitious new-

comers found themselves frustrated by existing e√orts, while more cautious

movement regulars resented the intrusion of the upstarts. Occasionally there was

friction between locals and the outsiders who tended to descend at the last

minute in anticipation of a legislative vote. In 1926 in North Carolina, tensions

reached the breaking point. To all appearances, the state seemed to be next in line

to turn an antievolution bill into state law, having missed by a handful of votes on

the ill-fated Poole bill of the previous year. During the Scopes trial, Martin, then

field secretary of the Anti-Evolution League, had confided that his organization

would move into North Carolina next. With statewide primaries set for June 1926,

and with public opinion lining up with the antievolutionists, candidates em-

braced the issue as a sure winner. Wake County’s Sherwood Upchurch, for exam-

ple, flooded his district with handbills decorated with photographs of himself

and a monkey. ‘‘I Did Not Come from Him,’’ said the broadside. ‘‘Neither Did
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You! I May Look Like Him, but I Refuse to Claim Kin. On This I Stand!’’Ω∫ Political

observers sensed a smashing victory in the making. ‘‘The feeling is strong in the

state about the evolution question,’’ commented one politician on the upcoming

primary. ‘‘If a candidate came out for the teaching of evolution he wouldn’t have

as much chance as a Catholic.’’ΩΩ

Yet for North Carolina antievolutionists, the 1926 campaign was an unmiti-

gated disaster—one almost entirely of their own making. At the outset everything

seemed to be going right. Antievolution forces announced the creation of a

statewide organization, the Charlotte-based ‘‘Committee of One Hundred,’’ so

named because it included representatives from each of the state’s one hundred

counties. Outside organizations had been contacted for support, and Martin,

acting as director-general of campaigns for the Bible Crusaders, had agreed to

bring a team of organizers into the state. A convention was called, and three

hundred activists prepared to descend on Charlotte to plan a strategy for the

primaries. Then the disagreements began. Some of the divisions were denomina-

tional, such as those between bumptious Baptists and the powerful Presbyterians

who controlled the committee. Others were more institutional and political, as

seen in the conflicts that soon developed with Martin’s Crusaders. Although

Martin himself was well known in the state, some of his speakers (from as far

away as Texas and New Jersey) were not, and locals worried that the outsiders

would be seen as interlopers attempting to influence a state election. When

Martin attempted to coordinate all campaign e√orts, he was roundly rebu√ed by

those who had come to consider him and his troops less an asset than a liability.

Meanwhile, the Committee of One Hundred itself was hobbled by infighting. At

its May 1926 convention, held at the Second Presbyterian Church in Charlotte,

disputes exploded into near pandemonium when a Methodist minister threw o√

his coat, doubled up his fists, and attempted to attack a more moderate speaker at

the podium.∞≠≠ Battered by unfavorable publicity, and with some of its most

prominent members resigning as a result of the proceedings, the committee saw

its public support evaporating. An embarrassed Martin rapidly withdrew his

forces from the state. The following month antievolutionists failed dismally at

the polls. Among others, Wake’s Sherwood Upchurch was easily defeated, de-

spite the vigorous e√orts of antievolutionist supporters.∞≠∞ Even the Charlotte Ob-

server, a sympathetic supporter of the antievolution cause, admitted that ‘‘the State

has had enough of the monkey business for quite a spell.’’∞≠≤

Interaction between Activists and Authorities
In the final stage of Tarrow’s cycle, as protest reaches its peak, interactions

between activists and authorities are expected to increase in frequency and inten-
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sity. With conflicts creating deep cleavages in society, public o≈cials are forced to

play a more prominent role. Alliances begin to form against and around them,

and these alliances compete to become part of governing coalitions, sometimes

succeeding and sometimes failing in the attempt to achieve public power.∞≠≥

In the post-trial period, antievolutionism followed the predicted pattern. The

Scopes case had redefined relationships between activists and state and local

authorities, flooding the media with information, polarizing popular opinion,

and forcing civic leaders and public o≈cials to take more decisive stands. In

addition to energizing the antievolution forces, it had alarmed and inspired their

opponents: the aaas, the Science League of America, and numerous other na-

tional and state science associations, teachers’ groups, and liberal church bodies

stepped up their e√orts at this time. Adopting some of the same techniques that

antievolutionists had used so successfully, advocates of the teaching of evolution-

ary theory constructed an unprecedented campaign to bring their message to the

public. Taking the lead was the Science Service news syndicate, which lobbied

newspapers for more coverage of science, issued press releases on the contribu-

tions of evolutionary theory to modern agriculture and business, and syndicated

its Science News of the Week programs over radio stations throughout the country.

Activists brought evolution into the schools as well, sponsoring seminars for

teachers, organizing essay contests for students, and producing films to show in

science classrooms. Science writers introduced evolution to popular readers,

with Henshaw Ward’s Evolution for John Doe selling briskly throughout the post-

trial period.∞≠∂ Stunned by the counterpunch of their opponents, antievolutionists

realized that they had a serious fight on their hands. The debate over evolution

had become ‘‘a nation-wide battle in which every voter must, in veritable self-

defense, take sides,’’ observed the Science League’s Maynard Shipley. ‘‘And the

fight has just begun.’’∞≠∑

As public opinion polarized, politicians found themselves caught in the mid-

dle. Although antievolutionism had always had its champions, many public o≈-

cials who supported it had been somewhat wary of the movement, seeing it as a

force that had to be taken seriously even when it was not entirely welcome. But as

the critics began to score points, some o≈ceholders stepped back, lest they be

tied too closely with the cause. With Mencken and others like him continuing

their drumbeat of disparagement, antievolutionism was repeatedly portrayed in

the popular press as a benighted and foolish cause. Antievolutionists did not

exactly help their image with a series of spectacular scandals—Norris’s murder

trial, Aimee Semple McPherson’s mysterious disappearance and allegations of

romantic escapades, E. Y. Clarke’s embezzlement of funds from the Supreme

Kingdom—that began to turn mainstream public opinion against them.∞≠∏ Across
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the country, politicians quietly backed away from antievolution measures, citing

worries that they might tarnish the reputation of their states.∞≠π But even in

those areas where public opinion remained strongly supportive, antievolution-

ism proved to be a di≈cult issue for public o≈cials to negotiate. Thus Ten-

nessee’s Austin Peay found himself in a bruising 1926 primary battle with an

opponent whose main contention was that the governor had been lax in enforc-

ing the state’s antievolution law.∞≠∫ For Peay, the Scopes trial had ironically be-

come a political liability. ‘‘The greatest problem,’’ wrote one local attorney in

reference to the Peay campaign, ‘‘has been in keeping the case out of politics.’’∞≠Ω

As the politicians retreated, movement activists took steps to increase the

public pressure on them. With bills appearing in state legislatures nationwide,

Riley and other antievolution leaders drew up a strategy that concentrated on

those states where they saw the most chance for success. High on the list was

Minnesota, an early bastion of antievolution sentiment and Riley’s home state.

Working under the aegis of the wcfa, Rimmer, Winrod, and a small legion of

lesser-known operatives arrived in 1927, determined to bring about a mass mobi-

lization of popular support for the antievolution bill that had been introduced in

that year’s legislative session. Riley himself spoke approximately sixty-five times,

addressing audiences in the thousands, and Rimmer and Winrod made ap-

pearances in about two hundred towns between them. While the antievolution

forces mobilized at the grass roots, their opponents concentrated on informing

and influencing elites, organizing strong opposition among educators, news-

paper editors, and church leaders. Although generally cool toward evolutionary

theory, Lutheran leaders led the opposition, in part due to their distrust of Riley

and his fundamentalists. Before the campaign was over, both of the state’s

conferences of Lutheran pastors, along with the presidents of every major Luth-

eran college, had come out against the bill. Similar stands were taken by Con-

gregationalist, Methodist, Episcopal, and other church groups. Most important,

while antievolutionists brought pressure from outside, their opponents worked

the legislature from within. In its final floor vote in the Minnesota senate, the

antievolution bill was defeated by a wide margin.∞∞≠ ‘‘The fundamentalists did

their work in the state with the voters and won,’’ observed an exasperated Riley.

‘‘The evolutionists did their work at St. Paul with the senators and representatives

and won.’’ Nevertheless, Riley saw no need to reconsider political strategy. Cer-

tain that the strength of the antievolution movement lay in its ability to mobilize

popular support, he assured his followers that the victory of their enemies in

Minnesota ‘‘is temporary and that the voters will in the course of time, reverse the

decision.’’∞∞∞

In Arkansas, the strategy was carried to its logical conclusion. After an anti-
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evolution bill narrowly went down to defeat in the 1927 legislature, a coalition of

ministers led by Ben Bogard launched a church-based campaign to have the bill

enacted through a statewide initiative. Using the columns of the Baptist and

Commoner to announce the drive, the group proceeded to gather over 19,000

signatures in a matter of months. ‘‘You can take the petition to church and read it

and ask every voter to sign it right there,’’ Bogard instructed his troops. ‘‘any-

body who can read and write can circulate the petition among the negroes

and at the churches. Get every voter of all denominations and no denominations

to sign.’’∞∞≤ Led by the Arkansas Gazette, the state’s largest newspaper, opponents

mounted a strong o√ensive against the initiative, arguing that by passing the

measure Arkansas would be opening itself to the same ridicule that Tennessee

had experienced following the Scopes trial. Bogard and his allies blithely dis-

missed their concerns. ‘‘The Gazette and Russian Bolsheviks laughed at Ten-

nessee,’’ read an election-week broadside that appeared in Arkansas newspapers.

‘‘True, and that sort will laugh at Arkansas. Who cares?’’∞∞≥ On election day

citizens overwhelmingly approved Initiated Act 1 by a vote of 108,991 to 63,406.∞∞∂

Celebrating back home in Minnesota, Riley declared the outcome a victory for

democracy and asserted that initiative and referendum votes would be the focus

of future antievolution campaigns. ‘‘There are nineteen states in the union that

have a referendum law,’’ he commented in congratulating the Arkansas anti-

evolution forces. ‘‘It is our confident expectation that when we can get to it, every

single one of these states will pass an anti-evolution law.’’∞∞∑

Nevertheless, the Arkansas vote conveyed a mixed message. By any measure, it

was an impressive showing for antievolutionism, winning the approval of voters

in sixty-eight of seventy-five counties and receiving over 63 percent of the ballot

statewide. In a close analysis, political scientist Virginia Gray found that while

voters in rural counties were slightly more supportive, a broad-based majority of

Arkansans—defying stereotypical assumptions that antievolutionists consisted

only of illiterate fundamentalists—turned out to assure the measure an easy

victory.∞∞∏ But the Arkansas ballot also demonstrated some of the di≈culties that

antievolutionists faced in their attempt to exercise public power. At the beginning

of the initiative campaign, Bogard had promised to defeat all of the representa-

tives and senators who had voted against the original antievolution bill. Predict-

ably, his plan met with only limited success. In the 1928 primaries, several candi-

dates for governor, including the popular incumbent Harvey Parnell, insisted that

evolution should not be a campaign issue at all. Representative A. L. Rotenberry,

the strongest antievolution supporter in the legislature and sponsor of the origi-

nal bill, was soundly defeated in his primary contest to become the state’s at-

torney general, suggesting that evolution—no matter how important—was only
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one of many concerns on the minds of voters. In the general election that year,

political considerations became even more complex, with the antievolution ini-

tiative sharing ballot space not only with statewide races but also with the closely

fought Hoover-Smith presidential contest. (In Arkansas, the presidential race

was further complicated by the presence on the ticket of favorite son Senator Joe

T. Robinson as Smith’s running mate.) With Al Smith presenting the serious

possibility of a Roman Catholic president who would repeal Prohibition, even the

most ardent antievolutionists had to divide their energies between supporting Act

1 and opposing Smith. Bogard, for one, told his readers: ‘‘No Christian and no

red blooded American can support him.’’∞∞π

The election of 1928 complicated antievolution e√orts in other ways as well. At

the beginning of the campaign, activists rejoiced, viewing Al Smith’s favorable

stance toward evolution as an opportunity to recoup recent losses and revitalize

their movement. In addition, because Smith was not only an evolutionist but also

a New Yorker, a Catholic, and a ‘‘wet,’’ many in the movement believed that

they could increase their influence by constructing coalitions with other Smith

opponents, including mainstream Protestant church leaders and Republican pol-

iticians. In the South especially, support for Prohibition was the common thread

that united independent fundamentalist preachers with Southern Methodist

bishops, Baptist and Presbyterian seminary presidents, and church leaders from

virtually every Protestant denomination.∞∞∫ Thus antievolution leaders began to

forge alliances with Prohibition forces, denouncing those southern Democrats

who supported what the Western Recorder called ‘‘a soaking wet presidential candi-

date.’’∞∞Ω In correspondence, J. Frank Norris sounded less like an antievolutionist

than a Prohibitionist, advising his allies not only to emphasize Smith’s opposi-

tion to Prohibition but also to confront him on his own drinking habits. ‘‘If he

ignores it everybody will call attention to it,’’ he wrote to Mordecai Ham, ‘‘and if

he undertakes to answer it he will have to evade or admit that he drinks.’’∞≤≠ But

even beyond the South, movement leaders saw an opportunity to advance their

cause by riding piggyback on the popularity of Prohibition. After all, observed

Riley, ‘‘the United States by an overwhelming majority has voted dry.’’∞≤∞

The attempt to build coalitions did not stop there. Even as antievolutionists

adopted prohibitionist arguments, they also raised the specter of Smith’s Roman

Catholicism, warning of insidious popish plots to overthrow the U.S. Constitu-

tion and subordinate the president to the Vatican. Among anti-Catholic agitators,

Norris took the lead, attacking Smith’s Catholic faith in more than a hundred

speeches in thirty cities during the three and a half months leading up to the

election. He also published scurrilous reports in The Fundamentalist about sex-

crazed priests and secret plans to move the Papacy to Washington, D.C.∞≤≤ Ham
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railed regularly against the Catholic Church in his Sunday sermons, boasting that

his congregation would applaud every time he ‘‘took a swing at the Catholics.’’∞≤≥

Ben Bogard ran special editions of his Baptist and Commoner on ‘‘Rum and Roman-

ism,’’ where he declared that any ‘‘Protestant politician’’ who would support

Smith’s candidacy was ‘‘either an ignoramus or a political dupe.’’∞≤∂ Bogard also

collaborated with the Klan in the campaign against Smith, printing a letter from

the Grand Dragon of the Knights of the Ku Klux Klan calling upon readers to join

a common campaign against the Catholic Church. ‘‘The cause of Protestantism is

now appealing to Protestants to rally for the cause,’’ he wrote, ‘‘and without

regard to sectarian Protestant belief.’’ Appearing alongside the appeal in the

Baptist and Commoner was Bogard’s own editorial endorsement, praising the Klan

for its e√orts and declaring that he was ‘‘glad there is an organization with

thousands of members ready to present an organized front against rum and

romanism as represented by Al Smith.’’∞≤∑

Some antievolutionists supplemented anti-Catholicism with racism. As a gen-

eral rule, the movement avoided references to race. Even in the South, where

racist attitudes tended to be expressed more frequently in public, the remarks of

movement leaders like Norris were surprisingly free of blatant racial prejudice.∞≤∏

Yet as the 1928 campaign intensified, southern antievolutionists turned to racism

in order to attract white voters. In the late summer, Mississippi’s Baptist Record

commenced a full-scale smear campaign against Smith by running a story based

on the claim of a Catholic priest—‘‘if the word of a Catholic priest can be be-

lieved’’—that ‘‘the negroes of Mississippi are being organized by the Catholic

hierarchy to vote for Smith.’’∞≤π Over the next several months, the Record printed

rumors that Democrats were attempting to attract black voters by promising to

give them jobs in the federal government. Confirming all rumors, the paper

insisted that its own ‘‘investigation’’ had found ‘‘that Mr. Smith has employed

negroes and shows every favor to them that he can.’’∞≤∫ In articles tying Smith to

the Tammany political organization, the Record confounded themes of corrup-

tion and racial privilege, noting Tammany’s ‘‘thousands of negro members, its

scores of negroes with white wives, its ‘exclusive’ negro clubs, its negro political

bosses.’’ Among other examples, the ‘‘Smith-Tammany civil service commis-

sioner for New York, Ferdinan Q. Morton is a negro, with a $10,000.00 job,

passing upon applications of white men.’’∞≤Ω Even worse, the same commissioner

Morton had been placed in charge of white female employees. Three weeks

before election day, the Baptist and Commoner ran a story with a photograph of

Morton seated at his desk with his white female stenographer. Pointing to the

‘‘disgusting picture,’’ and warning that the election of Smith would place other



c o m p l e t i n g  t h e  c y c l e : 195

‘‘negro bucks’’ in authority over white women, an outraged Bogard observed that

‘‘it is enough to make the blood of any true southern white man boil with

indignation.’’ Voting for Smith, he concluded, was ‘‘voting for negro equality,’’ a

prospect that would be resisted by ‘‘the great majority of southern white men.’’

As for himself, Bogart’s intentions were clear and unqualified: ‘‘I intend to vote

for the Lily White Republican, Herbert Hoover.’’∞≥≠

Yet for the antievolution movement, the 1928 election was a Pyrrhic victory.

Herbert Hoover was elected easily, his margin of victory over Al Smith made more

comfortable by Protestant voters who crossed over in large numbers, especially

in the South, to carry traditionally Democratic states for the Republican Party. On

election night his antievolutionist supporters celebrated in rallies like the one at

Norris’s First Baptist Church in Fort Worth, where the preacher received an

engraved watch for his e√orts from the campaign manager of the state’s anti-

Smith Democratic forces.∞≥∞ Their triumph was a costly one, however, in that

antievolutionists had allowed their message to be recast as one among many

campaign issues, a plank in a party platform. In addition, by throwing their sup-

port to the Republican Party they had incurred the animosity of powerful Demo-

cratic politicians. Virginia’s Senator Carter Glass, for one, denounced Southern

Methodist bishops—he called them ‘‘Methodist popes’’—for trying to lead the

church ‘‘into the camp of a political party whose crimes have shocked the na-

tion.’’∞≥≤ At the same time the movement had managed to alienate many sym-

pathizers, mainstream moderate and conservative churchgoers who saw their

ministers crossing the line into partisan electoral politics. These ‘‘political par-

sons,’’ wrote one critic in a letter to the Memphis Commercial Appeal, had not only

‘‘cheapened their calling and profession’’ but also ‘‘cheapened their churches

and . . . even cheapened themselves.’’∞≥≥ Above all, in attempting to build the

broadest coalition, antievolutionists had antagonized those in their own ranks

who regarded the adoption of partisan politics as a threat to the harmony and

integrity of their churches. The election of 1928 thus had the e√ect of turning

many congregants away from the antievolution movement altogether, lest it en-

courage what one group of Methodist lay leaders called ‘‘the dragging of our

beloved church into politics.’’∞≥∂

Within a matter of months, antievolutionists had come to see their actions in

the 1928 campaign as even more of a mistake. Before the election, their hopes

had been unusually high, in large part because it appeared to be their last best

chance to exercise political power. Afterward, having won, they seemed unsure

that they had gained anything at all. Indeed, as Kenneth Bailey argued, when the

Hoover administration made no clear changes in public policy, it appeared as if
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they had been used, leaving many activists disillusioned and increasingly alien-

ated from the movement.∞≥∑ Attendance fell o√ sharply at meetings.∞≥∏ The turn-

out at debates declined markedly, at one point forcing Riley and Rimmer to

debate one another over the issue of whether the days of Genesis were literal or

representational.∞≥π Competing groups continued to carp among themselves, so

much so that Riley was compelled to remind them that ‘‘back biting is not a

Christian virtue.’’∞≥∫ Some leaders lost interest, turning their attention to other

issues: Norris announced a new crusade to confront the growing Catholic influ-

ence in politics, Riley and Winrod began issuing anti-Semitic diatribes. As for the

antievolutionist rank and file, large numbers began to abandon politics alto-

gether. Embarrassed by the behavior of some of their leaders, ground down by

the infighting between moderates and radicals, alienated by their ill-fated venture

into electoral politics, many retreated into a more pietistic practice of evangelical

religion. In 1929 Riley passed the presidency of the wcfa to Paul Rood, who

announced that the future of the organization lay not in political reform but in

personal revival. ‘‘The time is short,’’ Rood told the wcfa’s 1929 convention.

‘‘The need is urgent. Souls are perishing. Christ is coming. . . . Let us give

ourselves unto the Lord in a new whole-hearted surrender and go forth energized

by the Holy Spirit to finish our task of evangelizing the world.’’∞≥Ω

The stock market collapse of 1929 was the final blow. The Great Depression

would be devastating for the antievolution movement, depriving it of resources

that had been scarce in the best of times. But even before the crash, antievolution-

ism had arrived at what Tarrow calls the ‘‘tipping point,’’ beyond which decline

led irreversibly to demobilization.∞∂≠ Months before the crash, money had already

become scarce. Most movement organizations operated on bare-bones budgets

backed by the small but regular contributions of loyal members. With the pro-

liferation of protest groups, contributors had been asked to give more, dividing

and diluting their giving, and forcing antievolution groups to compete and some-

times cooperate in order to stay solvent.∞∂∞ By 1929 the newer organizations in

particular were in serious financial straits: Washburn’s Bible Crusaders, reeling

after the collapse of the Florida real estate boom, had to close down publication

of the Crusaders’ Champion; Winrod’s Defenders were reduced to running adver-

tisements begging readers to scrape up the seven hundred dollars needed to hold

their annual convention; Clarke’s Supreme Kingdom, damaged by reports of

accounting irregularities, was almost bankrupt.∞∂≤ Even the venerable wcfa was

strapped. Bombarded with requests for support from state and local groups,

Riley lamented that he had nothing to give them but good wishes: ‘‘and we often

wish that we had enough money to lend these Christian men and women aid in

their fight against this false and bestial philosophy.’’∞∂≥
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As the 1920s closed, the antievolution movement appeared to have come to an

end. From 1925 on, the movement had culminated in a spectacular show of

popular protest and an equally spectacular series of failures. By the end of the

decade it seemed a dead letter. Yet though antievolutionism declined, it did not

disappear. Indeed, its culmination at the close of the 1920s was as much a

beginning as an end.



8 : Renewal
the continuing re-creation of creationism

The always ebullient William Bell Riley was discouraged. Hit hard by the Great

Depression, the World’s Christian Fundamentals Association (wcfa) had fallen

deeply in debt, unable at times to pay the salaries of its own secretaries. Over the

course of the early 1930s Riley had been reduced to a painful ritual of pleading,

writing one letter after another in which he begged wcfa members for ‘‘any

amount you can send to me.’’∞ Although a few responded with small sums, most

were unable to keep up with their dues, and membership had been shrinking

steadily. Now the organization seemed close to collapse: ‘‘I even I,’’ he lamented

in 1935, ‘‘only am left.’’≤

To all appearances, the antievolution movement had come and gone. Yet

despite its obvious decline, Riley and antievolutionist leaders like him were not

ready to admit defeat. Instead, they began to carry out a process of retreat in order

to regroup and revitalize. Over the next several decades they would create an

institutional infrastructure that allowed them to maintain their movement for the

rest of the century and into the next one. Building from their base in fundamen-

talist churches, schools, and seminaries, they constructed an intricate network of

antievolution activists and organizations. Movement organizers provided con-

tinuity, with many from the 1920s remaining active for decades, during which

they inspired a new generation of leaders to take their place. Passing on protest

strategies while preserving basic ideas and core identities, activists at the local

level kept the cause alive at a time when few seemed interested in the issue. As a

result of their e√orts, antievolutionism would continue through periods of re-

trenchment and resurgence, emerging periodically into public view with the

advent of the creation science of the 1960s, the alliance with the New Christian

Right (ncr) in the 1980s, and the advocacy of ‘‘intelligent design’’ (sometimes

called simply ‘‘id’’) in our own time. Combining change and continuity, the

movement has proven remarkably resilient. Yet even as it has changed, it has been

constrained by its past, carrying along popular perceptions—many of them the
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work of the 1920s—that have continued to define it. Thus the antievolution

movement has remained a product of its past, existing even today in the shadow

of the Scopes trial.

It is only relatively recently that scholars have begun to seriously consider how

social movements operate over the course of their lifetimes. For much of the early

twentieth century, social theorists from Max Weber to Robert Michels concep-

tualized the lives of movements in linear terms, describing them as moving

steadily through stages of birth, maturity, and decay, with popular protest and

charismatic leadership inevitably giving way to accommodation and oligarchy. By

the 1960s sociologists led by Mayer Zald and Roberta Ash had begun to suggest a

more fluid interpretation, arguing that far from following a rigid pattern, move-

ments tend to ebb and flow in response to sentiment in the larger society.≥ In a

series of studies, Joseph R. Gusfield applied the insight to several social re-

forms movements, demonstrating how they avoided accommodation and decay

by adapting and transforming themselves, by saving their strength during di≈-

cult times, and by regrouping and redefining their missions.∂ More recently, a

growing group of social movement scholars has sought to explain the remark-

able endurance of the American women’s movement: how it has survived and

thrived since its origins in the nineteenth century. Analyzing di√erent aspects of

the movement, studies by Anne Costain, Debra Minko√, Leila Rupp, Suzanne

Staggenborg, Verta Taylor, and Nancy Whittier have shown how activists have

maintained continuity in the movement, preserving it through times of retreat

and retrenchment, reviving it during periods of protest, and passing on its core

character to future generations.∑ The studies also suggest some of the means by

which activists have managed to adapt to changing circumstances, including

(1) the construction of institutions, or the forming of new groups and transform-

ing of older ones; (2) the development of issues, especially critical concerns that

can initiate a resurgence of protest and solidarity; (3) the establishment of over-

lapping connections between movements, in which they penetrate or ‘‘spill over’’

into other ones; and (4) the introduction of new strategies and goals that allow them

to respond to changes in the political and social climate.∏ Admittedly, the studies

show that combining continuity with change can be a challenge, and that within

the women’s movement there frequently have been tensions between those con-

cerned with maintaining the movement and those bent on transforming it. Nev-

ertheless, all agree on the importance of attending to both, and that in order for

movements to continue, they must constantly be re-creating themselves.

Among those who study antievolutionism there has been a di√erence of opin-

ion on the extent of continuity and change within the movement. On the whole, all

see certain similarities between early antievolutionists and more recent ones,
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most of whom prefer to call themselves ‘‘creationists.’’ At the same time all ac-

knowledge that over the past century antievolutionism has taken di√erent forms

and been recast in a variety of ways. In his The Evolution Controversy, George E.

Webb stresses the similarities among evolution’s opponents, tracing the persis-

tence of similar themes from Darwin’s time to today and insisting that through-

out that time continuity has been ‘‘obvious.’’π By contrast, in The Creationists, Ron

Numbers gives a detailed account of the di√erences that have divided antievolu-

tionists over the last century, emphasizing the divisions between theological and

scientific creationism, and stressing the shift that took place, beginning in the

1960s, from orthodox theories to more contemporary forms of creation science.∫

Yet in their various descriptions, the authors agree more often than they dis-

agree, suggesting that antievolutionism has been marked by both continuity and

change. Indeed, in considering the enduring character of antievolutionism from

the 1930s until today, it is tempting to say that the more the movement has

changed, the more it has stayed the same.

Institutions
To survive over long periods, movements must be able to maintain themselves

through trying times. Changes in political climate often require strategic retreat,

in which movement members save their strength while preparing for the next

wave of protest. In their study of the American women’s movement, Verta Taylor

and Leila J. Rupp showed how activists created and sustained personal and

professional networks and organizations to maintain a committed feminist com-

munity during the ‘‘doldrums’’ of the post–World War II period. By creating

these ‘‘abeyance structures,’’ feminists built a bridge between su√rage and the

equal rights amendment, keeping traditions alive, passing on experience, and

recruiting activists of the next generation.Ω

Antievolutionists of the 1930s found themselves in a similar situation. To all

appearances, the antievolution movement was dead. After 1929, when a bill failed

to move out of committee in the Texas house, there would not be another anti-

evolution statute introduced into an American state legislature for thirty years.∞≠

In the three states where antievolution laws remained on the books, public

prosecutors made clear that they had no intention of enforcing them.∞∞ Unable to

find anyone willing to bring suit, the American Civil Liberties Union (aclu)

announced in 1932 that it would no longer attempt to challenge their constitu-

tionality.∞≤ As interest in evolution waned, movement leaders continued to take

up other causes. In the 1930s both Riley and Gerald Winrod pursued campaigns

in which they pointed to communist propaganda in the public schools, warned of

conspiracies being carried out by Jewish cabals, and eventually flirted with fas-
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cism.∞≥ Meanwhile, growing numbers of activists were turning away from politics

and embracing a more personal brand of conservative religion.∞∂ As the depres-

sion deepened, the antievolution movement fell into abeyance: ‘‘The tide of af-

fairs,’’ admitted Riley, ‘‘is against us.’’∞∑

In response, antievolutionists retreated in order to regroup. From its begin-

ning, the antievolution movement had been closely associated with fundamental-

ism, with most of its rank and file coming from fundamentalist churches. In the

1930s, as they retreated to their churches, these fundamentalists began to build

from the bottom, reconstructing the movement as it had been constructed in the

first place, from fundamentalist foundations. Over the next several decades,

continuing to separate from their denominations, they would create an increas-

ingly intricate network of associations, fellowships, and independent churches.∞∏

In the 1930s alone the number of fundamentalist Bible camps and conferences

more than doubled, with more than two hundred of them meeting at over fifty

sites, and with most providing special programs for young people.∞π During the

same decade fundamentalist publishing houses expanded and new ones were

established. While respected periodicals like Moody Monthly, The King’s Business,

and The Sunday School Times continued to be published, splashy tabloids like John

R. Rice’s The Sword of the Lord appeared alongside them, eventually reaching

circulations in the hundreds of thousands.∞∫ With the growth of commercial

broadcasting, fundamentalist radio ministries multiplied and attracted large au-

diences. By the mid-1940s the Reverend Charles E. Fuller’s ‘‘Old Fashioned Re-

vival Hour,’’ carried by over 450 stations nationwide, would be the most popular

program on the air.∞Ω Training schools, Bible colleges, and seminaries expanded

their enrollments, and new colleges, including the fledgling William Jennings

Bryan University (located finally after years of disagreement in Dayton, Ten-

nessee) were launched.≤≠ Although antievolutionism was only one aspect of fun-

damentalism, it remained an important ingredient of the infrastructure. ‘‘During

the 1930s and 1940s,’’ wrote Joel Carpenter, ‘‘fundamentalists continued to chal-

lenge evolution wherever they could assemble an audience. The fact that after the

Scopes trial they had trouble getting a hearing outside their own ranks did not

deter them, for their antievolutionary arguments were meant to encourage the

faithful as much as win a hearing in the larger world.’’≤∞

While working within fundamentalist institutions, antievolutionists built their

own as well. The core of the movement consisted primarily of preachers and

speakers. Among the ministers, Riley, Frank Norris, and T. T. Shields were the

most prominent; although their activism became less pronounced after 1930, they

continued to talk about the topic for many years. Antievolution speakers followed

the same pattern, with George McCready Price, Arthur Brown, and Harry Rimmer
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all continuing to make regular lecture rounds at churches, summer Bible con-

ferences, and youth camps. Among these, Rimmer was the most visible. A Presby-

terian minister and self-styled ‘‘research scientist,’’ Rimmer was educated at a

homeopathic medical school, worked from a small laboratory he built in the

backyard of his Los Angeles home, and legally incorporated himself as the Re-

search Science Bureau. During the 1930s and early 1940s he delivered thousands

of lectures, spending up to six months each year on the road.≤≤ While the speakers

were never able to reach much beyond fundamentalist ranks, they found receptive

audiences there, inspiring protégés such as Henry Morris, the young student of

flood geology whose reading of Price, Brown, and Rimmer introduced him to

creationist thinking long before he himself would become known as a founder of

modern creation science.≤≥ In addition, a small but steadily growing body of

scientists, many of them Seventh-Day Adventists, established their own creation-

ist scientific societies, including the Religion and Science Association, Deluge

Geology Society, and American Scientific A≈liation (asa).≤∂ Admittedly, such

groups attracted little attention from the public and no support from the estab-

lished scientific community. But they were a start. ‘‘During the heady days of the

1920s, when their activities made front-page headlines, creationists dreamed of

converting the world,’’ observed Ron Numbers; ‘‘a decade later, rejected and

forgotten by the establishment, they turned their energies inward and began

creating an institutional base of their own.’’≤∑

In the same way, activists passed on their repertories to a new generation of

movement members. For the most part, antievolution activity changed slowly

after the 1920s, with speakers continuing to troop from church to church and

local ministers delivering occasional antievolution sermons. But even while strat-

egies remained essentially the same, they were regularly updated to take advan-

tage of new technologies. Thus the stage debates of the 1920s served as proto-

types for hundreds of similar contests that would continue for decades, reaching

a peak in the 1970s.≤∏ The rapid growth of religious radio, introduced on local

stations in the 1920s by fundamentalist preachers like Paul Rader and John Roach

Straton, paved the way for antievolutionists of the 1930s such as Herbert W.

Armstrong to launch national programs that would eventually reach audiences in

the tens of millions.≤π Motion pictures also opened new opportunities for convey-

ing the antievolutionist message. As early as 1939 the crowd-pleasing lecturer

Irwin Moon, famous for his spectacular stage demonstrations in which he sent

charges of electrical energy running though his body, was commissioned by the

Moody Bible Institute to produce a motion picture series of his ‘‘Sermons from

Science.’’≤∫ Arriving later on the scene, television would play a major part after

World War II, with antievolutionists being featured on the popular tv programs
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hosted by televangelists Jerry Falwell and Tim LaHaye, both of whom had long

associations with Henry Morris.≤Ω Admittedly, the antievolution cause remained

very much on the margins. But by passing on the lessons they had learned,

antievolutionists of the mid-twentieth century helped to ‘‘bridge the gap,’’ as

Morris put it, ‘‘between the creationist revival preceding the Scopes trial and the

modern creationist movement.’’≥≠

In building an institutional infrastructure, antievolutionists faced some se-

rious obstacles. Among these were the divisions that arose among themselves.

By 1930 the antievolution movement had already devolved into an amalgamation

of small, self-contained groups populated primarily by self-educated science

writers, itinerant evangelists, and at least a few crackpots. While some were

Adventists, most in the movement were members of independent fundamentalist

congregations and small sectarian fellowships. In the 1930s and 1940s they were

frequently at odds with one another. (‘‘When they were not fighting modernists,

Catholics, and evolutionists,’’ as Louis Gasper described them, ‘‘they fought

among themselves.’’)≥∞ Activists divided not only along denominational lines but

also along theological and scientific ones, quarreling repeatedly over biblical and

scientific interpretation. Creation scientists, a small cadre at the best of times,

advocated competing theories, with day-age, gap, and young-earth interpreta-

tions being the most common, so that the first creationist scientific societies

were soon dividing and disintegrating, to be superceded by other equally frac-

tious organizations.≥≤ Even the asa, an ambitious attempt to bring together

antievolutionists of various views, foundered on the same rocks, as militant

young-earth creationists found themselves increasingly at odds with more mod-

erate advocates of old-earth and progressive creationism. By the 1940s, observed

Numbers, ‘‘a split appeared inevitable.’’≥≥

At the same time, antievolutionists had to deal with declining interest in the

issue itself. As Americans struggled through the Depression, the battle over

evolution seemed suddenly less important than it had been before the crash.

Capturing the change was Frederick Lewis Allen’s 1931 best seller Only Yesterday, a

popular history of the 1920s, in which the antievolution movement was depicted

as a product of the past, a throwback to Victorian tradition that had been anach-

ronistic even at its peak. Allen’s lively narrative drew heavily on the Scopes trial,

which he portrayed as a symbolic struggle between William Jennings Bryan’s old-

time religion and Clarence Darrow’s faith in modern progress. Edward J. Larson

has argued that this characterization of the trial, cartoonlike in its simplicity, had

an enormous e√ect on mainstream public opinion, creating the perception that

the antievolution cause had e√ectively ended when Bryan was bested by Darrow

on the stand at Dayton.≥∂ Yet surprisingly, as Larson has shown, antievolutionists
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chose not to contest this characterization, which began to be adopted by many

social critics and historians, taking on the status of a Scopes legend. Instead,

most ignored it, neither knowing nor caring what secular writers thought about

them or their movement. Some may have found a certain comfort in the inter-

pretation, regarding the fallen figure of Bryan as a symbol of their own failure to

slow the growing secularity of the time. A few, like George McCready Price, the

young-earth creationist, actually embraced the revised reading of the trial, seeing

it as a way to break with the past, distancing the movement from Bryan’s more

moderate day-age creationism, as well as from his political activism and popu-

lism. In fact, Price contributed to the retelling of the trial, describing in the 1940s

how he had advised Bryan to put the evolutionists on the defensive at Dayton by

contending that the Flood of Noah was the cause of the fossil record. In essence,

Price accepted antievolution’s failure and blamed Bryan for it. Had Bryan taken

his advice, he conjectured, ‘‘the history of the trial would certainly have been

di√erent.’’≥∑

The truth, however, was that antievolutionists had not failed. After 1930 the

debates over evolution disappeared from the headlines. In state legislatures,

where dealing with the Depression had become paramount, the issue was almost

immediately forgotten. Comforted by a tendentious retelling of the Scopes trial,

evolutionists returned to their colleges and mainstream scientific societies secure

in the assumption that the evolution controversy had been settled.≥∏ Yet what they

assumed was an illusion: although the antievolution movement had indeed suf-

fered setbacks, a committed core continued to carry on the cause. In the same

way that they began to create institutions from the ground up, these activists fo-

cused on the grass roots, especially in America’s small towns and rural schools,

where they would stay active for decades.≥π Avoiding attention and going for the

most part unnoticed, they developed campaigns encouraging publishers, school

o≈cials, and teachers to remove all references to evolution from books, cur-

ricula, and classrooms. More often than not, they were successful. Attempting to

fend o√ persistent complaints from antievolutionists, textbook publishers con-

cerned about their profits continued to systematically reduce or remove discus-

sions of evolution from biology books.≥∫ By 1933 authors Arthur O. Baker and

Lewis H. Mills had relegated evolution to the last two pages of their popular

textbook Dynamic Biology, concluding with the comment that Darwin’s theory,

‘‘like that of Lamarck, is no longer generally accepted.’’≥Ω At the same time, state

and local school o≈cials, fearing the same controversies that had plagued Ten-

nessee, developed curricula that studiously avoided discussions of evolution. By

1942 a national survey of high school biology teachers, funded by the Carnegie

Foundation, found that less than half of them were treating the topic at all.∂≠ As
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for teachers, while some avoided the subject of evolution because of their per-

sonal beliefs, others were clearly cowed by the power of community pressure, so

much so that one study of the time would conclude that in much of the nation,

teachers ‘‘dare not even mention the word.’’∂∞ Thus even while rebuilding, the

antievolution movement remained remarkably successful, exercising influence

over public policies well into the 1950s. Because of their e√orts, wrote sociologist

Dorothy Nelkin, even one hundred years after Charles Darwin evolution was ‘‘still

not an integral part of the public school curriculum.’’∂≤

Issues
To move from abeyance to action, movements need issues. Institutions can

provide support, but activists tend to mobilize around issues, or even better,

around what Suzanne Staggenborg has called ‘‘burning issues.’’ Analyzing the

ability of the women’s movement to sustain itself over many decades, Staggen-

borg found that many local groups relied on critical events—instances of in-

justice usually brought on by political authorities or economic elites—to inspire

collective action campaigns. Such instances, she argues, acted as catalysts, allow-

ing activists to transform events into issues, while also sparking those surges of

urgency that drive movements out of somnolence into active protest.∂≥

In the early 1960s the antievolution movement experienced one such surge

when evolution reappeared in the public schools. With the Cold War at its peak,

and amid acute concern about the state of science in the United States following

the successful launch of the Soviet space satellite Sputnik, American public edu-

cation began to come in for criticism. Special scrutiny was given to teaching in

the natural sciences.∂∂ Using federal funds made available through the National

Defense Education Act, the National Science Foundation (nsf) sponsored a

series of systematic reviews of science education, including the Biological Sci-

ence Curriculum Study (bscs), a five-year program leading to the publication of

textbooks, films, and other instructional materials for high school students.

Written by professional scientists, endorsed by national education groups, and

funded with strong federal support that allowed the study to avoid the influence

of local interests as well as ties to the textbook market, bscs materials were

expressly intended to take on controversial topics, including evolution. When

they appeared in 1963, they were widely adopted and eventually made their way

into almost half of all American high schools.∂∑ At about the same time, in

part because of the adoption of the bscs curriculum, teachers began to chal-

lenge existing antievolution laws, culminating in the 1968 Supreme Court case of

Epperson v. Arkansas, in which that state’s 1928 law was found to be unconstitu-

tional for imposing a religious restriction on the teaching of evolution.∂∏ For



206 : r e - c r e at i o n  o f  c r e at i o n i s m

antievolutionists, the changes were a double whammy, inserting evolution into

the schools while at the same time removing laws protecting children from it.

With state power and public opinion combining against them, they found them-

selves suddenly on the defensive, forced to fight, in Larson’s words, ‘‘a rear-

guard action.’’∂π

Amid a growing sense of alarm, activists took up the cause. Almost as soon as

the bscs curriculum appeared in the schools, parents began to protest. Alerted by

their concerns, school o≈cials in several states took steps against bscs books,

refusing to purchase them, requesting revisions, and in some cases simply black-

ing out o√ending passages. In New Mexico, the state board of education decided

that the inside covers of all bscs texts should be stamped with a statement

declaring its own o≈cial view that evolution was a ‘‘theory’’ rather than a ‘‘fact.’’

Similarly in Texas, the Reverend Reuel Lemmons, a fundamentalist minister,

initiated a campaign against the books, calling them ‘‘pure evolution from cover

to cover,’’ eventually persuading the state board of education to remove or revise

much of their evolutionary content.∂∫ Realizing the extent of the protests, bscs

o≈cials began to make their own revisions. In its 1961 edition, one high school

biology text contained these sentences: ‘‘The fossil evidence dramatically shows

that life has been gradually changing over millions of years from one form to

another. There is no longer any reasonable doubt that evolution occurs.’’ By 1963,

as science educator Gerald Skoog later noted, the phrase ‘‘dramatically shows’’

had been replaced by ‘‘suggests,’’ and in subsequent editions the second sen-

tence would be dropped altogether.∂Ω But the revisions were too little too late. The

antievolution movement was back in business, and critics were coming out of the

woodwork. In a letter to Governor John Connally of Texas, one detractor at-

tributed the assassination of President John F. Kennedy and the attempt on

Connally’s own life to ‘‘the atheistic teaching of evolutionary theory.’’∑≠

Along with the popular protests, however, antievolutionism experienced an

intellectual revival in the 1960s. At issue—the issue—was science. With science

receiving unprecedented public support, antievolutionists saw no choice but to

embrace it. The task fell to Henry Morris, a professor of civil engineering at

Virginia Polytechnic Institute (vpi) and a born-again conservative evangelical,

who for years had been quietly building a case for what he termed ‘‘creation

science.’’ Morris argued that biblically based explanations of creation could be

confirmed by evidence gathered though the strictest scientific observation and

research. The concept was not new: throughout the early 1920s antievolutionists

like A. C. Dixon and W. B. Riley had insisted that biblical truths had been

repeatedly proven by archaeological and geological research, and that Scripture

and science were in complete conformity. Since the 1920s advocates of young-
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earth creationism led by Price had been using the science of flood geology to

argue for a seven-day catastrophic creation, as described in Genesis, and for a

geological and fossil record that was best explained as the product of an ancient

Noachian Deluge, or Noah’s Flood.∑∞ Adopting and updating these assumptions,

Morris and theologian John Whitcomb teamed up to present their case in the

1961 book The Genesis Flood. Here they combined biblical interpretation and flood

geology to argue that the world was about ten thousand years old, that dinosaurs

and humans had coexisted, and that evolutionary explanations for an ancient

earth were based not on facts but on flawed science.∑≤ Although theologians and

scientists—including most evangelical ones—roundly rejected the book’s basic

tenets, lay readers were more receptive, and it became a surprising success,

selling tens of thousands of copies over its first ten years in print. For antievolu-

tionists of the 1960s, it was exactly what they needed, a theory that seemed

thoroughly scientific, in keeping with the tenor of the times.∑≥ Activists immedi-

ately recognized its political potential: ‘‘Sell more science,’’ the Bible-Science

Newsletter, a monthly creationist magazine, would advise its activist readers.

‘‘Who can object to teaching more science?’’∑∂

Morris sold creation science better than anyone could have imagined. In the

early 1960s, buoyed by his book’s popularity, he began to travel extensively,

introducing his ideas to growing audiences at conservative churches and Chris-

tian colleges. While continuing to teach civil engineering, he wrote articles and

books, along with a series of Sunday school lessons, all of which advocated his

version of young-earth creationism over the more popular day-age and gap theo-

ries. More important, he began to build networks among creation science sup-

porters. In 1970, giving up his academic appointment at vpi, he took a position at

Tim LaHaye’s fledgling Christian Heritage College in San Diego. According to

Morris, it was ‘‘the first college in modern times formed in order to provide a

liberal arts education based specifically on strict Biblical creationism.’’∑∑ At about

the same time, working with Nell and Kelly Segraves, a mother-son team of

Southern California antievolution activists, he also established the Creation-

Science Research Center (c-src), an organization that would not only support

scientific research on Noah’s Flood, but also reach out to the public by preparing

creationist educational materials and encouraging schools to adopt them.∑∏ Fol-

lowing disagreements over the center’s direction, the Segraveses broke away,

taking the c-src name with them and leaving Morris to reorganize the remain-

ing sta√ into the Institute for Creation Research (icr).∑π In the 1970s the icr

grew rapidly, building its own team of over two dozen creation scientists and

becoming increasingly independent from the Christian Heritage College.∑∫ It also

gained notoriety by sponsoring creation-evolution debates in which Morris and
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his protégé Duane Gish, a onetime Michigan biochemist, teamed up to take

on various evolutionists no fewer than 136 times during the decade, appearing

before live audiences totaling over 100,000 people and radio listeners and tv

viewers estimated at over 5 million more.∑Ω By the 1980s the icr had become the

flagship of creation science, publishing a steady stream of books, pamphlets, and

a monthly newsletter called Acts & Facts, which eventually generated a mailing list

of approximately 75,000 readers. It also provided summer seminars and flood

geology tours of such sites as the Grand Canyon and Mount St. Helens, as well as

a Museum of Creation and Earth History where visitors could see a scale model of

Noah’s Ark.∏≠ As the icr grew, it reached out to creationist groups across the

country, o√ering its speakers to ‘‘to any who wish to sponsor local creation

seminars or similar meetings in their own areas.’’∏∞

During the same period creationism was proving its political potential. Early

on, Morris had resisted applying the idea politically—indeed, one of the reasons

for his break with the c-src was his insistence on the importance of research

and education as opposed to legislation and litigation. In the 1970s, however, as

activists began to adopt his conception of creation science, Morris changed his

view. As early as 1963, Nell Segraves and her friend Jean Sumrall, assisted by the

newly established Creation Research Society, had petitioned the California Board

of Higher Education to mandate the addition of creationism to the biology cur-

riculum in public schools. Citing the Supreme Court’s 1963 decision on school

prayer in Abington School District v. Shempp, they argued that since the state had

been required in that case to remain neutral on all issues involving religion, the

teaching of evolution (promoting atheism) without an alternative based on bibli-

cal creation (promoting Christianity) could be considered to have violated the

principle of neutrality.∏≤ Following the same logic, activists in Arizona began to

call for more balanced treatment of evolution and divine creation, adopting

the concept of ‘‘equal time’’ from regulatory rules covering political broadcasts

that had recently been announced by the Federal Communications Commission

(fcc).∏≥ Antievolutionists across the country began to take up the idea, and in

1973 it became state law when Russell Artist, a biology professor at Nashville’s

David Lipscomb College and the author of a creationist textbook, successfully

sought a bill in the Tennessee legislature allowing equal time for the teaching of

creationism in science classes.∏∂ Over the course of the decade, two dozen similar

bills were introduced in twelve state legislatures, state agencies and boards of

education approved the use of creationist texts in at least six states, and local

school boards in many parts of the nation passed resolutions supporting equal

time for the teaching of creationism.∏∑ By 1981 even Henry Morris had become a

believer, celebrating the coming of equal time for creationism, declaring the
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1970s to be the ‘‘decade of creation,’’ and predicting that the term ‘‘may well

apply even more to the decade of the eighties.’’∏∏

As bills providing equal time for creationism appeared in the legislatures,

creation science began to make its way through the courts. Following World War

II, federal courts became more active in extending First Amendment freedoms to

the states, and political movements of all kinds came to rely on them in claiming

rights and seeking protection against unconstitutional state statutes. Although

antievolutionists had no reason to regard the judiciary as especially friendly, court

rulings in a series of freedom-of-religion cases running from Everson v. Board

of Education (1947) to Lemon v. Kurzman (1971) suggested a reading of the First

Amendment that required public agencies to practice strict religious neutrality

while allowing individuals more freedom of religious expression. As early as

1970, Leona Wilson, the mother of Houston high school student Rita Wright,

had tested the waters. In a suit against the city’s school system, Wilson argued

that the teaching of evolution not only constituted state establishment of a secu-

lar religion but also denied her daughter’s right to express her own religious

views by insisting that her creationist beliefs were wrong.∏π Although eventually

dismissed, the case of Wright v. Houston Independent District encouraged other legal

challenges, among them actions brought by citizens against the National Sci-

ence Foundation for funding the bscs program and the Smithsonian Institution

for sponsoring an evolutionary educational exhibit called ‘‘The Emergence of

Man.’’∏∫ Nevertheless, these suits were almost always unsuccessful, as plainti√s

were unable to convince courts that the teaching of evolution either established a

state religion or prevented the free exercise of their own faith. At the heart of the

issue was the scientific status of evolution. With science enjoying strong cultural

support, courts consistently sided with scientists and science educators who

argued that instruction in evolutionary theory was in no way religious. It followed

that since evolution could not be claimed as religion, creationism would have to

be cast as science. ‘‘As long as the teaching of creationism is done strictly in a

scientific context,’’ Morris counseled teachers in a 1974 newsletter, ‘‘without

reference to the Bible or other religious literature, such teaching is perfectly

constitutional, legal and proper.’’∏Ω

Activists were ready for a new approach. After all, every time state and local

statutes providing for the teaching of creationism had been enacted, they were

almost immediately challenged by groups led by the aclu and the National

Association of Biology Teachers. In case after case, biblically based creationism

had failed to pass the so-called Lemon test set in Lemon v. Kurzman, by which

courts required all state-sponsored programs to have a secular purpose, to nei-

ther advance nor inhibit religious practice, and to avoid excessive entanglement
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between church and state. Thus in 1975, when Tennessee’s equal time law was

pronounced unconstitutional, creationists adopted Morris’s advice: stressing re-

ligion less and science more, they began to attack evolution as bad science, while

building up creation science as an acceptable scientific alternative.π≠ By 1978 the

argument had become a full-fledged legal strategy, spelled out by creationist law

student Wendell Bird. In an article in the Yale Law Journal, Bird contended that

creation science could be taught entirely as science, therefore not running afoul

of constitutional restrictions on teaching religion. (Not teaching it, he argued in

the same article, would violate the rights of creationist students to the free

exercise of their religion.)π∞ When Paul Ellwanger, a South Carolina respiratory

therapist and head of the creationist group Citizens for Fairness in Education,

shaped Bird’s suggestions into a model state statute, activists believed that they

had found a ‘‘balanced treatment’’ bill that could stand up to constitutional

scrutiny. As copies circulated throughout the country, the proposed statute was

introduced in eight state legislatures in 1980 and in fifteen more in 1981.π≤ Law-

makers in Arkansas soon adopted a version of the statute by a lopsided margin,

and creationists celebrated its passage, declaring balanced treatment to be ‘‘an

idea,’’ in the words of North Little Rock’s Reverend A. A. Blount, ‘‘whose time

has come.’’π≥

In arguing for balanced treatment, however, creationists had to contend with

the legal legacy of the Scopes case. Edward Larson has shown how the Scopes

legend continued to flourish in the 1960s, with its misinterpretations of Bryan

and Darrow becoming mainstream history. In Epperson v. Arkansas, Larson argues,

the legend was written into law. Drafted by Justice Abe Fortas, who had followed

the case closely as a Memphis high school student in 1925, the majority opinion

in Epperson referred repeatedly to the forty-year-old trial, both beginning and

ending with references to it. Determined to correct the errors of earlier courts,

Fortas found the 1928 Arkansas law to be unconstitutional (and, by implication,

the 1925 Tennessee law along with it) because it violated the First Amendment

prohibition against the establishment of religion. Accepting the argument that

Arkansas had a religious purpose in outlawing evolution, Fortas went on to

declare that in order to ensure due process, all states had to remain strictly

neutral toward religion.π∂ While the decision was a clear defeat for the creationist

cause, a few creationists were actually heartened by its insistence on strict state

neutrality. After all, with the widespread reintroduction of evolution in the public

schools in the 1960s, the tables had been turned, so that creationists were now

the ones barred from the classroom, in a situation similar to evolutionists forty

years earlier. Adopting the premise that states must assume an attitude of neu-

trality toward alternative theories of origins, they began to call for balanced
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treatment of competing explanations, insisting that teachers be free to teach

creationism as well as evolution. In essence, they found themselves making

almost the same case as Clarence Darrow, whom they began to cite frequently (if

incorrectly) as having stated at the Scopes trial that it was ‘‘bigotry for public

schools to teach only one theory of origins.’’π∑ Indeed, creationists discovered not

only a new friend in Darrow, but also a new hero in—of all people—John Scopes.

As creationist theologian Norman Geisler put it, ‘‘John Scopes summed it up well

when he said, ‘If you limit a teacher to only one side of anything the whole

country will eventually have only one thought, be one individual.’ ’’π∏

But creationists could not entirely escape the legacy of the trial. When Arkan-

sas’s ‘‘Balanced Treatment Bill’’ was challenged by a coalition of liberal clergy

and the aclu, provoking the 1982 action of McLean v. Arkansas Board of Education,

the case was at once dubbed ‘‘Scopes II.’’ Convinced that the trial would be a

media spectacle, reporters from seventy-five news organizations converged on

Little Rock to cover the proceedings.ππ In the absence of charismatic personalities

such as Bryan and Darrow, however, or a sympathetic schoolteacher like Scopes

to stand in the dock as defendant (it being a civil rather than a criminal proceed-

ing), the case lacked the drama of the original trial and left the media without a

sensational story. In contrast to the Scopes trial, the court allowed testimony

from expert witnesses for both sides. The appearance of figures such as Harvard

paleontologist Stephen Jay Gould inspired little popular interest, however, and

news reports consistently treated the testimony of the specialists as arcane and

insignificant.π∫ At times the creationist experts did attract attention, as when

Geisler, a professor of theology at Dallas Theological Seminary, speculated on the

stand about his belief that Satan was behind the presence of UFOs.πΩ (In gen-

eral the creationist experts were unprepared and disorganized, unable to agree

among themselves on the character or purpose of creation science, let alone

point to any of its accomplishments. In fact, one of the state’s best witnesses,

British astrophysicist Chandra N. Wickramasinghe, who testified to the inability

of Darwinian theory to explain the origins of life, also o√ered his personal

view that creation science was ‘‘claptrap.’’)∫≠ But for the most part, reporters

paid no attention to the testimony, treating the trial instead in stereotypical

terms, less as a sequel to Scopes than a rerun. In fact, in her study of media

coverage of the Arkansas trial, science writer Marcel La Follette found that John

Scopes was mentioned more often than any of the actual witnesses. She con-

cluded that ‘‘if the readers learned anything, we may assume it was the details of

the Scopes trial.’’∫∞

For creationists, McLean was a decisive defeat. In a detailed and sweeping

opinion, Judge William Overton completely denied the case for balanced treat-
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ment. More important, Overton not only found the Arkansas law unconstitu-

tional, but also declared unequivocally that evolution was not religion and cre-

ation science was not science.∫≤ As if that were not enough, the case reinforced

Scopes stereotypes, adding to the common perception of creationists as dogma-

tic fundamentalists, while allowing evolutionists to continue playing the more

popular role of defenders of free speech and open inquiry. Trapped by such

impressions, creationists struggled unsuccessfully to free themselves from the

Scopes myth. ‘‘The ‘Fundamentalists’ of the 1920’s were categorically opposed to

teaching evolution and for teaching only the Genesis account of Creation,’’ ex-

plained Geisler in a sharply worded criticism of the McLean decision, in which he

tried to divorce contemporary creationism from the earlier antievolution move-

ment. Again citing (and misquoting) Darrow, he reiterated the claim that the

sides had been switched and that creationists now played the part of Scopes:

‘‘And if it was bigotry when the creationists were trying to keep the evolutionists

out, it is still bigotry when evolutionism attempts to exclude creationism.’’∫≥ The

argument was convoluted and ultimately unconvincing. With McLean, the case for

balanced treatment collapsed, confounded by legal precedents and public per-

ceptions of events that had taken place more than five decades earlier. Neverthe-

less, the opponents of evolution were not about to surrender. Stopped short by

the judges, they turned once again to the jury of public opinion, where they had

experienced so much success in the past. ‘‘When you consider what I was trying

to do, we’ve been victorious,’’ commented state senator James L. Holsted, the

original sponsor of the Arkansas bill, after the court ruling. ‘‘I feel like we really

won because people are talking about it, kids will be asking about it. Teachers

will have to talk about creation-science. There’ll be more debates on college

campuses. In fact, it’s just starting.’’∫∂

Connections
Among the ways that movements maintain themselves over long periods is

by connecting to other movements. As David Meyer and Nancy Whittier have

shown, movements exist within constellations of overlapping organizations, net-

works, and individuals. Thus activists can participate in multiple movements,

moving back and forth across easily penetrable boundaries to work in tandem

with others who share their general goals and values. Meyer and Whittier have

called the phenomenon ‘‘spillover,’’ and in a study of the interaction between

feminists and peace activists in the 1980s, they showed how it worked to revital-

ize both of these left-leaning movements.∫∑ Coincidentally, at almost exactly the

same time a similar example of spillover was taking place on the right.

With the rise of the New Christian Right, the creationist movement saw the
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potential to exercise unprecedented political power. In television evangelists Jerry

Falwell, Pat Robertson, and Tim LaHaye they found old friends and strong sup-

porters, as well as access to their millions of viewers. Through politicians such as

Senator Jesse Helms of North Carolina, they were introduced to conservative

leaders and policy makers. In the political operatives of the ncr—Gary Bauer,

Ralph Reed, Richard Viguerie, Paul Weyrich—they met seasoned professionals

who could counsel them how to build their movement and expand its influence.

Moreover, with the post-Watergate realignment taking place in American party

politics, antievolutionists had begun to find common cause with conservatives in

the Republican Party. One who seemed especially sympathetic was presidential

candidate Ronald Reagan, who in his 1980 campaign described his doubts about

evolution to a group of conservative religious leaders, calling it a ‘‘theory only’’

and saying that ‘‘I have a great many questions about [evolution]. I think that

recent discoveries down through the years have pointed up great flaws in it.’’∫∏

To cement their connections to the ncr, creationists turned to the concept of

‘‘secular humanism.’’ Over the course of the 1980s, the term would become

commonplace among conservative commentators. But it began as a creationist

concept, introduced in a 1978 article in the Texas Tech Law Review by conserva-

tive legal theorist John Whitehead, who was attempting to argue that the First

Amendment’s establishment clause could be brought to bear against the teach-

ing of evolution. Searching for possible precedents and making use of an obscure

footnote to the 1961 case of Torcaso v. Watkins, Whitehead contended that, in

seeking to prevent the establishment of a theistic state religion, the Supreme

Court had in fact created an atheistic one, the religion of ‘‘secular humanism.’’∫π

As legal strategy, the concept was weak from the start, since courts had been

consistent in declaring evolution a secular and scientific principle rather than a

religious one. As a political tool, however, the idea had potential. Adopted by

LaHaye in his book The Battle for the Mind, it soon became a rallying cry for the

ncr: everything from abortion and homosexuality to the loss of the Panama

Canal was attributed to a conspiracy of secular humanists centered in organiza-

tions like the American Humanist Association and extending its influence into

government, the media, and the public schools.∫∫ Almost immediately secular

humanism became a bond between creationism and the ncr, introducing cre-

ationists to a more extensive set of cultural issues while simultaneously instruct-

ing a broad cross section of Christian conservatives on evolution’s role in inspir-

ing so much of the immorality of the times. For their part, creationist writers

began to cast their arguments in broader terms. Writing in the icr’s newsletter

Impact, creation scientist Jerry Bergman argued that creationism was only one of

many issues that secular humanists had conspired to banish from the public
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schools. ‘‘Rarely do students hear an objective and e√ective presentation of the

case against abortion, homosexuality or fornication,’’ observed Bergman in 1980.

‘‘Again, one side of these issues tends to be labeled non-religious and therefore a

topic teachers are permitted to discuss, but the other side tends to be labeled

religious, and o√ limits in the school. The facts are that, for whatever reason,

teachers often indoctrinate their students in one side, and many times it is the

secular humanist position.’’∫Ω

Creationists had no trouble adopting the argument against secular human-

ism. Among antievolutionists, the assumption of a connection between evolution

and immorality was an old one, reaching back to Bryan’s condemnation of Social

Darwinism. As early as the 1960s, Henry Morris had claimed that evolutionary

principles provided the starting point for every false ideology of the modern age;

it was ‘‘at the foundation of communism, Fascism, Freudianism, social Darwin-

ism, behaviourism, Kinseyism, materialism, atheism and, in the religious world,

modernism and Neo-orthodoxy.’’Ω≠ Similar statements were made a decade later

by the c-src’s Nell Segraves, who claimed to have conducted social scientific

studies demonstrating a cause-and-e√ect relationship between evolutionary the-

ory and social breakdown, especially ‘‘divorce, abortion, and rampant venereal

disease.’’Ω∞ By 1980 activists like Bergman were blaming it not only for abortion,

homosexuality, and fornication, but also for ‘‘bondage, sadomasochism, pedo-

philia, and incest.’’Ω≤ Writing in his God’s Own Scientists, a study of creationism in

the 1980s, cultural anthropologist Christopher Toumey argued insightfully that

creationists had come to assume that the principal danger of evolutionism was

not determinism, the fact that it allowed no free will, but rather randomness, the

implication that it led inevitably to disorder and immorality. Whereas earlier

antievolutionists (like Bryan and his colleagues of the 1920s) had been most

concerned about the notion of natural selection, contending that it turned people

into prisoners of their biological history, creationists now worried more about

random mutation, charging that if people saw themselves as the product of

disorderly events, they would act in disorderly ways. Thus they saw connections

between evolutionism and every imaginable evil. Moreover, in combating those

evils, they found common cause with conservative activists who were fighting a

host of political enemies. As one North Carolinian told Toumey: ‘‘The homo-

sexual gay rights movement is very evolutionary. The women’s movement is very

evolutionary. The civil rights movement is very evolutionary. All these things have

their roots in evolution.’’Ω≥

By collaborating with the ncr, creationists were able to bring their message

to growing numbers. From the 1930s on, antievolutionism had been a small and

self-contained—almost sectarian—movement. Even in the 1960s, with the grow-
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ing influence of creation science, creationist groups had given little attention to

building a mass membership. Now, however, with conservative religion and

conservative politics both on the rise, creationists saw the chance to enlist count-

less new recruits in their cause. Across America, sympathetic televangelists were

introducing creationism to millions of viewers, sometimes preaching it them-

selves, more often hosting its speakers, promoting its literature, and sponsoring

its films and television specials.Ω∂ Mass membership organizations like Tim

LaHaye’s American Coalition for Traditional Values, Beverly LaHaye’s Concerned

Women for America, Phyllis Schlafly’s Eagle Forum, and Jerry Falwell’s Moral

Majority had made antievolution a part of their conservative agendas. Advocacy

organizations such as the Rutherford Institute began to o√er legal assistance to

students and their parents who brought cases opposing the teaching of evolution

in their schools to the courts.Ω∑ Grassroots groups like Mel and Norma Gabler’s

Educational Research Analysts, Robert Simonds’s Committee for Excellence in

Education/National Association of Christian Educators, and Donald Wildmon’s

American Family Association created home-grown campaigns to remove evolu-

tion, sex education, and liberal teaching techniques from public schools.Ω∏ Pub-

lic sentiment seemed to be swinging to the creationist side, as polls in the

1980s consistently showed surprisingly strong support—often as high as 75

percent—for teaching creationism alongside or in place of evolution in the pub-

lic schools.Ωπ Encouraged by these polls, Henry Morris predicted even greater

growth. ‘‘Whatever the future may hold for the present complex of creationist

organizations,’’ he wrote in 1984, ‘‘we can be sure that things will not go back

like they were before. Creation will continue to be recognized by multitudes as a

truly viable model of origins.’’Ω∫

Creationists took heart even in the courts. After McLean, with its ringing decla-

ration that evolution was not religion and creation science was not science, the

legal strategists seemed stymied, uncertain as to how to proceed. Nevertheless,

they continued to make their case. On the question of whether evolution theory

constituted a religion, the concept of secular humanism appeared to provide

some possibilities. In his 1987 decision in Smith v. Mobile, Alabama federal district

judge W. Brevard Hand accepted the argument that secular humanism was an

atheistic religion, but his finding was soon overturned on appeal, leaving cre-

ationists at an apparent dead end.ΩΩ At roughly the same time, the issue of

creation science’s scientific credentials remained very much alive in a complex

series of Louisiana cases that culminated in the Supreme Court’s 1987 ruling in

Edwards v. Aguillard. In this case, creationist lawyers led by Wendell Bird sought

court sanction for Louisiana’s Act 590, arguing that the bill’s predominant pur-

pose was scientific (allowing an alternative scientific view in the classroom) and
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secular (promoting fairness and academic freedom). Writing for the Court’s

majority, Justice William Brennan rejected these claims, deeming the act an

unconstitutional attempt at religious establishment while also finding that cre-

ation science was more religious than scientific.∞≠≠ On the announcement of the

verdict, evolutionists were ecstatic, believing that creationism was no longer a

threat. (‘‘Somewhere in heaven John Scopes is smiling,’’ declared the aclu’s Ira

Glasser.)∞≠∞ Yet Brennan’s decision had left a door open, allowing that a more

clearly scientific brand of creation science might be constitutional, especially if it

were ‘‘done with the clear secular intent of enhancing the e√ectiveness of science

instruction.’’∞≠≤ Moreover, in a minority decision, Justice Antonin Scalia, a recent

appointment to the Court, made a strong case that the citizens of Louisiana,

including Christian fundamentalists, were entitled ‘‘as a secular matter’’ to have

‘‘whatever scientific evidence there may be against evolution presented in their

schools, just as Mr. Scopes was entitled to present whatever scientific evidence

there was for it.’’∞≠≥ Even in defeat, then, creationists could claim a certain victory,

confident that future courts, especially those containing more conservative ap-

pointees, might well allow for scientific alternatives to evolution. Indeed, for

some the defeat itself had a silver lining. Preparing his 1988 campaign for presi-

dent, Pat Robertson declared himself delighted on learning of the Louisiana

ruling: ‘‘Everyone in America who believes he or she was created by God will be

outraged,’’ he told the press. ‘‘This is going to help my position wonderfully.’’∞≠∂

For all its high hopes, however, creationism seemed to come up short in the

1980s. Following a flurry of activity in state legislatures in 1981 and 1982, most of

it in response to the McLean decision, creationist initiatives became few and far

between. As for the alliance with the New Christian Right, it soon proved to have

its problems. In making connections to the ncr, creationists were suddenly

required to compete with other issues and interests, distracting attention from

evolution and diverting resources to other conservative causes. As one in a con-

stellation of concerns, evolution was often shunted to the side in favor of more

pressing issues like abortion, homosexuality, or school prayer. Occasionally cre-

ationists would find their allies in the ncr deserting them, as when Falwell,

threatened by the loss of accreditation for his Liberty University, appeared to

backtrack on his support for the teaching of creation science there.∞≠∑ But as

Toumey has shown, even when the alliance was working there were certain costs.

For instance, whenever Falwell made the case for creationism, many of those

who opposed his views on other matters came to distrust the creationist cause as

well. In the process, creationists were caught in a kind of whipsaw, alienating

potential supporters while at the same time diluting their own message by cast-

ing it as part of a larger collection of conservative concerns.∞≠∏ Added to this was
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the fact that many creationists had never been predisposed to engage in politics

in the first place, preferring to work within their churches. Related as well was

the extraordinary growth in Christian schools at this time, along with the parallel

increase in home schooling among Christian conservatives. For parents of chil-

dren in these schools, almost all of whom used standardized curricula in which

creation science was the exclusive explanation of human origins, the teaching of

evolution in public schools was no longer much of a concern.∞≠π Most important,

however, was the growing realization that in making connections to other con-

servative groups, creationists had gained little. Abandoned by their allies, abused

by the Republican politicians who had courted their votes but failed to deliver on

their concerns, they increasingly seemed to pull back from politics. Having had

its ‘‘day in the sun’’ in the early 1980s, wrote Toumey, creationism ‘‘receded to the

lesser ranks.’’∞≠∫

But there were other reasons for the creationist movement’s failure to thrive.

Perhaps most important of these was the inability to overcome stereotypes. Here

as before, the legend of the Scopes trial figured prominently, especially as it was

embodied in a dramatic retelling that would shape public perceptions of the

movement for decades. In Inherit the Wind, Jerome Lawrence and Robert E. Lee’s

1955 stage play, history was transformed into theater, and the events of the trial

took on mythic meaning. The play was set not in Dayton, Tennessee, in 1925, but

in the fictional southern town of ‘‘Hillsboro’’ at an indeterminate date ‘‘not too

long ago.’’ While featuring Bryan, Darrow, and Scopes, it portrayed them in

stylized and highly stereotypical terms, as Bryan became the bombastic Matthew

Harrison Brady, Darrow the folksy Henry Drummond, and Scopes the principled

Bertram Cates. Other characters were added for e√ect, including a bigoted fun-

damentalist preacher and his troubled and torn daughter, who was portrayed in

the play as Cates’s fiancée. While the plot roughly traced events of the trial, it

provided a decidedly more dramatic depiction, featuring a furious confrontation

between Brady and Drummond in which Brady is clearly bested, left pathetically

babbling out the names of the books of the Bible. (In the last act he dies of a

stroke, falling face first onto the courtroom floor as he attempts to give his final

summation.) Originally written as a response to the abuse of power by McCarthy-

era politicians, the play is a paean to academic freedom and scientific progress. It

is also a thinly veiled attack on creationism, which is presented as the product of

fundamentalist fanaticism. Whereas critics blasted the play as a caricature, au-

diences loved it, and it soon became a staple of the American theater, enjoying

some eight hundred successive showings on Broadway and inspiring thousands

of performances by professional, school, and community theater troupes. In

Stanley Kramer’s 1960 Hollywood movie version, featuring memorable perfor-
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mances by Frederic March and Spencer Tracy, the play took on iconic status,

e√ectively replacing history with myth. By 1967 journalist Joseph Wood Krutch

could write that ‘‘most people who have any notions about the trial get them from

the play . . . or from the movie.’’∞≠Ω

For creationists, Inherit the Wind posed insurmountable problems. The movie

version was particularly troublesome, having introduced millions of moviegoers

to the possibility that the biblical account of creation might be contradictory and

inconsistent. Additionally, in its stereotypical treatment of Bryan and his funda-

mentalist followers, it confirmed popular preconceptions that creationism was

based on biblical literalism rather than scientific study. Though creationists cried

foul, their attempts to counter the inaccuracies of the movies met with little

success. Henry Morris recounted how the movie version haunted him during a

speaking tour of New Zealand in the early 1970s, as it appeared on public tv

stations in city after city during or immediately after his visit.∞∞≠ Throughout the

1980s activists continued to criticize the film, and students at Bryan College went

so far as to write an alternative play, entitled Destiny in Dayton, based more closely

on the transcripts of the trial.∞∞∞ Nevertheless, creationists seemed unable to undo

the damage that had been done by Inherit the Wind, in part because they could not

decide exactly how to tell their version of the story. In his syndicated tv special

‘‘The Case for Creation,’’ filmed partially in the same Rhea County courtroom

where Scopes had stood trial, television evangelist D. James Kennedy spoke for

many of them in trying to take both sides at once, denouncing Darrow for his

attacks on Bryan and biblical Christianity, but embracing his supposed support

for allowing alternative views into the classroom. In closing, Kennedy was re-

duced to parroting what was rapidly becoming a time-honored misquotation:

‘‘Remember, Clarence Darrow was right,’’ he intoned solemnly. ‘‘It is the height

of bigotry to teach only one view of origins. That bigotry needs to end.’’∞∞≤

Unable to create a mass movement because of continuing popular percep-

tions, creationists took another path. With the failure of Pat Robertson’s 1988

presidential primary campaign, Christian conservative operatives suggested an

alternative approach to politics, putting aside national ambitions in favor of local

successes. In particular, Christian Coalition executive director Ralph Reed be-

gan to advise Christian conservative candidates on how to win lower-level elec-

tions, encouraging them to seek the support of secular and moderate voters by

downplaying their religious credentials and controversial political views. This so-

called stealth strategy seemed tailor-made for creationist candidates, especially

those running in local school board elections where easy entry and low visibility

was a distinct advantage.∞∞≥ The election of 1992 appeared to signal the success of

the strategy, as candidates backed by the Christian Coalition and the California-
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based Citizens for Excellence in Education won control of school boards in

Texas, California, Florida, and several other states.∞∞∂ The most visible of the

victories was in California, where conservative candidates (one of whom was an

employee of the icr) captured a majority of seats on San Diego County’s Vista

Unified School Board of Trustees. In keeping with the stealth strategy, the vic-

torious candidates waited until after their election to announce an agenda that

featured introducing creationism to the curriculum, limiting access to question-

able library books, and revising sex education to include warnings against abor-

tion and homosexuality.∞∞∑ What followed were two years of rancorous meetings,

along with a recall campaign and a mobilization of determined moderates who

regained majority control in the next election. For creationists, the reversal was

another setback, demonstrating not only the failure of the stealth strategy, but

also the di≈culty of overcoming popular perceptions, even at the local level. As

one of the Vista moderates put it, ‘‘People get very upset when one group takes

the position that they speak for God.’’∞∞∏

Strategies and Goals
For movements to endure they must be flexible. Changing circumstances

require an ability to adopt new strategies and sometimes even entirely new goals,

‘‘bending with the wind,’’ as sociologist Debra Minko√ has put it, in order to

survive. In a study of organizational change in almost nine hundred American

minority and women’s organizations from 1955 to 1985, Minko√ found a sur-

prising amount of adaptability, as groups responded to changing political condi-

tions by revising organizational objectives and on occasion even instituting new

collective identities for themselves. While the study suggested that adaptability

has its limitations as well as its risks, it found that those groups that are equipped

to be the most flexible are the ones that are most likely to survive.∞∞π

It was a lesson that creationists came to learn in the 1990s. At the beginning of

the decade, their movement was in political trouble, with the ncr in retreat and

conservative supporters going down to defeat in elections at every level. E√orts

on the legal front had been frustrating as well, as following Edwards v. Aguillard

federal courts consistently continued to deem creationist e√orts unconstitu-

tional.∞∞∫ Even at the grass roots the movement seemed to be at a standstill. Thus

activists adapted: led by Phillip E. Johnson, a born-again evangelical and pro-

fessor at Berkeley’s Boalt Hall Law School, a diverse coalition of evolution oppo-

nents came together to recast short-term strategies and redefine long-term goals.

In a series of books, beginning with his best-selling Darwin on Trial, Johnson laid

out a plan. For decades creationists had been on the defensive, contending that

creation science could be shown to be scientific and therefore constitutional.



220 : r e - c r e at i o n  o f  c r e at i o n i s m

After Edwards, it was clear to everyone that they had failed, that creation science

was too entangled in its religious roots to ever claim constitutionality. It was time

to take another tack. Since creationists could no longer defend creation science,

argued Johnson, a onetime criminal prosecutor, they should instead put evolu-

tion on the stand. After all, courts had consistently allowed that arguments

against evolution could be presented in the classroom as long as they were

secular and scientific. By picking away at evolution, piece by piece, like a trial

lawyer breaking down a recalcitrant witness, creationists could cast doubt on its

scientific status, eventually discrediting not only its mechanisms but also its pre-

suppositions, meaning the methodological materialism on which it was prem-

ised. Adopting a less legalistic metaphor, Johnson claimed that by finding cracks

in the theory, then applying persistent pressure on them, pounding away little by

little, creationists could eventually split the entire trunk of the tree that was

naturalistic science. He called the new strategy ‘‘the wedge.’’∞∞Ω

Its centerpiece was the idea of intelligent design. Introduced by chemist-

historian Charles B. Thaxton in the 1980s, the concept claimed that certain living

organisms were so complex that they could not have come into being by evolu-

tionary means. In his 1996 book Darwin’s Black Box, biochemist Michael Behe

maintained that recent scientific advances, especially in cell biology and genetics,

had made clear that certain intracellular processes and structures—the biochemi-

cal cascades that produce blood clotting, the molecular motor of a bacterial

flagellum—were too irreducibly intricate to be explained by random mutation;

they could only have been created by some intelligent source. William Dembski, a

mathematician and philosopher, added to the argument, insisting that complex

but specific patterns in nature, like the sequencing of amino acids in proteins,

could be shown to be so mathematically improbable that they could not be the

product of a random process, requiring instead deliberate design.∞≤≠ As to the

identity of the designer, both Behe and Dembski were agnostic, insisting that

intelligent design did not require a theistic creator. (In fact, neither writer com-

pletely denied the existence of evolution, since id did not preclude processes

such as natural selection.) That said, most of the early id proponents were, like

Thaxton, conservative evangelicals as well as creationists. The concept received

strong support from old-earth creationists, and some of the first gatherings of id

scholars were sponsored by old-earth creationist groups such as John Buell’s

Texas-based Foundation for Thought and Ethics. But intelligent design soon

began to attract the attention of a broadening circle of creationists, including

even some of the young-earth variety, who saw it as an alternative to the mate-

rialistic naturalism of evolutionary theory.∞≤∞ Indeed, in 1990 Phillip Johnson was

already asserting that id had the potential to bring together creationists of al-
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most every conceivable kind. ‘‘The important thing is not whether God created all

at once or in stages, or whether the process of creation required a greater or

lesser period of time. Anyone who thinks that the biological world is the product

of a pre-existing intelligence,’’ he explained, ‘‘and that its development up to and

including mankind occurred in furtherance of a divine purpose, is a creationist in

the most important sense of the term.’’∞≤≤

For contemporary creationists, intelligent design was an unusually useful

tool. As theory, the concept was controversial; many critics argued that it was

theoretically vague and scientifically untestable. Even its strongest supporters,

like Dembski, had to admit that the theory was undeveloped and that, as far as

testing it was concerned, its advocates had ‘‘our work cut out for us.’’∞≤≥ In

practice, however, it was a brilliant tactical tool. By adopting it, creationists could

break the connection to biblical literalism that had dominated scientific creation-

ism for decades. In freeing themselves from literalism, they could begin to

overturn the general understanding of creationism as a fundamentalist move-

ment. In court, they could make a credible case that because id was not an

inherently religious notion, it could o√er a constitutionally acceptable alternative

to the teaching of evolution.∞≤∂ Outside the courts—as when addressing audi-

ences of conservative evangelicals—they could just as easily argue the opposite,

stressing the idea’s religious implications. (Dembski would tell the National

Religious Broadcasters that ‘‘Intelligent Design opens the whole possibility of us

being created in the image of a benevolent God.’’).∞≤∑ By remaining open to

di√erent descriptions of the character of design, they could avoid doctrinal divi-

sions among themselves, escaping the internecine conflict that had plagued

creationism for so much of its past.∞≤∏ There were other practical advantages as

well. The adoption of id bought the creationist movement a certain degree of

scientific legitimacy, because for the first time creationists could point to the

support of a small but noticeable number of scientists, some with credible scien-

tific credentials and positions at secular universities.∞≤π It also o√ered growing

financial and organizational support from groups like the Seattle-based Discov-

ery Institute, a conservative think tank whose Center for the Renewal of Science

and Culture (crsc) was created to sponsor id research, inform the public about

it, and introduce it to the public schools.∞≤∫ Above all, by replacing God with

‘‘intelligent cause’’ and creation with ‘‘abrupt appearance’’ or ‘‘initial complex-

ity,’’ creationists believed that they could recast creationism as a mainstream

movement. ‘‘By this broader definition,’’ boasted Johnson, ‘‘at least eighty per-

cent of Americans, including me, are creationists.’’∞≤Ω

Throughout the 1990s, activists applied the new approach. In contrast to

earlier advocates of creation science, with their elaborate explanations of creation
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based on flood geology, these new-style creationists came with no full-blown

theories of their own. Instead, they described themselves as critics and ques-

tioners, emphasizing gaps in the evidence and pointing out problems with exist-

ing explanations of evolution. Using terminology like ‘‘alternative theories,’’

‘‘evidence against evolution,’’ or simply ‘‘other views,’’ they began to argue that

teachers should be allowed to present all sides of the evolution issue, bringing to

bear the best scientific evidence both for and against the theory. In Alabama, at

the urging of Governor Fob James, the State Board of Education required that

biology textbooks include a disclaimer on the inside cover warning students that

since ‘‘no one was present when life first appeared on earth,’’ any statement of its

origins ‘‘should be considered as theory, not fact.’’∞≥≠ (Concerned that the dis-

claimer was not enough, and frustrated by the continuing presence of evolution-

ary theory in Alabama classrooms, James used public money to send a copy of

Johnson’s Darwin on Trial to every high school biology teacher in the state.)∞≥∞ In

Georgia and Ohio, bills were introduced requiring that ‘‘evidence against evolu-

tion’’ be taught in the public schools.∞≥≤ But the biggest controversies came as a

result of federal ‘‘Goals 2000’’ legislation that required regular review of state

educational standards, inspiring activists to initiate campaigns to exclude evolu-

tion from elementary and secondary school science standards in as many as one-

third of the states.∞≥≥ The most visible of these campaigns was in Kansas, where

in 1999 the State Board of Education, acting at the urging of several newly elected

conservative members, removed all references to ‘‘macro-evolution’’ (meaning

change from one species to another) from state science standards, leaving local

schools the option of teaching it while also ensuring that it would not be in-

cluded on statewide assessment tests. Kansas science teacher Harry McDonald

explained the significance of removing evolution from the tests: ‘‘Many districts,

not with any particular agenda, will leave out evolution because, obviously, it

must not be important. Why spend our time teaching something that isn’t going

to be assessed?’’∞≥∂

In many of these controversies, intelligent design figured prominently. As

early as 1990, activists petitioned state and local school boards to adopt Of Pandas

and People, the high school biology textbook commissioned by John Buel’s Foun-

dation for Thought and Ethics to bring the concept into the high school class-

room.∞≥∑ Throughout the mid-1990s discussions of the teaching of id surfaced in

state legislatures, with bills calling for its introduction in over a dozen states.∞≥∏

By the end of the decade, as attention turned to revising state science stan-

dards, id had become a watchword of the new creationism. Beginning in Kan-

sas, where the Discovery Institute took the lead in lobbying, creationists used the

idea to build bridges between evangelicals, conservative mainline Protestants,



Alabama textbook warning label, 1996–2001



224 : r e - c r e at i o n  o f  c r e at i o n i s m

and Catholics like those in the state Catholic Conference who announced their

support for the revised science standards.∞≥π In Pennsylvania, biblical creationists

teamed up with design theorists to convince state education o≈cials to allow id

as an alternative to evolution.∞≥∫ In several states, Republican Party organizations

added their support, and in 2001 Senator Rick Santorum (R-Pa.) attempted to

insert language supporting its teaching into federal ‘‘No Child Left Behind’’ leg-

islation.∞≥Ω In communities nationwide, parents lobbied teachers and school

boards to add id to the science curriculum, while students discussed the concept

in home-grown ‘‘creation clubs.’’∞∂≠ And in a national survey released in 2001,

Zogby International found that 71 percent of a random sample of American

adults approved teaching both Darwinian evolution and the evidence against it in

the public schools, while an even higher percentage favored providing students

with ‘‘evidence that points to an intelligent design of life.’’∞∂∞

In spite of its apparent success, intelligent design faced some serious chal-

lenges. To continue to flourish, movements must be flexible, adopting tactics

that allow them to respond to changes in their environment. As Minko√ has

shown, many movements are unable to adapt, since changes can be costly and

disruptive, and since they can leave supporters questioning their group’s legiti-

macy.∞∂≤ Applied to the creationism of the 1990s, her findings suggest that short-

term successes can conceal longer-term problems. Thus the greatest strength of

intelligent design theory, its intellectual inclusiveness, soon began to seem like

its greatest weakness. By choosing to put aside di√erences, id theorists avoided

disagreements, but they also begged questions, covered over conflicts, and lim-

ited their ability to act politically. ‘‘All you do is attack evolution,’’ young-earth

paleontologist Kurt Wise complained to Johnson. ‘‘You do not propose an alter-

native. This is a wimp’s way out.’’∞∂≥ id advocates with varying views began to

speculate that the origins of life could be in anything from a biblical God to

extraterrestrial intelligence, inanimate life forces, and meteor seedings.∞∂∂ Pre-

dictably, there were tensions when fundamentalists found themselves allied with

agnostics, Orthodox Jews, Muslim fundamentalists, and, at one point in Kansas,

a group of Hare Krishnas who showed up at a meeting on state standards

wearing their sa√ron robes.∞∂∑ Alliances with Republican politicians also could

be complicated. In Kansas, for example, evolution opponents became entangled

in a factional struggle for control of the state Republican Party between moderate

Governor Bill Graves and the party’s right wing.∞∂∏ Finally, even when creationists

were successful, their achievement was transitory. A year after Kansas revised its

state science standards, and following protracted debates over the new policies,

Republican primary voters ousted three of the four State Board of Education

members who had voted to limit the treatment of evolution in state science
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standards. The new board soon reversed the previous policy. As one sympathetic

observer commented, ‘‘on the topic of evolution, elected creationists cannot

survive a public controversy.’’∞∂π

As before, creationism continued to be dogged by its past. Contemporary

creationists insisted that their arguments represented a break with the past and

avoided the problems associated with scientific creationism. But critics were

quick to point out that many of their claims, including the criticism of transi-

tional forms, increasing complexity, and radiometric dating, sounded suspi-

ciously like the scientific creationism of the 1960s, and, for that matter, like the

antievolution rhetoric of the 1920s.∞∂∫ ‘‘Creationism by any other name,’’ ob-

served Randy Moore, editor of The American Biology Teacher, ‘‘remains creation-

ism.’’∞∂Ω Even more important were the public perceptions that continued to be

shaped by the legacy of the Scopes trial. In 1996 a Tennessee attempt to introduce

a bill penalizing teachers who presented evolution ‘‘as a fact’’ was buried amid

front-page stories that consistently referred to the Scopes trial and called the

statute a new ‘‘monkey’’ bill.∞∑≠ On the eve of the 2000 Republican primary in

Kansas, People for the American Way sponsored a presentation of Origins, a play

starring actor Ed Asner based on transcripts from the Scopes trial. Three thou-

sand people attended, including Governor Graves.∞∑∞ Creationists like Nancy

Pearcey continued to try to claim the trial for themselves, describing the contro-

versy in Kansas as ‘‘Scopes in reverse.’’ But the legacy of the trial continued to

haunt them. While Pearcey pointed out that members of the Kansas audience had

been prompted with cue cards saying ‘‘hiss’’ and ‘‘hubbub,’’ she also had to

admit that they repeatedly had gone beyond the instructions, breaking in to boo

Bryan and cheer Darrow, making clear their support for evolution with ‘‘eager

cheers and applause.’’∞∑≤

Nevertheless, at the beginning of the twenty-first century creationism was

thriving. Despite a series of setbacks, activists continued to be committed to their

cause. Indeed, armed with intelligent design, they appeared to be more sure of

themselves than at any time in the recent past. As Phillip Johnson put it in 2001,

‘‘the Wedge is lodged securely in the crack.’’∞∑≥ Betraying his fondness for mili-

tary metaphors, Johnson compared recent campaigns against the teaching of

evolution to the earliest battles of the American Revolution, reminding readers of

his ‘‘Wedge Report’’ that their cause was a revolution too and that revolution

required sustained struggle. Like the American patriots at Bunker Hill, they had

su√ered early defeats. But by continuing to make their case, even against over-

whelming odds, they would eventually win the war. Evolution’s enemies, he

predicted confidently, were ‘‘on the way to eventual victory.’’∞∑∂

From the 1930s on, the antievolution movement had endured. Adapting to a
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constantly changing environment, antievolutionists had proved remarkably re-

silient in constructing institutions, developing issues, establishing connections

to other movements, and introducing tactics that allowed their movement to

survive. At the same time, they had managed to combine change with continuity,

maintaining identity, sustaining networks and organizations, and passing on the

repertoires of protest and sustenance that had allowed them to retain the core

character of their movement. The continuity came at a cost, in that antievolution-

ism had been continually constrained by its past, struggling to free itself from

popular perceptions, many of them created as a result of the Scopes trial. Nev-

ertheless, it had become a persistent feature of American politics in the twentieth

century. And it seemed certain to continue into the twenty-first.



Conclusion

‘‘If you believe in evolution,’’ the science teacher told my son when he had asked

about the relationship between gorillas and humans. After writing this book, I

am no longer so surprised at her answer, nor at the ability of antievolutionists to

influence what our children are being taught in their science classes. This book

has described how they have done it. Between the close of World War I and the

coming of the Great Depression, antievolutionists created a political movement.

Coming together out of their shared fundamentalist faith, mobilizing through

networks of ministers and their congregations, they seized on the theory of

evolution as an explanation for the growing secularity of their time and pro-

ceeded to transform it from an idea into an issue. Over the course of the 1920s,

armed with an uncompromising certainty in the rightness of their cause, they

debated evolutionists, lobbied state legislators, and made unprecedented use of

the media to bring their message to growing numbers of supporters. At the

famous Scopes trial of 1925, they cheered William Jennings Bryan when he

described their crusade as a symbolic struggle between the faith of their fathers

and the forces of modern science. Afterward, encouraged by the court’s decision

and determined to carry on Bryan’s campaign after his death, they intensified

their protests, taking them into every part of the country. As conflict accelerated,

the movement became dispersed and divided, beset with ideological and organi-

zational infighting; by the end of the decade antievolutionism was in disarray.

Nevertheless, since then several generations of activists have managed to main-

tain and renew the movement, which has continued through periods of retreat

and revival over the rest of the twentieth century and into the twenty-first. With

today’s creationism, antievolution remains a force in our politics. Indeed, by

most counts it is stronger now than at any time since the 1920s.

So what is the influence of the antievolution movement today, and what will it

be in the coming decades? At its core, the identity of the movement remains

Christian and conservative, solidly based on an abiding belief in the authority of

the Bible and its transcendent truths. Since the appearance of The Fundamentals,

antievolution’s strongest supporters have been conservative evangelicals and fun-

damentalists, for whom evolution stands as a threat to the scriptural truths that

provide the building blocks of their faith. Yet over the last century the movement

has grown beyond its central core, expanding steadily as a result of the rise in
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evangelical church membership in the late twentieth century, while also reaching

out to more mainline congregants. For several decades, national opinion surveys

have consistently shown that almost half of all Americans believe that God created

humans in their present form sometime in the last ten thousand years. In addi-

tion, about two-thirds of those asked in such surveys say that creation should be

taught alongside evolution in the public schools.∞ Although these numbers have

remained stable for some time, there is potential for them to increase even more.

For while support for creationism has probably peaked in conservative churches,

recent reports suggest that doubts about evolution may be growing within some

of the more moderate mainline ones. Most portentous in this regard are changes

taking place within the Roman Catholic Church, where conservative theologians

have begun to reconsider Catholicism’s long-standing position of qualified sup-

port for evolutionary theory.≤ In addition, a recent Pew Forum survey found that

one-third of all members of mainline Protestant churches believe that life on earth

has existed in its present form since the beginning of time.≥ Even some seculars—

people who claim no religious a≈liation or views—have begun to express their

own concerns about evolution, often citing postmodernist arguments about the

inherent subjectivity of science.∂ Finally, it should be remembered that while the

creation movement is American in origin, its advocates have been exporting it for

decades. Today there are active creationist groups not only in England, Canada,

and Australia, but also in Europe, Latin America, and parts of Africa and the

Middle East.∑

As in the past, the antievolution movement of today consists primarily of

networks of activist preachers and their grassroots followers, together with a

small but dedicated cohort of creation scientists. Organized locally in churches

and nationally in creationist ministries and research institutes, the movement

is supported by the contributions of a few large donors and many small ones.

Though the names are di√erent—William Bell Riley has given way to Phillip

Johnson; George McCready Price, to Henry Morris, Michael Behe, and William

Dembski; the World’s Christian Fundamentals Association, to the Discovery In-

stitute—the movement remains organizationally much the same as in the 1920s.

What has changed is its size and scope. In recent years, the annual budgets of

organizations like Ken Ham’s creationist ministry Answers in Genesis, Morris’s

Institute for Creation Research, and the Discovery Institute’s Center for the Re-

newal of Science and Culture (recently renamed the Center for Science and Cul-

ture) have each been in the several millions of dollars.∏ These and similar smaller

organizations have produced a steady stream of books, newsletters, pamphlets,

journals, magazines, videos, and radio and television programs, while also spon-

soring conferences, seminars, and creation safaris. For groups like Answers in
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Genesis, Ham’s Kentucky-based ministry, creationism has become big business;

the organization has brought in profits of well over a million dollars yearly

through the sale of merchandise such as baseball caps, mouse pads, co√ee cups,

and T-shirts.π Moreover, Ham has announced plans for a 25-million-dollar Cre-

ation Museum and Family Discovery Center, complete with dioramas of Adam

and Eve being pursued by dinosaurs, a reconstruction of the interior of Noah’s

Ark (‘‘You will hear the water lapping, feel the Ark rocking and perhaps even hear

people outside screaming,’’ explained Ham), and a planetarium designed to

demonstrate how God created the world in six days.∫ Advocates of intelligent

design (id) have been especially skillful in networking and organizing. Over the

last ten years, they have created think tanks like the Center for Science and

Culture, which boasts a media-savvy sta√ and some forty fellows, including

scientists, philosophers, and experts in public policy. They have constructed a

growing network of associations, conferences, and research groups such as the

International Society for Complexity, Information, and Design, which, among

other activities, publishes its own online scholarly journal. In addition, they have

generated new outreach organizations like the Access Research Network, which

provides regular id updates for a popular audience.Ω All told, today’s antievolu-

tionists, bound together by an intricate maze of instant messaging devices, list-

servs, podcasts, and weblogs, are more closely connected and instantly informed

than any in the past.

The movement’s message has remained remarkably consistent. From the

1920s on, antievolutionists have developed an elaborate critique of evolutionary

theory, attacking it with an arsenal of theological, philosophical, and scientific

arguments. (In the late 1970s, one creationist writer already was able to collect no

fewer than 148 separate criticisms.)∞≠ As Raymond Eve and Francis Harrold have

pointed out, however, almost all of the arguments boil down to basic themes that

appear repeatedly in creationist literature. Thus from Bryan’s time to our own,

antievolutionists have insisted on adopting a vernacular version of the word

‘‘theory’’ that allows them to imply that the theory of evolution, far from consist-

ing of a systematically tested explanation of facts, is nothing more than conjec-

ture, an untested hypothesis, or ultimately just a good guess. They have cited the

work of scientists—William Bateson in the 1920s, Stephen Jay Gould and Niles

Eldredge in the 1970s and 1980s—who have been critical of any aspect or mecha-

nism of evolution, embracing their criticisms to characterize the theory as bank-

rupt, flawed, or (at the very least) controversial. Pointing to the absence of a

definitive ‘‘missing link,’’ they have contended that discoveries from Java Man to

‘‘Lucy’’ have been either apes or modern humans, but not transitional forms.

(When asked to state whether selected specimens are either apes or humans,
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creationists frequently disagree among themselves.)∞∞ Some antievolutionists in-

sist that most fossil hominids are either mistakes or outright hoaxes. Others

deny the validity of radiometric dating, speculating that the decay rates of radio-

active isotopes may have been faster in the past. Still others reject the fossil

record altogether, preferring cataclysmic explanations.∞≤ Today’s advocates of

intelligent design have introduced sophisticated concepts of complexity, proba-

bility, and specification, but the argument that evolution cannot explain complex

organisms like the human eye has been commonplace among antievolutionists

for generations, going back to Darwin’s time.∞≥ Above all, the sophistication of

contemporary creationism notwithstanding, many critics of evolution continue

to resort to crude but always popular caricatures, describing evolution as a theory,

as one creationist lecturer recently put it, whose purpose is to ‘‘make a monkey

out of man.’’∞∂

In debating Darwinism, antievolutionists have become masters at bringing

their message to the public. In the 1920s they captured the attention of the

country with their barnstorming tours, radio broadcasts, and high-profile stage

debates, culminating in the media spectacle of the Scopes trial. Since that time

they have continued to focus their e√orts on reaching out to the general public,

taking advantage of the new technologies of television, satellite broadcasting,

and the World Wide Web. Today more than ever, creationists seem at home with

modern media, making their case in op-ed pieces, on talk shows, and through

constantly expanding Internet sources. Aware of the authority of science in mod-

ern mainstream culture, they state their case in scientific terms and point to the

academic a≈liations of the scientists who support them. Appealing to common

sense and essential fairness, they ask for balanced treatment and equal time.

When challenged on their claims or credentials, they appeal to populist senti-

ments, insisting that an elitist scientific establishment has prevented them from

publishing their findings. Along the way, they have convinced many that their

position represents not only a credible critique of evolution, but also an accept-

able alternative to it. ‘‘I’m not a Ph.D. in biology,’’ as Columbus lawyer Michael

Cochran, an elected member of the Ohio State Board of Education put it. ‘‘But

when I have X number of Ph.D. experts telling me this, and X number telling me

the opposite, the answer is probably somewhere between the two.’’∞∑ Above all,

today’s creationists have attempted to put the Scopes trial behind them, depicting

their case as a defense of academic freedom in which they are supporting the

right of teachers to teach alternatives to evolutionary theory. ‘‘The greatest irony,’’

wrote the Discovery Institute’s Bruce Chapman and Jay Richards on the seventy-

fifth anniversary of the trial, ‘‘is that Darwinists often invoke the Scopes Trial even
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while trying to prevent any evidence against Darwinism from being heard in the

classroom. They’ve turned the lesson of Scopes entirely on its head.’’∞∏

Translating theory into practice, antievolutionists also have continued to influ-

ence American politics, especially at the state and local levels. In the 1920s

activists showed surprising political acumen in attracting allies, lobbying legisla-

tors, and exerting pressure on local school boards and teachers. Today they draw

on many of the same skills. Although no one can replace Bryan, contemporary

creationists have found powerful friends in the political world. In recent times,

House majority leader Tom DeLay (R-Tex.) denounced evolution from the floor of

Congress, at one point intimating that the theory was a reason for the 1999

high school shootings in Columbine, Colorado.∞π Senate majority leader Bill Frist

(R-Tenn.) also expressed support for the teaching of intelligent design, joining

Rick Santorum (R-Pa.), Sam Brownback (R-Kans.), and other sympathetic sena-

tors.∞∫ In a 2005 statement that attracted extensive media attention, President

George W. Bush appeared to advocate equal treatment for evolution and id in

public schools.∞Ω That same year ten bills concerning the teaching of evolution

were introduced in state legislatures, calling for equal time for scientific cre-

ationism (Mississippi), allowing or requiring the teaching of intelligent design

(Arkansas and Pennsylvania), investigating alternatives to evolution (South Car-

olina), covering scientific evidence inconsistent with evolution (Georgia), and

requiring that students be shown the full range of scientific views on the question

(Alabama, Kansas, and Missouri).≤≠ Between 2000 and 2005, according to one

count, activists raised the evolution issue in legislatures, state boards of educa-

tion, and local school districts in no fewer than forty-three states.≤∞ Over the same

time, state school boards in Minnesota, Ohio, and New Mexico adopted science

standards that allowed more critical treatment of evolutionary theory. The Dis-

covery Institute was particularly active in providing information and expert testi-

mony to these and other state education agencies and boards. (‘‘Personally, I

believe in the Genesis account of God’s creation,’’ confessed Kansas school

board member Connie Morris, who had relied on documents provided by the

Discovery Institute in making arguments against evolution to the board. ‘‘But as a

policymaker looking at science standards, I rely mostly on research and expert

documentation.’’)≤≤ Meanwhile, local school boards have debated the issue in

at least twenty states, and the controversy shows no sign of subsiding.≤≥ ‘‘My

worry,’’ said Ohio biologist Steve Edinger, ‘‘is that we’re going to have to fight

this school district by school district.’’≤∂

Antievolutionists have been especially successful at the local level. In many

places, they continue to rely on the same tactics used by their predecessors in the
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1920s: agitating against evolution before local school boards, encouraging prin-

cipals to revise curricula and remove textbooks that treat the topic, pressur-

ing teachers not to cover it in their classes. Today, however, activists often find

it easier to make their case. In confronting school boards, creationist parents

receive support from national organizations like the Thomas More Law Center, a

Michigan-based conservative legal foundation that provides advice and legal ser-

vices to those who challenge school o≈cials on the teaching of evolution.≤∑

Textbook publishers have become more receptive in responding to protests

in local school districts. In 1996 Georgia’s Cobb County school district asked

Macmillan/McGraw-Hill to remove a chapter called ‘‘Birth of the Earth’’ from the

fourth-grade textbook Changing Earth, following complaints from parents who

objected to the absence of any reference to creation in the book. With electronic

publishing, removing the seventeen-page chapter was easy and inexpensive, and

the publisher willingly complied with the request. According to William Ben-

netta, president of the Textbook League, a textbook watchdog group, custom

publishing of this kind ‘‘may mean that publishers will do less self-censorship in

designing their basic books, but will censor particular versions of the books

afterward to pander to particular factions in particular places.’’≤∏ In addition,

many school administrators, under pressure from parents or local ministers,

encourage their teachers to avoid the topic whenever possible. ‘‘Their principals

tell them, ‘We just don’t have time to teach everything,’ ’’ complains the National

Center for Science Education’s (ncse) Eugenie Scott, ‘‘ ‘so let’s leave out the

things that will cause us problems.’ ’’≤π

It should come as no surprise that evolution is not taught in a significant

number of schools. In some cases, its absence is the product of state policy. Here

statewide curriculum standards play an increasingly important role. In a 2000

study of these standards, the Thomas B. Fordham Foundation found that nine-

teen states did a ‘‘weak-to-reprehensible’’ job of dealing with evolution, that

eight states included creationist principles in their standards, and that four states

avoided teaching evolution altogether.≤∫ But standards are not always the issue,

since many teachers simply ignore them. In Indiana, for example, where the

Fordham report ranked standards for teaching evolution among the top ten in

the nation, studies have shown that 43 percent of high school biology teachers

avoid or only briefly mention the theory, 33 percent spend less than three class

days on it, and at least 20 percent either do not accept or are undecided about its

scientific validity.≤Ω In many of these classrooms, field trips or science fairs take

the place of evolution units, or other topics such as personal hygiene are treated

instead. Often evolution may be mentioned but not seriously studied. ‘‘The most

common remark that I’ve heard from teachers,’’ stated John R. Christy, a cli-
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matologist and a member of Alabama’s curriculum review board, ‘‘was that the

chapter on evolution was assigned as reading but that virtually no discussion in

class was taken.’’≥≠ Sometimes teachers avoid any treatment of the theory, as

Randy Moore reported, by simply ‘‘not quite getting around’’ to it.≥∞ (The long-

standing convention of including chapters on evolution at or near the end of

science textbooks tends to encourage the practice.) Somewhat more surprising

are those teachers who actually introduce creationism in their classrooms. Over

the last two decades a score of studies have found that anywhere from one-fifth to

one-third of science teachers in America include some treatment of creationism

in their classes, and that even more endorse creationism and would like to

include it.≥≤ Recent research suggests that these numbers are growing.≥≥ The

result is that in many places there may actually be less teaching of evolution today

than in the 1920s. At Rhea County High School in Dayton, Tennessee, for exam-

ple, no one on the science faculty teaches the theory. Department head Joe Wiley

does not teach creationism, but he believes that it would not ‘‘hurt a thing’’ to

teach intelligent design. He sums up the views of his sta√: ‘‘We all basically

believe in the God of creation.’’≥∂

Teachers avoid evolution for several reasons. Many admit that they do not feel

competent to teach the subject. In Louisiana, for example, one study found that

more than one-quarter of high school biology teachers thought that their aca-

demic training had left them unqualified to teach evolution, and 15 percent said

that they did not recall ever hearing the word in any of their college biology

courses.≥∑ More often, they mention pressure not to introduce the topic. In a

study of Minnesota science teachers, Randy Moore and Karen Kramer found that

the number reporting such constraint increased from 19 percent in 1994 to 48

percent in 2003.≥∏ In other states, particularly in the South and West, anecdotal

evidence suggests that the influence of administrators, parents, and community

members can be overwhelming. ‘‘You can imagine how di≈cult it would be,’’

said Dr. John Frandsen, a zoologist and former chair of the committee on science

and public policy of the Alabama Academy of Science, ‘‘to teach evolution as the

standards prescribe in ever so many little towns, not only in Alabama but in the

rest of the South, the Midwest—all over.’’≥π Furthermore, with increasing fre-

quency teachers report resistance from their students. More often than in the

past, students come to class with their minds already made up about evolution,

having discussed the issue in their churches and with their families. ‘‘I see the

same thing I saw five years ago, except now students think they’re informed

without having ever really read anything,’’ noted Salina, Kansas, biology teacher

John Wachholz. ‘‘Because it’s been discussed in the home and other places, they

think they know, [and] they’re more outspoken. . . . They’ll say, ‘I don’t believe a
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word you’re saying.’ ’’≥∫ Other teachers report that their students are more in-

formed about their own creationist views, sometimes coming to school with

creationist books, DVDs, or lists of ‘‘10 Questions to Ask Your Biology Teacher.’’≥Ω

Brad Williamson, another Kansas science teacher, sees the hand of creationist

organizations in the attitudes of some students. ‘‘Today there are many more

arguments that kids bring to class,’’ he observed, ‘‘a whole fleet of arguments,

and they’re all drawn out of the e√orts by di√erent groups.’’ Yet although such

students are sometimes willing to argue their case, more often they seem closed

to other views. When evolution comes up, said Wachholz, they tune out: ‘‘They’ll

put their heads on their desks and pretend they don’t hear a word you say.’’∂≠

In spite of its growing impact, however, creationism’s influence will continue

to be limited. In the 1920s the antievolution movement followed a cyclical course

in which peaks of protest culminated in division and eventual disarray. While

today’s creationism is in many ways di√erent from in the past, it may well follow

a similar cyclical pattern. At the very least, there continue to be factors that are

certain to check the movement’s progress. First among these will be the role of

the courts. Over the last century, antievolutionist attempts to overcome the con-

stitutional problems posed by the First Amendment’s establishment clause have

consistently ended in frustration and failure. In intelligent design, contemporary

creationists have seen a possible solution. Yet in Kitzmiller et al. v. Dover Area School

District (2005), the first federal court case to test id’s legal merits, Judge John E.

Jones III dashed many of their hopes, pronouncing the Dover, Pennsylvania,

School Board policy of encouraging its teaching to be unconstitutional. In a

sweeping judgment, Jones not only discounted the claims of local school board

members that they had adopted the theory for strictly scientific reasons, but also

went on to declare that intelligent design was not science; rather, it was a ‘‘re-

labeled’’ creationism whose purpose was to advance ‘‘a particular version of

Christianity.’’∂∞ In response, id advocates characterized the decision as judicial

censorship and committed themselves to continuing its teaching. ‘‘Anyone who

thinks a court ruling is going to kill o√ interest in intelligent design is living in

another world,’’ declared the Discovery Institute’s John West. ‘‘Americans don’t

like to be told there is some idea that they aren’t permitted to learn about.’’∂≤

Nevertheless, since Kitzmiller even its strongest supporters have few illusions

about the theory making much headway in the courts. As for id, observed Dis-

covery Institute attorney Casey Luskin, its ultimate validity will be determined

‘‘not by the courts but by the scientific evidence pointing to design.’’∂≥

Then there are the political problems. From the 1920s on, antievolutionists

have struggled to construct electoral majorities. Even when they have been elec-

ted, as during the days of the stealth strategy of the 1980s, these victories have
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tended to be temporary, with creation supporters frequently turned out of o≈ce

in the next election. The reasons for their failure are several. First, while evolu-

tion has its critics, it still can elicit sizable popular support. Although public

opinion surveys consistently show that almost half of the respondents express

creationist views, they also reveal that about the same percentage believe in

evolution, with substantial numbers (38 percent in a 2004 Gallup poll) support-

ing the proposition that God has guided the evolutionary process.∂∂ Moreover,

with few exceptions, creationism has had little appeal to voters. In general elec-

tions, creationist candidates tend to have a polarizing e√ect, attracting attention,

intensifying the issue, and mobilizing voters on the other side. In such cases,

critics of creationism have been particularly successful in raising concerns about

how others will view the election results. Invariably, complained Phillip Johnson,

creationism’s enemies have been able to create the impression that ‘‘people are

laughing at us, people think we’re rubes, industry doesn’t want to come here

anymore.’’∂∑ Scopes stereotypes continue to feed this perception. As final argu-

ments were being made in the Kitzmiller case, for instance, a local theater troupe

was opening a production of Inherit the Wind in an arts center only a block from

the courthouse.∂∏ Perhaps most important, the issue itself tends to alienate main-

stream voters who prefer less polarizing politics. On election day 2005, four days

after the Kitzmiller trial ended, Dover voters turned out all eight school board

members who were up for reelection, replacing them with a slate of candidates

who campaigned against the decision to allow the teaching of id in local schools.

‘‘I think voters were tired of the trial,’’ said Bernadette Reinking, one of the

winners, ‘‘they were tired of intelligent design, they were tired of everything that

this school board brought about.’’∂π

A related problem is that creationism has a coalitional character, in that to win

elections creationists must be able to build alliances, primarily with those sup-

porting other conservative causes. More often than not, these alliances have been

evanescent, with other conservatives proving to be fickle friends, eager to encour-

age creationists but ultimately more interested in their own agendas. When

Pennsylvania’s Senator Santorum found himself facing a hard fight for reelection

in 2006, for example, he hurriedly backed away from his previous support for the

teaching of id, insisting in a National Public Radio interview that he was ‘‘not

comfortable with intelligent design being taught in the science classroom.’’∂∫

Recently other conservatives have begun to distance themselves from the issue as

well, warning about the dangers of getting too close to creationists lest they be

seen as irrationally opposed to science. Intelligent design, observed conservative

commentator Ross Douthat in the New Republic, has the potential to make conser-

vatives ‘‘look like crackpots.’’∂Ω Sometimes creationism’s friends have proved as
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harmful as their enemies. An angry Pat Robertson invited ridicule when, in

response to the anticreationist vote in November 2005, he warned Dover’s citi-

zens that they should not bother seeking God’s help in a disaster since ‘‘you just

voted God out of your city.’’∑≠

Equally di≈cult are the divisions that exist within creationism itself. From its

inception, the antievolution movement has been an awkward amalgam of young-

earth, old-earth, and progressive creationists. In recent years, with contemporary

creationism’s ‘‘big tent’’ philosophy, the movement has become more diverse. It

now includes not only Protestant evangelicals and Catholic traditionalists, but

also assorted sectarians such as Jonathan Wells, a member of the Unification

Church, who has said that the words of the Reverend Sun Myung Moon were

instrumental in convincing him that he ‘‘should devote my life to destroying

Darwinism.’’∑∞ With diversity comes disagreement. Activists associated with both

Answers in Genesis and the Institute for Creation Research have criticized id

advocates for their unwillingness to identify God as the original designer. For

that matter, some moderate evangelicals have been critical of the claims of id

proponents that they are not talking about God or religion. ‘‘I just think we ought

to quit playing games,’’ commented Derek Davis, head of church-state studies at

Texas’s Baylor University. ‘‘It’s a religious worldview that’s being advanced.’’∑≤

Furthermore, even among those who agree on the short-term strategy of avoid-

ing biblical arguments and stressing scientific ones, there is no consensus on

long-term goals. If creationists succeeded in introducing alternative approaches

to evolution into public school science classrooms, the arguments over alterna-

tives would only begin again. For in the last analysis, as Henry Morris has

repeatedly insisted, most creationists believe that design is simply not enough.

‘‘Even if one becomes a believer in intelligent design,’’ he wrote in a 2005 review,

‘‘he is still unsaved until he receives—by faith—God in Christ as His personal

Designer, Creator, and Redeemer.’’∑≥

A still bigger problem is that evolution has considerable support of its own.

Even in Bryan’s day some form of evolutionary theory was almost universally

accepted by scientists, and its teaching was widespread in the public schools.

Today, despite eighty years of antievolution agitation, the situation remains much

the same. Within the scientific community, evolutionary theory continues to be

accepted by huge majorities. A 1998 study of natural and physical scientists

showed that 95 percent were evolutionists, with 55 percent describing them-

selves as naturalistic evolutionists and another 40 percent, theistic evolution-

ists.∑∂ In a smaller but more detailed survey of five hundred Ohio scientists

conducted at Case Western Reserve University in 2002, 93 percent expressed

unqualified support for evolutionary theory, and 92 percent endorsed its inclu-
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sion in the high school science curriculum. (The survey also found that 84

percent of the scientists stated that they thought evolution was compatible with

belief in God.)∑∑ In science classrooms, evolution continues to be the rule: the

same studies of high school science teachers that found small but growing num-

bers including creationism in their courses also revealed that, in some states, as

many as 88 percent of the sample taught evolutionary theory. Moreover, one

recent study reports that this percentage is increasing and that teachers are

devoting more time to discussing evolution.∑∏ Indeed, while recent surveys show

strong public support for including creationism alongside evolution in science

classes, they also suggest that most people see it as supplementing rather than

replacing evolutionary theory. In a 2000 Yankelovich survey, one of the few to ask

specific questions about the place of creation and evolution in the classroom,

two-thirds of the respondents agreed that evolution should be taught in the

public schools.∑π Other national surveys have found similar if slightly smaller

numbers. In a 2005 Gallup poll, for example, 61 percent of respondents stated

that evolution should be taught, while only 20 percent said that it should not be

taught at all. ‘‘Despite the fact that fewer than half of Americans personally

believe in evolution,’’ add the authors of a 2005 Pew Forum survey, which re-

ported similar findings, ‘‘a solid majority over the past 20 years has supported the

teaching of alternative accounts of the origins of life, including evolution.’’∑∫

Evolutionists are determined to defend the theory. In the 1920s, groups like

the American Civil Liberties Union and the American Association for the Ad-

vancement of Science (aaas) were instrumental in slowing the antievolution

bandwagon. Today, these and other organizations are more active than ever in

resisting contemporary creationism. In the courts especially, these defenders of

evolution continue to be a force, filing amicus briefs, arranging for expert testi-

mony, and providing legal support to parents. Attorneys advocating for creation-

ist clients have been candid about the success of such groups. Having installed

evolution as the law of the land, observed Thomas More Foundation attorney

Dick Thompson, evolution advocates can be counted on to do ‘‘everything they

can to suppress any e√ort to challenge it.’’∑Ω Beyond the courtroom, evolutionists

have been more visible as well. For example, in an attempt to counter the clas-

sic tactic of developing lists of scientists who oppose evolution, the ncse has

launched ‘‘Project Steve,’’ a petition supporting evolution that is limited to scien-

tists named ‘‘Steve’’ (Stephen, Stefan, Esteban, and other variations, including

Stephanie, are accepted). The project, which honors the late Stephen Jay Gould,

contrasts the small cohort of scientists who oppose the theory (most lists contain

several hundred names) to the larger number named Steve alone (estimated to

comprise 1 percent of the tens of thousands of all scientists) who have already
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signed the petition supporting it.∏≠ In a March 2005 letter to members of the

National Academy of Sciences, academy president Bruce Alberts warned of cre-

ationism’s growing threat to science education, calling on members to use their

influence to counter it when it ‘‘arrives at your doorstep.’’∏∞ And at a 2006 meeting

of the aaas, the Chronicle of Higher Education reported, middle-school science

teachers lectured leaders of America’s scientific establishment on the need to

support the teaching of evolution in schools in their own communities. Accord-

ing to the ncse’s Eugenie Scott, the audience seemed to be listening. ‘‘What is

new is that it’s finally trickling down,’’ she commented after the meeting. ‘‘These

scientists are saying, ‘I’ve got to do something.’ ’’∏≤

Nevertheless, creationists continue to make their case. Starting in the 1920s,

antievolutionists have constantly renewed their movement, introducing innova-

tive strategies and tactics in an unceasing attempt to end the teaching of evolu-

tion. What distinguishes them today is not only their continuing commitment

but also their ability to act incrementally while never losing sight of their ultimate

goal. In testimony before the Ohio Board of Education in 2002, Stephen Meyer of

the Discovery Institute advised activists that their best strategy would be to avoid

advocating alternative theories, including intelligent design, but instead support

the less ambitious requirement that teachers lay out the main arguments for and

against evolutionary theory by ‘‘teaching the controversy.’’∏≥ Since then, Meyer

and his colleagues have also advised the adoption of policies like that of the Cobb

County, Georgia, School Board, which declares evolution to be a ‘‘disputed view,’’

calling on teachers to discuss the concept in the interests of ‘‘balanced educa-

tion,’’ ‘‘critical thinking,’’ and ‘‘tolerance and acceptance of diversity of opin-

ion.’’∏∂ In addition, although Meyer has been personally unenthusiastic, many of

his allies have supported the Cobb County board’s decision to paste antievolution

disclaimers, or ‘‘warning labels,’’ in science textbooks alerting students that their

book ‘‘contains material on evolution,’’ that ‘‘evolution is a theory, not a fact,’’

and that it should be ‘‘approached with an open mind, studied carefully, and

critically considered.’’∏∑ Following Kitzmiller, the strategy of avoiding alternatives

while continuing to criticize evolution has become more commonplace. In fact,

in a statement made shortly after the decision, Phillip Johnson himself said that it

was never his intention to incorporate id in the public school curriculum, but

rather only to provoke discussion among educators and scientists.∏∏ Intelligent

design has by no means been banished, though in the future advocates can be

counted on to be more careful in its use, including it as part of a larger critique of

evolution while making sure to emphasize the scientific character of its claims.∏π

At present activists seem content to proceed slowly, avoiding major constitutional

challenges and buying time to perfect alternative theories. ‘‘The strategy this time
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is not to go for the whole enchilada,’’ confessed Wichita, Kansas, pastor Terry

Fox. ‘‘We’re trying to be a little more subtle.’’ For now, he continued, it is enough

to sow doubts about evolution, concentrating on the means, while assuming that

the ends will follow in good time. ‘‘We’re in it for the long haul.’’∏∫

Meanwhile, the conflict continues. With each success, creationists are em-

boldened; with every failure, they reassert themselves anew. The same can be said

for their enemies: whenever the creationists succeed, their evolutionist counter-

parts seem to double their e√orts. So it was that in 2005, following the elections

of the previous year, the Kansas Board of Education was debating evolution once

again, this time with a new conservative majority voting to adopt state standards

not only calling upon schools to teach scientific criticism of evolution, but also

recasting the definition of science itself, expanding it to include more than ‘‘natu-

ral explanations.’’∏Ω As soon as the new standards were announced, evolution

supporters were again organizing, and less than a year later Kansas voters once

again ousted several of the board’s critics of evolution, ensuring a return to more

evolution-friendly standards. While the victors exulted, few believed that the

conflict had been resolved. ‘‘In the seesawing of Kansas politics on this issue,’’

wrote the Washington Post, ‘‘it is too early to declare victory.’’π≠

Yet even as the conflict continues, antievolutionists remain sure of its out-

come. The issue of evolution, William Jennings Bryan told the court in his clos-

ing speech at Dayton, ‘‘will some day be settled right, whether it is settled on our

side or the other side. It is going to be settled right.’’π∞ Today’s creationists agree

that the issue will be settled and that it will be settled right. They are also

absolutely certain that their side is right and will eventually win. The antievolu-

tion movement is entering its second century. For those who march behind its

banner, the fight is only beginning.
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