
The Scopes Trial A Brief History With
Documents

The Scopes Trial is one of the most famous legal cases in American history, centered around the
teaching of evolution in public schools. Officially known as The State of Tennessee v. John Thomas
Scopes, this trial took place in July 1925 in Dayton, Tennessee. It not only sparked a national debate
on science versus religion but also highlighted the cultural tensions between modernity and
traditional values in the United States. This article will provide a detailed history of the Scopes Trial,
including its background, key figures, significant events, and the legacy it left behind.

Background of the Scopes Trial

The Birth of the Anti-Evolution Movement

The early 20th century marked a period of significant change in American society. The theory of
evolution, particularly as articulated by Charles Darwin, was gaining traction among scientists and
educators. However, it also faced fierce opposition from religious groups. This tension culminated in
the passage of laws prohibiting the teaching of evolution in schools.



1. Tennessee Butler Act:
- In March 1925, Tennessee passed the Butler Act, which made it illegal to teach any theory that
denied the divine creation of man as taught in the Bible.
- This law specifically targeted Darwinian evolution and set the stage for the Scopes Trial.

2. Religious Sentiment:
- Many evangelical Christians viewed the teaching of evolution as a direct challenge to their beliefs
and a threat to moral values.
- The rise of fundamentalism during this time further fueled the anti-evolution movement.

The Decision to Challenge the Law

In response to the Butler Act, a group of local businessmen in Dayton, Tennessee, decided to
challenge the law by recruiting a teacher to test its constitutionality.

- John T. Scopes:
- A young science teacher and coach at Dayton High School, Scopes agreed to participate in the test
case.
- He was charged with violating the Butler Act, marking the beginning of the trial.

- Strategic Planning:
- The group aimed to attract national attention to Dayton, which was struggling economically.
- They enlisted the help of the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), which sought to defend
Scopes and challenge the law.

Key Figures in the Scopes Trial

The Scopes Trial featured several prominent figures, each playing a crucial role in the events that
unfolded.

Clarence Darrow

- Defense Attorney:
- Clarence Darrow, a famous lawyer and civil libertarian, defended John Scopes.
- He was known for his wit and skill in the courtroom, having previously defended high-profile cases
involving social justice.

- Stance on Science and Religion:
- Darrow aimed to highlight the importance of scientific inquiry and the right to think freely.
- He also sought to challenge the dogmatic beliefs of the time.

William Jennings Bryan



- Prosecution:
- William Jennings Bryan, a three-time presidential candidate and a devout Christian, served as the
prosecutor in the case.
- He represented the traditionalist viewpoint, emphasizing the importance of the Bible in American
education.

- Public Persona:
- Bryan was a prominent figure in the Progressive Era, advocating for issues like women's suffrage
and anti-imperialism, but he became increasingly associated with fundamentalist Christianity in the
1920s.

The Trial Begins

The Scopes Trial commenced on July 10, 1925, and attracted widespread media attention. This was
one of the first trials to be covered extensively by the press, with reporters from across the country
and beyond converging on Dayton.

Setting the Scene

- The Courtroom:
- The trial was held in a local courtroom, which quickly became a circus-like atmosphere due to the
presence of journalists, spectators, and even a traveling tent show.

- Public Interest:
- The trial drew in thousands of people, eager to witness the clash of science and religion firsthand.
- It became a spectacle, with debates occurring outside the courtroom as well.

Key Moments in the Trial

1. Opening Statements:
- The trial opened with both sides presenting their arguments. Darrow emphasized the importance of
academic freedom, while Bryan stressed the need to uphold biblical teachings.

2. Witness Testimonies:
- Darrow attempted to call expert witnesses to testify about evolution, but the judge ruled that only
the law could be discussed.
- This limitation frustrated Darrow, who sought to establish the validity of evolutionary theory.

3. Darrow vs. Bryan:
- A significant moment came when Darrow called Bryan to the stand as an expert on the Bible.
- This exchange became heated, with Darrow questioning Bryan's literal interpretation of scripture.



Verdict and Aftermath

Despite the dramatic courtroom exchanges, the trial concluded on July 21, 1925.

The Verdict

- Guilty Verdict:
- Scopes was found guilty of violating the Butler Act and was fined $100.
- However, the verdict was largely seen as a foregone conclusion, with the trial's true purpose being
to spark debate.

Public Reaction and Legacy

- National Debate:
- The trial fueled a national conversation about academic freedom, the role of religion in public
education, and the relationship between science and faith.
- It highlighted the growing divide in American society between modernist and traditionalist
viewpoints.

- Cultural Impact:
- The Scopes Trial is often seen as a pivotal moment in the history of American education and the
ongoing battle over the teaching of evolution.
- It was dramatized in various forms of media, including the famous play and film "Inherit the Wind,"
which fictionalized the events of the trial.

- Subsequent Developments:
- While the Butler Act remained in place for years, the trial led to increased advocacy for the
teaching of evolution in schools.
- Over time, many states began to adopt curricula that included evolutionary theory, marking a
gradual shift in educational practices.

Conclusion

In retrospect, the Scopes Trial was not merely a legal battle over a teacher’s right to educate; it was
a cultural clash that symbolized the broader societal conflicts of the era. It marked the beginning of
a protracted struggle over the role of religion in public life and education, a debate that continues to
resonate today. The trial remains a powerful reminder of the ongoing tensions between faith and
reason, tradition and progress, and the complexities of the American identity.

Frequently Asked Questions



What was the Scopes Trial and when did it take place?
The Scopes Trial, also known as the Scopes Monkey Trial, was a legal case in 1925 in Dayton,
Tennessee, where high school teacher John T. Scopes was accused of violating the Butler Act, which
prohibited the teaching of evolution in state-funded schools.

Who were the key figures involved in the Scopes Trial?
The key figures included John T. Scopes, the defendant; Clarence Darrow, the defense attorney; and
William Jennings Bryan, the prosecutor and a prominent figure in the anti-evolution movement.

What was the main argument of the defense during the Scopes
Trial?
The defense argued that the Butler Act violated the right to academic freedom and that the teaching
of evolution was essential to scientific education.

What was the outcome of the Scopes Trial?
John T. Scopes was found guilty and fined $100, but the trial sparked national debate about science,
religion, and education, influencing public opinion on the teaching of evolution.

How did the media influence the perception of the Scopes
Trial?
The media played a significant role in shaping public perception of the trial, portraying it as a
dramatic clash between modern science and traditional values, which attracted national attention.

What long-term impacts did the Scopes Trial have on
education and science?
The Scopes Trial highlighted the tension between science and religion in education, leading to
ongoing discussions and legal battles over the teaching of evolution and academic freedom in
schools.

What documents are included in 'The Scopes Trial: A Brief
History with Documents'?
The book includes primary source documents such as legal transcripts, newspaper articles, and
writings from key figures, providing insight into the cultural and legal context of the trial.

How is the Scopes Trial relevant to contemporary discussions
about education?
The Scopes Trial remains relevant as it reflects ongoing debates about curriculum content in
schools, particularly regarding science education and the influence of religious beliefs on public
education.
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