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      Foreword

    


    
      Perhaps no single issue has engendered as much ongoing legal controversy over a religious issue in education as the origins of the human race. Beginning with the so-called Scopes Monkey Trial in Dayton, Tennessee, in 1925—wherein a teacher successfully challenged a $100 fine for violating a state law that forbade the teaching of evolution in public school because it contradicted the literalist biblical interpretation of creation in Genesis1—and continuing to the present day, debate rages over what educators in public schools should teach students in science classes about human origins.


      On the one hand are supporters of the mainstream point of view that students should be taught the generally accepted scientific theory of evolution. On the other hand are supporters of the literalist biblical perspective, sometimes referred to as “creation science,” that students should be taught that the world was created in seven days according as presented in the book of Genesis. More recently, supporters of what may be considered an offshoot of the religious perspective, “intelligent design,” have entered the fray.


      Disagreements over the origins of humankind are so significant that litigation has reached the Supreme Court on the merits of the cases on two separate occasions In Epperson v. Arkansas,2 the Court struck down a 1928 Arkansas law that forbade the teaching of evolution in state-supported schools since the statute required educators to disregard the theory of evolution because it conflicted with the literal biblical account of creation. Almost twenty years later, the Court invalidated a “balanced-treatment” law from Louisiana that forbade the teaching of “evolution science” in public elementary and secondary schools unless such lessons were accompanied by instruction on “creation science.” In Edwards v. Aguillard,3 the Court invalidated the law as unconstitutional because it lacked a secular purpose insofar as it was designed to present what was essentially a religious message.


      Against a steady backdrop of cases on teaching about human origins, part of the torrent of litigation on wider issues under the Establishment Clause of the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, God vs. Darwin: The War between Evolution and Creationism in the Classroom presents a highly readable and comprehensive analysis of this fascinating area. With the perspective of a physicist rather than a lawyer, educator, or social scientist, Mano Singham applies his dispassionate scientific eye in such a way that he presents fresh insights into the ongoing controversy over who should control the content of curricula, scientific or otherwise, in public schools.


      At its heart, God vs. Darwin: The War between Evolution and Creationism in the Classroom offers a valuable learning experience for all of those interested in education, religion, science, and the law. The book reveals a palpable tension regarding setting the parameters around the broader issue of control over school curricula. Put another way, as the Supreme Court reasoned in Pierce v. Society of Sisters of the Holy Names of Jesus and Mary, “the child is not the mere creature of the state; those who nurture him and direct his destiny have the right, coupled with the high duty, to recognize and prepare him for additional obligations.”4 Clearly, parental input is, and should be, important when dealing with the education of children. Yet, what is the role of professional educators when, even in according all due respect for the free exercise of religion by parents whose beliefs may differ from those of educators and others, they seek to promote an essentially religious vision concerning the origins of humankind, one that holds a minority position in Christianity as well as in the marketplace of ideas?


      As part of the process of considering the past, present, and possible future of disagreements on teaching about the origins of humankind, Singham covers a vast amount of territory, including necessary reviews of the history of religion in American public schools generally and litigation under the Establishment Clause in particular. Following his review of the litigation on the evolution–creation science–intelligent design continuum, Singham seeks to balance such divergent perspectives as those held by biblical fundamentalists and what he describes at the “new atheists,” both of whom are equally radical in their disdain for each other.


      In sum, Singham’s suggestion for seeking a way in which science and religion can learn to coexist peacefully in their own appropriate spheres is directly on point. As one who has earned graduate degrees in religion, law, and education, I find that Singham’s apt conclusion—that science should rightfully operate in schools (and universities) with religion in homes (and, of course, churches or other houses of worship) rather than public schools—is a lesson that all should learn.


      Charles J. Russo, MDiv, JD, EdD


      Panzer Chair in Education and Adjunct Professor of Law


      University of Dayton


      Dayton, Ohio


      Notes


      1. Scopes v. State, 289 S.W. 363 (Tenn. 1925).


      2. Epperson v. Arkansas, 393 U.S. 97 (1968).


      3. Edwards v. Aguillard, 482 U.S. 578 (1987).


      4. Pierce v. Society of Sisters of the Holy Names of Jesus and Mary, 268 U.S. 510, 535 (1925).

    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Preface

    


    
      It was with some trepidation that I undertook writing this book. Being neither a biologist nor a lawyer but instead a physicist, I knew I was undertaking a venture that was somewhat outside my area of expertise. I was helped by the fact that I was not a total stranger to the topic. Having a long-standing interest in the history and philosophy of science and having written in the past about the relationship between science and religion, I had explored many of the underlying issues at the heart of the attempts to undermine, or even discontinue, the teaching of evolution in U.S. public schools.


      I was also forced to come to grips with this issue of evolution in the public school curriculum in 2001, in my capacity as a member of the advisory board that discussed and eventually set the science standards for K–12 education in the state of Ohio. This was at the height of the controversy about whether ideas based on intelligent design should be included in science standards and the associated curriculum.


      In my work on that advisory board, I was astonished to discover that even the word “evolution” had not appeared in the previous standards due to its “controversial” nature. This stimulated my interest in investigating how it could possibly be that something so well established in the scientific community could be so toxic to large segments of the general population.


      My involvement in these activities resulted in my being invited in 2002 to debate advocates of intelligent design in various forums, and my conversations with the attendees at these meetings gave me a broader understanding of why some religious groups fear evolution so much.


      It is my hope that this book will be helpful to those who seek an understanding of the role that the teaching of evolution has played in adjudicating the broader question of the proper role of religion in the public sphere.


      I thank James Paces and Barbara Forrest for carefully reading the manuscript in its early stages and making valuable suggestions and pointing out errors, and to Patti Belcher, Tom Koerner, and Elaine McGarraugh of Rowman & Littlefield for their enthusiastic support.


      It is a pleasure to thank Dashi Singham and Ashali Singham who somehow seem to find the time, despite their own busy schedules and studies, to look over my book manuscripts and give me the kind of candid criticisms and suggestions for improvement that only daughters of an indulgent father can provide.


      I owe a great debt to Jonathan Entin, professor of law and political science at Case Western Reserve University, who (despite his exceedingly busy schedule) took the time to go through an early version of the manuscript and offered a great many valuable suggestions, as well as educated me on the finer points of constitutional law and legal procedure. Needless to say, any errors that remain are entirely my fault.

    

  


  
    
      


      


      Chapter 1

    


    
      Introduction

    


    
      One of the most intriguing legal struggles over the last century has involved the attempts by some people to counter what they see as the increasing secularization of public school education by trying to find ways to fit in some form of religion. While school prayer has been one important facet of these attempts and has perhaps received the most publicity, the teaching of evolution has also been, at least in the United States, the focus of many court cases involving various subtle shades of meaning and interpretation of the U.S. Constitution, testing in particular the limits of the Establishment Clause of the First Amendment, which states simply that “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion.”


      In this book, I will look at the history of the attempts over the last eighty years by those people who view evolution as antithetical to Christianity to undermine its teaching and at how the courts have responded to those efforts. That struggle can be divided into four main efforts.


      The first attempt, resulting in the famous 1925 Scopes trial in Dayton, Tennessee, was to try to ban the teaching of evolution in public schools altogether. Although the Tennessee Supreme Court ruled that the law implementing the ban did not violate the state constitution, the Scopes verdict did not reach a federal appeals court or the U.S. Supreme Court; thus, its constitutionality under the First Amendment was never tested. But such laws banning the teaching of evolution were eventually ruled unconstitutional by the U.S. Supreme Court in 1968 in a different case that emerged from the state of Arkansas.


      Next, came an attempt to balance the teaching of evolution and biblical stories of creation by requiring that both viewpoints receive “balanced treatment” in the classroom in terms of time and emphasis. This strategy had a rather shorter life, being ruled unconstitutional in 1975 by a U.S. court of appeals.


      The third attempt took the form of another balanced-treatment requirement, except that now the teaching of evolution was to be accompanied by the teaching of something called “creation science,” which consisted essentially of the same ideas behind the same biblical stories of creation as before, but now written in a quasisecular form stripped of all overt references to God, Christianity, the Bible, or religion. This strategy was ruled unconstitutional by the U.S. Supreme Court in 1987.


      The final attempt entailed not explicitly requiring the teaching of alternative theories (something that the courts clearly frowned upon) but instead undermining the credibility of the theory of evolution by natural selection. This was done by arguing that students should be taught explicitly that evolution was “merely a theory” and not a well-established fact, that the evidence for it was weak, that there was a controversy within the scientific community about it, and that there exist phenomena that the theory cannot explain.


      Furthermore, it was claimed, there existed a credible alternative theory called “intelligent design,” which postulated that an unnamed and unidentified agency was necessary to explain key steps in biological development.


      An essential component of this strategy of using intelligent design was to seek also to undermine the scientific principle of methodological naturalism, which ruled out invoking supernatural explanations (like intelligent design does) for physical phenomena. Methodological naturalism has long been an accepted working principle within the scientific community for a simple reason: as soon as one invoked a supernatural explanation for anything, research in that area simply stopped.


      As paleontologist George Gaylord Simpson put it, “The progress of knowledge rigidly requires that no nonphysical postulate ever be admitted in connection with the study of physical phenomena. We do not know what is and what is not explicable in physical terms, and the researcher who is seeking explanations must seek physical explanations only.”1


      The pattern that emerges from these successive strategies is that the opposition to teaching evolution has gradually shifted and become diluted over time as the theory’s evidentiary foundation has grown stronger scientifically and continues to strengthen. Direct attempts to oust evolution from public schools and insert religious ideas in its place have given way to the recognition that evolution is here to stay, that explicitly religious ideas will never replace it or make a reappearance in public schools, and that the best that can be hoped for is to chip away at the foundations of the theory.


      As we trace this history, we will see that rather than the evolution cases themselves establishing important legal doctrines, cases turning on school prayer and other First Amendment religious issues unrelated to the teaching of evolution have resulted in the elaboration of the implications of the Establishment Clause. The interpretations arising out of, and precedents set by, these other cases have then influenced how the courts have adjudicated challenges to the teaching of evolution.


      Because the legal questions surrounding the teaching of evolution in public schools are a fascinating subject in their own right, it is easy to forget that the important underlying question—who gets to determine what should be taught in public schools?—transcends legalities and raises fundamental, difficult, and as yet unresolved issues about the relationship of individuals to their government in a democratic society. Should it be the representatives to school boards and state and national legislatures elected by the communities funding the schools? Or should it be subject-matter experts in the disciplines being taught? Or should it be professional educators like teachers, principals, and professors in schools of education? Or should it be some combination of all these people?


      On the one hand, one could argue a majoritarian point of view and say that local communities have the absolute right to determine what should be taught and that those who are disgruntled by their decisions can try to obtain redress through the ballot box.


      Even if one takes this view, the issue of what constitutes the relevant decision-making community still remains problematic. Should it be the local community directly served by those schools and that pays for them through their taxes? Or should the larger groupings in which communities are embedded, such as state and national governments, also have a say? And how much autonomy should such bodies be permitted to have? Should they be allowed to mandate the teaching of ideas (such as that the Earth is six thousand years old or that humans originated in the Americas and not in Africa) that are flatly rejected by the community of scholars in that field of study? What if they want to teach a version of history that is rejected by professional historians but inculcates in their students a sense of racial or regional pride?


      On the other hand, if one adopts a purely technocratic attitude that says that local communities should abdicate their right to determine what their children should be taught and delegate it to content experts or to professional educators, this carries with it the danger of creating an elitist technocracy that could, in the long run, undermine the democratic ideal.


      Such awkward questions were less likely to arise in the distant past in the United States when the communities directly involved in public school education were local, smaller, and more homogeneous, thus less conscious of the need to accommodate minority viewpoints, and when the primary purpose of public (or “common”) schools was seen primarily as religious education. Indeed, going back further to the early days of Western science, even the scientific communities believed in the divine revelation of nature as taught in the Bible and could not envisage any contradiction between the two. The role of scientists and other scholars was seen to be to explain how God had done what he had said he had done in the infallible religious texts.


      But starting with Copernicus and Galileo, that narrow role for science became harder to sustain, and it was inevitable that scientists would, at least tacitly if not overtly, cut their ties with religion and start pursuing lines of inquiry that did not seek or require consistency with religious doctrines. The tremendous success of science following the Enlightenment validated this approach, and it then became the task of theologians to modify their beliefs about God to make them consistent with rapid advances in scientific knowledge; scientists no longer felt compelled to advance theories consistent with religion.


      This shift caused a split within the religious community between those who adopted a “modernist” approach and those who adopted a “fundamentalist” approach to reconciling science with religion. Although both agreed that scientific and religious truths had to be consistent, they disagreed on what steps should be taken to achieve this end.


      Modernists argued that in any apparent conflict between scientific truths and religious dogma, it is religious dogma that must undergo reinterpretation to re-achieve consistency.


      Fundamentalists feared that such reinterpretations would destroy the credibility of the Bible by making it seem less than infallible. They wanted to draw lines in the sand beyond which they were not willing to compromise their beliefs. There are many such lines at play: the age of the Earth, the age of the universe, special creation of new species, a common ancestor for humans and apes, the nature of mind and matter, and so on. If science crossed those lines, the fundamentalists were unwilling to retreat as the modernist theologians tended to do but fought to force science to return behind the lines.


      It was the theory of evolution that became, at least in the United States, a kind Maginot Line for many religious believers, the line that had to be defended at all costs. As a result, the high-profile science-religion legal battles have been fought in this arena, starting with the Scopes trial in Dayton, Tennessee, in 1925 and ending (at least as of this writing) with the intelligent design creationism (IDC) trial in Dover, Pennsylvania, in 2005.


      In this book, I will examine the history of the legal battles over the teaching of evolution in public schools (which is itself embedded in the broader question of the role of religion in public schools and other agencies of the government) and discuss the decisions in various relevant cases, the creation of important constitutional precedents, the evolution of legal reasoning, the setting of the parameters of the decision-making process, and the influence of all these factors on the strategy of evolution’s opponents.


      It is good to bear in mind that all these issues revolve around that single fundamental question: who should get to decide what is taught in public schools?


      Note


      1. G. G. Simpson, Tempo and Mode in Evolution (New York: Columbia University Press, 1944), 76.

    

  


  
    
      


      


      Chapter 2

    


    
      The History behind

      Inherit the Wind

    


    
      It is almost impossible to think of the evolution-religion controversy (or the larger science-religion issue) in America without immediately calling to mind the famous Scopes Monkey Trial of 1925, in which a high school teacher, John T. Scopes, was prosecuted for teaching evolution in the state of Tennessee. That event has become a touchstone, framing the issue in a way that is hard to shake.


      In some ways, this is odd because that case played only a very minor role legally, setting no important precedent. It did not actually resolve anything and did not even deal with the weighty constitutional issues that now surround the issue of teaching evolution in public school classrooms.


      As an example, two recent books1 aimed at legal scholars and dealing solely with the relationship between church and state never even mention the Scopes case. Yet, because of a curious confluence of factors, the shadow of the Scopes trial has hovered over all subsequent public and legal discussions of the teaching of evolution in schools in a way that is completely disproportional to the case’s actual legal significance.


      As is often true of great myths, when examined closely, the actual events behind them are less sharply drawn than the legend, but fascinating nonetheless. From the beginning, the Scopes trial captured the popular imagination as distilling the essence of the conflict between science and religion, on a par with the trial of Galileo for his support of Copernican views. But just as the myths about the Copernican revolution have supplanted the more interesting actual history,2 so have the myths about the Scopes trial obscured the fascinating real account.


      The Scopes “trial of the century” became the stuff of legend and shrouded in myth from the very beginning. How could it not when the subject matter of the case aroused strong passions nationwide, when the two main protagonists, William Jennings Bryan (for the prosecution) and Clarence Darrow (for the defense), were flamboyant, colorful, high-profile characters, and when the national and world media and commentators (especially the acerbic journalist H. L. Mencken) covered the trial? Right from the start, the spectacle overshadowed the facts.


      After 1955, public perceptions of the trial’s significance grew even more inflated, and its implications became even more distorted, with the long-running Broadway play Inherit the Wind, later made into a hugely successful 1960 film starring Spencer Tracy and Frederic March. The play’s authors, Jerome Lawrence and Robert E. Lee, were not really seeking to dramatize the trial itself. They fictionalized the events of the Scopes trial in order to make it into a vehicle to warn of the dangers of McCarthyist blacklisting, which was going on in their own time, and used the trial’s religion-science conflict as a proxy for the contemporary fight to retain freedom of speech and freedom of association.


      The writers did not claim that their play was an accurate history of the trial and even tried to distance themselves from that charge by changing the names, places, and dates of the associated people and events, even adding new characters and plot devices, such as a love interest for Scopes. But the disguises they used were too thin. Despite their intention to use the Scopes trial for purely allegorical purposes, their portrayal resembled reality too closely and has become the foundation of the folklore surrounding the Scopes trial, forever creating confusion in the minds of people as to what really happened.


      Largely because of the play and film, the trial is now recalled as an epic clash between the forces of narrow religious dogma and obscurantism (represented by orator and three-time Democratic presidential candidate William Jennings Bryan) and the forces of science, progress, enlightenment, and secularism (represented by famed trial attorney Clarence Darrow).


      In a vivid scene toward the end of the film, which has left the most lasting impression, Henry Drummond (the name given to the Darrow-like character) puts Matthew Harrison Brady (representing William Jennings Bryan) on the witness stand and, with a withering series of questions focusing on the age of the Earth, the story of Jonah and the whale, and the like, shows the foolishness of holding on to literal biblical beliefs in the face of science, reducing Brady to a mass of babbling and blubbering incoherence and making him a laughing stock in the courtroom and nationwide. Brady soon after collapses and dies on the courtroom floor.


      While the real trial did end with Darrow putting Bryan on the stand and the cross-examination did bring out the difficulties with taking the Bible literally, what happened during the questioning was more complex, and Bryan died peacefully in his sleep five days after the trial.


      In order to get behind the myths and see why the Scopes trial has become so emblematic of the science-religion conflict in America, we first have to understand the historical context in which it occurred.


      Note that the theory of evolution by natural selection was first publicly proposed in 1858.3 The basic idea of the evolution of species predated Charles Darwin himself, but the publication in November of the following year of Darwin’s groundbreaking book On the Origin of Species,4 with its comprehensive marshalling of the facts and arguments supporting the theory, resulted in almost the entire scientific establishment’s coalescing around the basic assumption that evolution had indeed occurred. By the end of the nineteenth century, the idea that all species were descended with modification from common ancestors was widely accepted and had been taught in schools for some time.


      So why, in 1925, did the sleepy little town of Dayton, Tennessee, become the focal point for this “trial of the century”? What made evolution belatedly so toxic? To understand why it took about sixty years for the full flowering of anti-Darwinian sentiment to appear in the United States, we need to understand a little more about Darwin’s theory and that it involved several features.


      Really disturbing about Darwin’s theory was not so much the idea of evolution itself (although that was problematic enough for more fundamentalist religious believers) but his theory of natural selection as the mechanism for the process of evolution. Properly understood, this ruled out any direction for evolution.


      According to natural selection, how organisms evolve depends on a combination of chance mutations and the environments in which organisms find themselves. While the environments strongly influence which organisms survive to pass on their characteristics to their progeny, there is no larger purpose behind the process. Hence, if natural selection were accepted as a mechanism, there would be no reason to think that human beings were destined to appear, thus destroying the idea that our species is somehow special or that there is any externally imposed purpose to life.


      This important element of Darwin’s theory was particularly upsetting to religious believers and was not easily accepted even by the scientific community of his time. Many scientists (in addition to laypeople) did not accept this lack of direction or purpose and proposed alternative mechanisms for evolution that retained them. As a result, the idea of natural selection as the fundamental mechanism for the evolutionary process went into a period of decline, even as the fact of evolution was accepted.5


      Some of these alternative theories were modified forms of Lamarckism, the idea that characteristics acquired by an organism during its lifetime that enabled it to survive better were somehow transmitted to the entities in the body that carried inherited traits to the organism’s progeny.


      Another alternative was the theory of orthogenesis, which suggested that evolution followed a path determined by forces originating within the organisms themselves. This meant that it was possible to think that the laws of evolution contained within them forces that guaranteed the eventual emergence of the human species.


      Such theories had the reassuring feature that there was some sort of deliberate and directed progression in evolution, enabling their believers to continue thinking of human beings as special and as the preordained end point of the process. The idea that human beings were special in the eyes of God could thus be retained, giving religious believers the comfort that their lives had the external meaning that they sought. The theory of evolution by natural selection offered no such assurances.


      By the end of the nineteenth century, the theory of natural selection (though not evolution as a whole) seemed to be in full retreat. But the year 1900 saw the rediscovery of Gregor Mendel’s 1865 work on genetics. Initially, this new knowledge seemed to work against Darwinian natural selection, further hastening its demise.


      But beginning around 1910, the new field of population genetics was born, coupling Darwinian natural selection with Mendelian genetics and creating what is now called the neo-Darwinian synthesis. The mathematical analyses of scientists such as J. B. S. Haldane, Sewall Wright, and R. A. Fisher led to the resurgence of the idea of natural selection as the prime mechanism for evolution.6 By around 1920, the reversal was complete. Darwin’s theory of natural selection was ascendant and has remained so ever since, growing even stronger with time.


      As a consequence of this dominance, however, the idea that human beings were somehow designed by God and had a special purpose was no longer seen as credible and indeed came to be perceived as incompatible with science. This was quite plausibly a significant reason for the seemingly belated rise of religious opposition to the theory of evolution that culminated in the Tennessee legislation.


      Notes


      1. Marci A. Hamilton, God v. the Gavel: Religion and the Rule of Law (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), and Philip Hamburger, Separation of Church and State (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2002).


      2. Mano Singham, “The Copernican Myths,” Physics Today (December 2007): 48.


      3. The papers by Charles Darwin and Alfred Russell Wallace giving the outlines of this theory were presented on July 1, 1858, at a meeting of the Linnean Society in London.


      4. Charles Darwin, On the Origin of Species (London: John Murray, 1859).


      5. Peter J. Bowler, The Eclipse of Darwinism (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1983).


      6. William B. Provine, The Origins of Theoretical Population Genetics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001).

    


    
      Charles Darwin (1809–1882) was the son, grandson, and brother of somewhat freethinking Unitarians. His grandfather Erasmus Darwin had himself published a book, Zoonomia, containing evolutionary ideas. Although Charles Darwin started out as religious in a fairly orthodox way and believed in the theory of special creation of all species, his fieldwork on the Beagle and subsequent studies led him away from religion so that by the age of forty he had become an agnostic. His transition to disbelief was hastened by the death of his beloved daughter, Annie, from a mysterious wasting illness at the tender age of ten.


      Darwin married his cousin Emma, who was devoutly religious, and his disbelief was a source of tension between an otherwise devoted and loving couple.

    

  


  
    
      


      


      Chapter 3

    


    
      The Rising Religious Opposition to Evolution

    


    
      Because of a mixture of chance and design, Dayton just happened to be the place where there occurred a collision between two trains of events, one emerging from the rising unease with the implications of Darwinian thinking for Christian beliefs and the other from concerns about infringements on the fundamental rights of free speech and free association following the post–World War I emergence of the Soviet Union and the subsequent “Red Scare.”


      The religious train arose due to unease over what the theory of evolution by natural selection implied for religious beliefs. This unease had been simmering for some time and became more accentuated as the full implications of Darwin’s theory became better understood.


      There were varying degrees of religious opposition to the theory of evolution. Some felt that allowing for any evolution at all for any species contradicted the biblical account of all species being specially created by God. Others were willing to tolerate the idea of all species other than humans being evolutionarily linked but found the idea that human beings were also part of the great tree of evolutionary descent repugnant as it implied that we were no different from other mammals, thus neither made in the image of God nor possessed of an immortal soul. Yet others were willing to include humans in that genealogy as long as there was a special caveat allowing for the insertion of the human soul that was not part of the theory. And yet others were willing to forego even that as long as there was some directionality to evolution, some guiding purpose to it that could give their lives some meaning.


      Williams Jennings Bryan, champion of the antievolution cause, belonged to the second group, which sought to exclude just humans from the evolutionary process. A devoutly religious Christian and also a political populist, he supported many progressive causes while championing the underdog and fighting for the rights of the poor against their exploiters. Because of this, he acquired the nickname “the Great Commoner,” as well as the moniker “the Boy Orator,” which he earned early in life because of the skill he displayed as a public speaker.


      He supported a basically majoritarian democratic view, holding that people, through their collective voice, had the final say in how they were to be governed. As such, he opposed elitist ideas, and he saw evolutionary theory as a doctrine that was being imposed on people, against their will, by a scientific elite.


      It is a mistake to think that Bryan’s opposition to the teaching of evolution was motivated only by religion. In fact, although he did oppose Darwinian thinking because of his religious beliefs and his fears that the theory left no room for God, he also opposed the claims of the so-called social Darwinists of that time, people like Herbert Spencer, who tried to extend Darwinian natural selection to explain the structures of human society and argued that “survival of the fittest” meant that harsh social conditions were inevitable and maybe even desirable since they would weed out those who were “unfit,” thus improving humanity in the long run.


      The robber barons of the era, people like Andrew Carnegie and John D. Rockefeller, who had made enormous fortunes amid widespread poverty, also took comfort from social Darwinism since it seemed to bestow a seal of approval on them and their actions, suggesting that their success was due to their exceptional “fitness” for the world of business and their innate gifts rather than their ruthless and exploitative business practices.


      Bryan saw Darwin’s ideas as the root of this particular evil, saying, “The Darwinian theory represents man as reaching his present perfection by the operation of the law of hate—the merciless law by which the strong crowd out the weak.”1


      Another factor at play in popular opposition to Darwinism was the rise of eugenics and its suggestion that the human race, just like livestock, could be improved by selective breeding, such as by segregating those people who were seen as “defective” and preventing them from having children. Many viewed eugenics as an abominable and inhumane practice, and those opposed to evolution saw it as a direct consequence of Darwinian thinking applied to humans—and dangerously close to playing God.


      Their linking of Darwinian evolutionary theory with eugenics was buttressed by the fact that one of the founders of this new field (and the person who coined the name) was the British polymath Francis Galton, who happened to be Darwin’s cousin and one of the earliest supporters of Darwin’s theory.


      Bryan was a humane and peace-loving man who even resigned in 1915 from his position as secretary of state in the administration of President Woodrow Wilson when it looked like Wilson was taking the country into World War I. That war gave Bryan yet another reason to oppose Darwinism as he was strongly influenced by some books written at that time arguing that the war was due to Darwinian principles at work among nations.2


      Bryan opposed the excesses of both capitalism and militarism and also rejected any kind of social engineering at the expense of the poor. He saw Darwinism as a major source of all those evils and thus as a pernicious idea that had to be defeated. Removing its teaching from public schools was seen as an essential step in its ultimate eradication.


      In order to appreciate Bryan’s testimony in the Scopes trial, it is necessary to understand something of his religious views in the context of his times. In those days, as now, religious believers were split between those who took the Bible as an inerrant literal record of historical events and those who allowed for some level of interpretive license, whereby some events could be interpreted metaphorically so as not to clash with scientific truths.


      A fairly sophisticated religious believer, well-read and knowledgeable about many subjects, including science, Bryan was unfairly portrayed as a pompous, buffoonish, dogmatic fundamentalist in the play and film Inherit the Wind. Although he would have considered himself a religious fundamentalist, Bryan was not as extreme a fundamentalist as today’s creationists and did not interpret the Bible quite as literally.


      Bryan belonged to the “gap” or “ruin and reconstruction” school of Christian thought. Such people were not committed to a six-thousand-year-old Earth; they believed that the days of creation described in the book of Genesis were metaphorical and represented “ages” that could stand for enough years to be consistent with the geological evidence.3 This approach “allows for a very old, unspecified age of the universe, in which matter was first created, followed by non-human life and the formation of fossils. This creation process could have involved multiple cataclysms and creations and is flexible enough to accommodate most geologic evidence.”4


      Bryan was also willing to go along with a limited form of evolution as long as it kept humans out of the tree of evolved life and made them special creations. But he would not go as far as the modernist theologians of his time, who adopted “theistic evolution,” which accepted the idea that humans and apes had common ancestors and saw God’s role as somehow guiding the process of evolution, making it an early form of what is now called “intelligent design” creationism. Bryan did believe in the biblical stories of the creation of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden and the great flood of Noah.


      In a 1922 newspaper essay,5 Bryan explained clearly what he believed and the sources of his objections to the teaching of evolution in public schools.


      The only part of evolution in which any considerable interest is felt is evolution applied to man. A hypothesis in regard to the rocks and plant life does not affect the philosophy upon which life is built. Evolution applied to fish, birds and beasts would not materially affect man’s view of his own responsibilities, except as the acceptance of an unsupported hypothesis as to these would be used to support a similar hypothesis as applied to man. . . .


      Christianity has nothing to fear from any truth; no fact disturbs the Christian religion or the Christian. It is the unsupported guess that is substituted for science to which opposition is made, and I think the objection is a valid one. (Italics in original)


      He added that the falsehood of some idea like evolution did not, by itself, warrant opposition unless it was also harmful. He then placed his finger on why he thought evolution was damaging and, in the process, summarized accurately the consequences of taking the theory of evolution seriously, showing a much better understanding of the theory’s implications than even many of today’s religious supporters of evolutionary theory.


      It entirely changes one’s view of life and undermines faith in the Bible. Evolution has no place for the supernatural. . . .


      Evolution proposes to bring all the processes of nature within the comprehension of man by making it the explanation of everything that is known. . . .


      Evolution attempts to solve the mystery of life by suggesting a process of development commencing “in the dawn of time” and continuing uninterrupted until now. . . .


      If a man accepts Darwinism, or evolution applied to man, and is consistent, he rejects the miracle and the supernatural as impossible. . . .


      If he is consistent, he will go through the Old Testament step by step and cut out all the miracles and all the supernatural. He will then take up the New Testament and cut out all the supernatural—the virgin birth of Christ, His miracles and His resurrection, leaving the Bible a story book without binding authority upon the conscience of man.


      Although Bryan’s motives in drawing the consequences of evolutionary thinking in such dire terms for Christians may have been to scare them into backing his movement against the teaching of evolution, he is exactly right in his analysis. If one is consistent in applying the theory of evolution by natural selection, one has little choice but to reject God’s intervention anywhere in the process.


      Philosopher and cognitive scientist Daniel C. Dennett6 speaks of the theory of natural selection as being like a mythical “universal acid,” so potent and corrosive that once created it cannot be contained or restricted in any way but breaks through all barriers until it reaches into every space. Once you accept the theory of evolution by natural selection as applying in any area of life, there is no way to prevent it being used to explain every aspect of life.


      To add force to his argument that teaching the theory of evolution was dangerous for Christian beliefs because it would cause people, especially young people at the age when they are challenging authority, to doubt the existence of God, Bryan pointed out how Darwin himself had started out in life as a religious person and became an agnostic as a result of his work: “If Darwinism could make an agnostic of Darwin, what is its effect likely to be upon students to whom Darwinism is taught at the very age when they are throwing off parental authority and becoming independent? Darwin’s guess gives the student an excuse for rejecting the authority of God, an excuse that appeals to him more strongly at this age than at any other age in life.”


      In that same essay, he dismissed theistic evolutionists and their idea that God only created the laws of evolution and then did nothing else. He said that they put “God so far away that He ceases to be a present influence in the life. . . . Why should we want to imprison God in an impenetrable past? . . . Why not allow Him to work now?” Thus, Bryan saw acceptance of human evolution in any form, theistic or otherwise, as a very slippery slope that led to no good end: “Evolution naturally leads to agnosticism and, if continued, finally to atheism.”


      But while he disliked evolution on religious grounds and because he felt that it led to abhorrent social policies, those were not his only reasons for opposing its being taught in schools. He said he also objected because he felt that the theory had not been shown to be true. And if it were not true, then those who taught it were merely teaching a doctrine, not scientific truth, and he saw no reason why they should have the right to teach in public schools what he considered an atheistic doctrine if religious doctrines were not allowed.


      The crux of his objections to the teaching of evolution was as follows:


      The real question is, Did God use evolution as His plan? If it could be shown that man, instead of being made in the image of God, is a development of beasts we would have to accept it, regardless of its effect, for truth is truth and must prevail. . . .


      Those who teach Darwinism are undermining the faith of Christians. . . . Christians do not object to freedom of speech. . . . Christians do not dispute the right of any teacher to be agnostic or atheistic, but Christians do deny the right of agnostics and atheists to use the public schools as a forum for the teaching of their doctrines.


      The Bible has in many places been excluded from the schools on the ground that religion should not be taught by those paid by public taxation. If this doctrine is sound, what right have the enemies of religion to teach irreligion in the public schools? If the Bible cannot be taught, why should Christian taxpayers permit the teaching of guesses that make the Bible a lie?


      Bryan was making some very interesting points. In those early religious arguments against evolution, one finds many themes that are echoed today: that the theory of evolution is only a hypothesis, a theory and not a fact, that it lacks supporting evidence, that an increasing number of scientists disbelieve it, and that it contradicts the Bible.


      This was how one side in the conflict approached the Scopes trial, arguing that teaching evolution in schools while not teaching biblical theories gave one doctrine an unfair advantage over the other. It is an argument that has persisted down to this day.
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