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MAKING SENSE OF MONKEY BUSINESS: CONTEMPORARY
PRESS COVERAGE OF THE SCOPES TRIAL AND ITS
ENDURING AMERICAN LEGACY

Rebecca Fleming

On the warm afternoon of May 5, 1925, a group of
friends hatched a plan that would put their tiny town of Dayton,
Tennessee, on the map. While sipping Coca-Cola™ at Robinson’s
drugstore, they read over an ad in the Chattanooga Daily Times
placed by the ACLU which promised to pay all the legal fees and
any additional costs for challenging Tennessee’s new anti-evolu-
tion law, the first in the country. As George Rappleyea recounted,
“l called up Scopes from Robinson’s drugstore and he came
over...l wrote a telegram to the Civil Liberties Union on a piece of
wrapping paper, asking them if they would finance the case. The
answer was, ‘Yes.””* Over the next three months, the “trial of the
century” came and left the tiny town of Dayton, population 1,800.

Although popular opinion today considers the Scopes
trial a triumph of science over religion, in fact, Scopes was
convicted of breaking Tennessee’s 1925 anti-evolution law. How-
ever, while the jury ruled against Scopes, the extraordinary public-
ity generated by the trial served to disseminate the concept of
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evolution broadly beyond academia, and to highlight certain
political and legal controversies that had been growing since
World War I. The legal issues involved determining who should
control the curriculum of public schools, how much academic
freedom should be allowed public school teachers, and whether
banning evolution from the curriculum violated the separation of
church and state. While the lawyers focused on these legal issues,
contemporary newspaper coverage reflected and reinforced popu-
lar opinion, sensationalizing the extreme positions and providing
entertainment through human interest articles and humor. Al-
though the Scopes trial brought unprecedented national and
international attention, media perspectivesvaried. American news-
paper coverage clearly differed by geographic region and distance
from Dayton, but the ultimate effect of this massive coverage was
permanently to associate specific political controversies with a
single historical event.

Historical Background

The World War | era saw a rising fundamentalist move-
ment in America, initially defined by what it was against. Funda-
mentalists rejected “modernist” theology and its “higher criti-
cism,” which studied the Bible as an historical document, rather
than as literally God’s word. As one writer putitin 1918, “The new
theology has led Germany into barbarism...and it will lead any
nation into the same demoralization.”? Another explained that
“‘Modernism’ is the product of Satan’s lie.” Fundamentalists also
rejected what they saw as Social Darwinist principles of laissez faire
capitalism, appalled by the notion that unregulated business and
exploitation of labor could be justified by the principle of “survival
of the fittest,” which denied the Christian injunction that “the
meek shall inherit the earth.” Vernon Kellogg, a Stanford Univer-
sity zoologist, fanned the flames when he recounted conversations
with German military leaders: “Natural selection based on violent
and fatal competitive struggle is the gospel of the German intellec-
tuals...” Similarly, fundamentalists rejected the eugenics move-
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ment, which seemed to favor successful people as most evolved
and to denigrate many weak and poor as degenerate forms of the
human species. Indeed, the most popular biology textbook of the
day, Hunter’s Civic Biology, authorized by Tennessee and used by
John Scopes, explained eugenics in terms of evolutionary biology
and genetics: “If such people [e.g., the mentally ill and retarded,
habitual criminals, and epileptics] were lower animals, we would
probably kill them off to prevent them from spreading.” Many of
these people saw “Darwin’s dreadful law of hate...replacing the
Bible’s divine law of love as the origin of humanity.”® In short,
fundamentalists credited Darwin with leading German modern-
ists into “barbarism,” for justifying the exploitation of American
workers, and for inspiring the eugenics movement.

This rejection of modernism and Darwinism would not
have coalesced into a crusade against teaching evolution in the
public schools without two additional catalysts. Historian Jack S.
Blocker estimated fundamentalists as comprising about eighty
percent of the active participants in the Prohibition movement.”
Passage of the Eighteenth Amendment in 1919, prohibiting the
sale and consumption of alcohol, left a highly organized political
group without a cause. Their success in using government bodies
toachieve social and cultural reform motivated them to agitate for
another goal, which they found in the anti-evolution crusade. In
1890, fewer than four percent of children aged fourteen to
seventeen enrolled in high school, but by 1920, almost ten times
asmany children were enrolled, a third of the eligible population.
This dramatically increased the number of young people exposed
to Darwin’s theory of evolution in high school science classes.®

The fundamentalists wanted to halt what they saw as
Darwin’s increasingly harmful influence on current society—and
on America’s future, its children—by making the teaching of
evolution illegal in public schools. As fundamentalist crusader
T.T. Martin warned in Hell and the High Schools: Christ or Evolution,
Which?, “Ramming poison down the throats of our children is
nothing compared with damning their souls with the teaching of
evolution, that robs them of a revelation from God and a real
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Redeemer.”® William Jennings Bryan, who was to become the key
prosecutor in the Scopes trial, kicked off the anti-evolution cru-
sadein 1921 with stump speechesentitled “The Menace of Darwin-
ism” and “The Bible and Its Enemies,” attacking evolution as
“lead[ing] people away from God"*° and asserting that “It is better
to trust in the Rock of Ages, than to know the age of the rocks; it
is better for one to know that he is close to the Heavenly Father,
than to know how far the stars in the heavens are apart.”*
Thousands mobilized around the country to lobby their state
legislatures.

On March 21, 1925, Tennessee passed the United States’
first anti-evolution law, which made it a criminal offense for any
public school teacher to teach “any theory that denies the story of
the Divine Creation of man as taught in the Bible, and to teach
instead that man has descended from a lower order of animals.”*2
Six weeks later, on May 4, 1925, George Rappleyea, a Northerner
who had already publicly protested the law, saw an ad placed by the
ACLU offering to pay the legal expenses of any Tennessee school-
teacher willing to test the law’s constitutionality:

We are looking for a Tennessee teacher who is willing to accept our
services in testing this law in the courts. Our lawyers think a friendly
test can be arranged without costing a teacher his or her job.
Distinguished counsel have volunteered their services. All we need
now is a willing client.*®
Rappleyea then approached Robinson, the head of Dayton’s
school board and owner of the local drug store, suggesting that
prosecuting a local teacher would bring Dayton some economi-
cally useful publicity. Local attorneys would both prosecute and
defend John Scopes, who was a Dayton High School general
science teacher and football coach, with a local judge presiding.
Before heading off to a tennis match, Scopes agreed to be arrested
for breaking the new law.*

As publicity grew, Tennesseans increasingly perceived the
case as a stunt, particularly given the camaraderie among Scopes,
his defense, and his prosecutor. As national attention focused on
Dayton, two of the most famous lawyers of the day, William
Jennings Bryan and Clarence Darrow, volunteered their services:
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Bryan to lead the prosecution, and Darrow to lead the defense.
Bryan called the trial “a duel to the death” and important because
it would determine who should control public schools. Scopes
pleaded guilty to teaching his students Darwin’s theory of evolu-
tion from Civic Biology, the state-endorsed textbook by George
William Hunter, which had a section dealing directly with evolu-
tion theory entitled “The Doctrine of Evolution.”*® Scopeswas not,
however, put on the witness stand because he had not actually
taught the chapter from Hunter’s textbook. He had assigned it to
asubstitute teacher and had been out sick himself on the day it was
to be discussed.®

Dayton, known for strawberries, expected the trial to put
the town on the map. The Progressive Club estimated thousands
would attend the summer trial, raising $5,000 for advertising to
“promote business development during the trial” and condemn-
ing the overuse of monkeys in windows and in ads.!” Preparations
for the “big show” included roping off six blocks of the town’s main
street as a pedestrian mall; setting up a waste disposal system and
amobile chlorination cart to ensure safe drinking water; building
a speaker’s platform on the courthouse lawn, a tourist camp for
visitors, and an airstrip in a nearby pasture; and bringing in twenty-
two Western Union telegraphers and additional post office and
telephone employees.'® The courthouse was also refurbished: new
paint, indoor plumbing, radio transmitters, a movie camera plat-
form, telegraph and telephone wiring, microphones and loud-
speakers, and 500 new seats for spectators, which would allow
1,000 spectators inside the courthouse.'® Judge Raulston set a trial
date when universities and schools would be on vacation to allow
scientists and professors to “be able to act as expert witnesses,” and
he suggested creating a viewing area with tiered seats for “twenty
thousand people” to watch the court proceedings.?’ Although not
nearly so many visitors came to Dayton as expected, the trial was
the first to be broadcast live by radio, allowing untold numbers to
listen.

Bryan was the first lawyer to arrive and Darrow arrived
three days later on the last train to Dayton before the trial. The
defendantwas so much in the background of this trial that Charles
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Francis Potter, who accompanied part of the defense team into
Dayton, remembered becoming
alarmed when a young man grabbed their baggage out of the open
trunk. “Hey boy, what are you doing with those suitcases?” Potter
shouted. “That’s all right, Doc,” Rappleyea replied, “That’s only

Scopes.” The defenders along with everyone else had forgotten the
defendant.?

The trial began with jury selection on Friday, July 10.
Chairs were in such short supply that even the lawyers who rose to
speak sometimes discovered that when they went to sit again their
chairs had been taken by spectators.?? On Tuesday, July 21, after
seven days of trial, the jury returned its verdict after nine minutes:
“Thejurorsdidn’tevensitdowntothinkit over, butstood huddled
together in the hallway of the courthouse for the brief interval.”?
Scopes was found guilty and fined $100, with both Bryan and the
ACLU offering to pay the fine.?* Hoping to set up a Constitutional
appeal to the U.S. Supreme Court, the defense appealed the case
to the Tennessee Supreme Court which held that the law “requires
the teaching of nothing,” and therefore does not give “preference
to any religious establishment.”? Although the Tennessee Su-
preme Court upheld the anti-evolution law and the conviction of
Scopes, postponing a Constitutional challenge for forty years, the
trial became an icon for the controversy about the role of science
and religion in U.S. public schools. Extensive news coverage on
the trial focused the public mind and the body politic on issues
that still ignite passions today.

Newspaper Coverage of Legal Issues: Control of Education

Editorials and letters to editors written about the Scopes
trial showed that most Americans supported the notion that
Tennessee had the right to exercise control over schools receiving
state funds, that is, to control the education of children in their
public schools. The Tennessee legislator, John Butler, who intro-
duced the bill to ban the teaching of evolution, explained that we
should not “set the Bible aside as being untrue and put evolution
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in its place.”? As Darrow put it, there are “two rights involved: 1)
the right of the people to control the schools, and 2) the right of
the parents to guard the religious welfare of their children while
in school.”? Butler was trying to support the beliefs of his constitu-
ents, three rural counties,?® who believed that children “would be
helped by good books, of which the Bible is chief. The Bible
teaches the only truth that frees man from error, and leads to
perfection. The Bible was, and is, the foundation of America’s
liberties.”?® Even the governor of Tennessee, Austin Peay, com-
mented, “In my judgment the State had better dispose of its
schools than with its Bible.”° Butler and his supporters saw the
Bible as the basis for morality and the foundation for citizenship
and American democracy. They viewed removing the Bible from
schools to be removing “the only path of virtue and safety” from
our country.® As Bryan put it,

The Bible is our only standard of morality. It gives us our only

conception of God and our only knowledge of Christ. Anything that

attacks the Bible attacks revealed religion. A successful attack would
destroy the Bible and with it revealed religion.®

Others, who may have believed in evolution, supported the law
because they felt that taxpayers should dictate how their tax
dollarsshould be used, and that parentswho oppose what is taught
in public schools should send their children to private schools.*
AsBryan proclaimed, “the hand that writes the pay-check rules the
school.”®

Those who supported Scopes also believed that parents
should control the education of their children, but that there
should be limits to this control. They argued in letters and
editorials that while state legislators could determine the curricu-
lum of public schools, they should not change the subject matter
within the curriculum. As the Chattanooga Times put it, the ques-
tion came down to “What is ‘reasonable’ legislation?”%® One New
York editorial, reprinted in other papers, asserted “we are con-
vinced that no self-respecting educational system is possible in
which the standards of truth are determined by electoral cam-
paignsand the votes of amajority of legislators.”® Even though the
state pays teachers’ salaries, The Virginia Teacher argued, it does not
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mean that the legislature should control the subject matter taught
any more than “the hand that writes the pay-check for campaign
expenses...[should rule] the candidates and dictate the platform”
or that “the hands that write the checks for advertising and
subscriptions” should rule the press.*” Doing so “is not only an
infringement of the rights of minorities but an injury to the
majority itself. It means the end of progress, the paralysis of
thought, the negation of free inquiry. It is as nearly suicidal as any
act of a self-governing people can be.”*® A New York World cartoon
captured the spirit of such sentiments by showing a Tennessee
teacher directing her students into a cave.*® Although America is
ademocracywhichisgoverned by majority rule, thatruleislimited
in a number of areas, e.g., the court system and wherever it might
result in infringement of individual rights; and it should also be
limited as to public education, “which cannot be left to the mercy
of untrammeled chance majorities.”® A cartoon from The Wash-
ington Post, showing the “Latest improvements in education,”
brought by states with laws restricting and standardizing educa-
tion, shows students being molded like factory products, mechani-
cally, without imagination.*

Control of Teachers & Academic Freedom

Many supporters of Scopes also argued that teachers were
not ordinary employees of the state, but were hired as experts in
their fields, teaching:

what they believe to be the truth, and as professionals deriving
satisfaction from their work. If they were legislated to teach two times
two equals five, how many would obey the law and what sort of
teachers would they be who did?*
In answer to the question “Has not the state legislature, acting on
behalf of the people, the right to dictate what shall be taught in
public schools?,”* one Chicago letter writer argued that the
people of Tennessee had the right to decide whether their chil-
dren be taught that the world is flat or that the children, “too, are
monkeys,”** while a Chicago editorial compared teachers to doc-



THE CONCORD REVIEW 9

torsand engineerswho have “some fitness for...work that the great
mass of people have not.”® Continuing with a regional slur, this
same editorial ended:
A southern educator once asked the school authorities in the moun-
tains how they handled the shape of the earth. “Well,” said one,
“there’s a difference of opinion in the districts. In some districts they

like it flatand in others they like it round. Where they like it round we
teach it round, and where they like it flat we teach it flat.”®

Those who believed in limits on legislative control of education
saw indifference to the actual expertise and professionalism of
teachers as dangerous, not only to minority viewpoints, but also to
the future of any majority which voted out of ignorance rather
than knowledge. The notion of submitting “questions of science
to a general public vote” is like submitting “the diagnosis of a sick
man’s condition to a vote.” In answer to the question of who
should control what is taught, the Chicago Daily Tribune asserted
that “in the teaching of science that someone ought to be the
scientist.”® One Columbus, Ohio, cartoon shows Mother Nature
flunking what should be her best subject, biology, and leaving a
Tennessee school house in tears.*® Similarly, a Wall Street Journal
cartoon captioned “Education in the higher branches!” shows a
teacher clinging to a tree branch, attacked by “Anti-This Law” and
“Anti-That Law” dogs who are urged on by their owner, the “State
Legislature,”° while a Columbus Dispatch cartoon titled “Rubbish”
shows Bryan emptying a garbage can filled with science textbooks
and scientific principles.>

Separation of Church and State

The defense also argued that Tennessee was establishing
a state religion, violating the First Amendment’s provision that
“Congress shall make no law respecting the establishment of
religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.”? They saw the
Tennessee law as requiring “its public schools to adopt the Bible
as a textbook of science,”® essentially establishing Christianity as
a state-supported religion. While one Washington Post editorial
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took the position that the Constitution prevented the federal
government from establishing religion, that did not prevent states
fromdoingsosince there was “no limitation in the Constitution on
the subject of legislation by a State respecting religion,”*but most
were passionately against it. One Washington letter writer, for
example, wrote,

... the reason why the Bible should not be taught in the public schools

isbecause itisasectarian book. No religion of any dogmatic order can

be legally taught therein. Any one that tries to so teach isan enemy to

his country. Morality can be taught without any reference to heaven
or hell.?®

Others questioned whether Bryan felt “it is the duty of the state by
statute to support his definition of the Christian religion as the
religion of the state?”*® Even clergy argued against establishing
religion by statute:
This church of ours is guarded by God and His holy angels and we
need no enactments of state legislatures to safeguard us from the
theories of science...[A]ppeal to the law for establishing religious
creeds and beliefs has gone along way toward secularizing things that
ought to be sacred because of their spirituality and their relationship
to the will and laws of God himself.%

A cartoon in the Philadelphia Evening Public Ledger makes the point
that conflict among church-goers, both evolutionists vs. creation-
ists and fundamentalists vs. modernists, amuses the devil, who
“Listens in” at the church window and laughs.®®

Freedom of Expression for Teachers

Finally, came the argumentthat Scopes’ individual rightto
freedom of expression as a teacher was being compromised. A
Stanford University letter writer described a recent Nebraska
court opinion:

a law which interfered with a teacher’s right to teach a subject which
was well recognized as a desirable branch of knowledge, when it did
not appear that the common welfare was endangered by such teach-

ing, was unconstitutional as well as unjust discrimination against such
a teacher.®®
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In other words, so long as a teacher teaches a subject worth
learning and not harmful, a teacher has a constitutional right to
teach it. Such a right would change the case from being about the
power of the legislature to control education to being about
whether evolution itself was actually harmful. Those who did not
see it as harmful and who saw teachers as having special expertise
argued that the:
best way of promoting sound learning is to secure teachers and
educational executives who have had the advantages of the best
available training and give them the freedom. Certainly the worst is
to attempt to establish scientific truth by act of the state legislature.®®
By this logic, Scopes was exercising his rights as a teacher to use his
training for his students. He maintained that he was a science
teacher and had a duty to teach his students science and that he
had a duty as a Tennessee public school teacher to teach the state
curriculum from the textbook endorsed by the state.

Coverage of Soft News

Although the legal issues of the case focused on control of
education and the law’s constitutionality, newspaper coverage did
not reflect their significance. The “hard-news” constitutional
issues surfaced in interviews with lawyers, editorials, and a few of
the letters to editors. Most of the coverage involved stories of
extreme pro- or anti-evolution positions or entertaining human
interest. As one cartoonist noted, the trial generated so much
conflict that there was “no place” for either science or religion.5!
This suggests that the average reader was more interested in the
sensational drama of the trial than in the legalities. Further, with
over two hundred reporters on assignment in Dayton, about ten
percent of the town’s population was looking for “news” stories
duringthetrial. Itis nowonder that so much of the news was “soft.”
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Sensational Positions and Self-promotion

To make their stories more interesting, newspapers pitted
the two extreme positions of science and religion against each
other as if they were mutually exclusive. Evolutionists were pre-
sented as seeing science as the ultimate “truth” and as seeing
religion as myth and fairytale for the ignorant and uneducated.
“Anti-evolutionists” were presented as seeing science as a menace
to society and as a destroyer of religion and morality. Bryan and
Darrow, who were seen by anumber of editorial writersas publicity
seekers, encouraged some of this extremism:

Men who have attained nothing better than notoriety to back them,
and men who haven’t even that much to excuse them, are scheduled
to meet at Dayton, Tenn., to argue the inscrutability of the
unknowable...Of course, the press cannot well ignore the proceed-
ings, but what a good joke it would be if it did.®?
Cartoonists amused themselves by depicting Bryan as sitting on
thirty years of page-one articles, carrying his own torch, using
whatever was at hand to beg publicity.5®

Before the trial began, Bryan sought headlines with ex-
treme stances in a series of speeches around the country. For
example, he told Florida high school students:

Science is a great thing. Religion is the greatest thing. Science gives
us great things, but it takes more than education to make a man or
woman. Education may destroy you or make you a menace to those
about you...the heart is more important than the head.®
Those who saw evolution as dangerous were concerned not simply
because they saw it conflicting with the Bible but also because they
saw those who “believed” in evolution as having no use for the
Bible, even wanting to burn the Bible.®® This made the need to
control education especially important because good (Christian)
citizens “have therightto say through our lawmaking body that the
faith and religion of our children shall not be destroyed by
teachers who poison their minds.”® The Chattanooga paper
covered a sermon by the Reverend Charles E. McCoy, a pastor in
Brooklyn, which explained that:
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If Mr. Scopes wishes to act as an ambassador of the devil in teaching
the doctrine of evolution, let him seek a position in some of our
universities where atheism, pentheism [pantheism?], and agnosti-
cism are openly taught.®’

C.W. Brown of Franklin, Tennessee, went so far as to say, that since
the United States Constitution was founded on the Christian faith,
any man who did not believe in the Creator should be deported.®
This kind of coverage caused othersto compare the Scopes trial to
the trials in which Copernicus, Galileo, and others were accused
of heresy, inflaming passions on the other side.

Reporters portrayed evolutionists as placing unquestion-
ing faith in science and scientific “truths,” almost as if evolution
were a new religion, with scientists the new priests:

...eight apostles from America’s temples of knowledge...defended
evolution asthe “first law of life.” To eliminate it from the curriculums
of schools, colleges and universities would bring chaos to education,
they said—a disaster to the Nation—and human progress to a stand-
still. One denounced teachers who omitted it as committing criminal
malpractice. Another charged the Bible literalists were “insulting
God.” All were agreed that a dozen education courses could not be
taught without it.®°

Furthermore, an underlying intolerance for the insistent igno-
rance of those who do not open their minds to science pervaded
coverage. George Bernard Shaw was widely quoted for his com-
ments, such as, “Let America look to it...lest their state become a
mere reservation of morons and moral cowards.”” Other writers
attacked Bryan and his presumably “unthinking” followers for
unwarranted arrogance, which leads them to “evolve backward”:
It is, indeed, ridiculous, if not stupid, for Bryan to put evolution into
a death grapple with Christianity. The thinking men and women of
the world will laugh and pity the arrogant ignoramus of the planet.
Christianity, like all religions in the history of mankind, is the result
of evolution...If William Jennings Bryan would only take the time and
trouble of understanding his own evolution...he could learn a great
deal. But men of his make-up evolve backward—from man to mon-
key."
Much of the venom of this perspective was directed toward Bryan
(typically with personal attack) and toward the scientifically igno-
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rant, as if a knowledge of science determines human worth. A
geologist commented, for example, that
Simply because William Jennings Bryan has a peanut brain and a
large, wide mouth...the only unfortunate thing is that the decision is
to be left to a jury not of scientific minds but to the judgment of a few

ignorant Tennessee farmers who until yesterday did not know that
evolution was not something to eat.”

Similarly, an editor wrote, “If God created Bryan in His own image,
I rejoice in my ape ancestry”” and a Chattanooga columnist
asserted, “Mr. Bryan practices what he preaches—uneducation.””

Human Interest & Humor

In contrast to the passion and anxiety of those readerswho
perceived the trial as a holy war between science and religion were
those who saw Tennessee and everyone involved in the trial as an
amusingly primitive stage of evolution. The subjects of these
human interest stories included the lawyers (what they wore, what
they slept in), the families of prominent players (how they met
their wives, whether Scopes’ sister would get a job, Scopes’ father
and girlfriend), local Dayton residents and boosters (members of
the Progressive Club and local clergy), monkeys and various
“monkey business” (including zoo attendance, monkeys brought
to dinner, and monkeys masquerading as relatives) and interna-
tional comment on the trial (typically ridiculing all Americans as
ignorant and narrow-minded).

Some of the commentary bordered on vicious, but most
looked for humor. In one cartoon “yokels” claimed the Dayton
trial was “a serious matter,” but its message was that “our national
sense of humor,” a “saving grace,” was being chased out of Dayton
by alynch mob.”™ An observer in Dayton described what amounted
to a political circus:

Such a spectacle as the turning of an American court into an

advertising arena for publicity seekers with warped mentalities on a
parade ground for freaks, frantics and fools... The walking delegates
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of agnosticism, atheism, communism, and bolshevism will be there.
Everything will be there except science and religion.™

A Dallas News cartoon showed the town of Dayton as an organ
grinder, “Playing it for all it’s worth.””” Another cartoonist illus-
trated “Grandfather’s Day in Tennessee if Evolution Wins”: Bryan
offeringabag of peanutsto amonkey.” The circus theme surfaced
in cartoons as well, including one where Bryan arrives on a camel,
riding toward the “Greatest Show on Earth, Dayton, Tenn.””®

Many articles and editorials speculated whether the Day-
ton trial was actually motivated by the Progressive Club of Dayton
which sought to capitalize on all the publicity, securing Dayton “a
place in the sun” and making it “the sensation of the world.”®
American papers considered it news that the trial was being
covered all over the world, including sixteen papers in China.!
That visiting reporters took tours of Dayton, Chattanooga, Nash-
ville, and the strawberry fields. The swimming hole was also
newsworthy. There were interviews with dishwashers, carpenters,
and lemonade vendors. Even the radio reporting, set up to
broadcast the trial live, was covered by print reporters. After a few
days in Dayton, Tennessee, it must have been hard to find aunique
slant that would sell papers “back home.” Following the trial, a
Nashville Tennessean cartoonist illustrated Dayton as a lonely hill-
billy, sitting on “Oblivion” hill and sighing, “Ho, Hum. Them wuz
the happy days.”82

Differences in Regional Coverage

Because newspaperswant to increase readership, the over-
all coverage a newspaper offers not only influences, but also
reflects the opinions of its audience. While a number of different
newspapers were examined for this study, three were selected for
detailed comparison because a complete set of each was available
on microfilm and they represented a city close to Dayton, a major
midwestern and awestern city. For each of these newspapers, every
article, editorial, cartoon, and letter published during June and
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July, 1925, was copied and then measured to compile statistical
differences in coverage. The resulting database included over
1,500 individual items. A comparison of the coverage offered by
the Chattanooga Times, the San Francisco Chronicle, and the Chicago
Tribune, reveals regional differences in what really mattered to
newspaper readers.

The San Francisco Chronicle ran a significantly greater per-
centage of pro-evolution articles than either of the other two.
Perhaps the distance from Tennessee caused San Franciscans to
see themselves as more “objective” about the issues—they did not
have to be so tolerant of the other side. A major city with univer-
sities that supplied science correspondents, the Chronicle has the
smallest ratio of anti-evolution-to-pro-evolution articles and the
largest percentage of articles ridiculing the trial and Tennessee.
Perhaps the editors and readers of the Chronicle believed the trial
to be foolish. That so few articles reflect the moderate position
suggests that the editors did not see the moderate position as good
for business or interesting to readers.

The Tribune’s profile of articles is similar to that of the
Chronicle, but differences are smaller. Both the San Francisco and
Chicago papers contrastwith the Tennessee paper in that the ratio
between pro- and anti-evolution articles is almost even in Tennes-
see. When the editors of the Chattanooga Times railed against
Butler’s law and its ignorance of science in June, they were
criticized for bias and began running articles written by local
clergy who were anti-evolutionists as “news” articles to balance the
articles written by scientists.® This affected the ratio dramatically.
Surprisingly, the percentage of articles ridiculing the trial was still
higher than the percentage of moderate articles; perhaps this was
due to the number of reporters and the lack of actual news, or
perhaps it boosted readership—the readers it did not amuse, it
provoked to respond in letters. Controversy is good for selling
papers.

Newspapers put the mostimportant news on the first page,
with less important stories in the back. By comparing what per-
centage of the Scopes coverage was assigned to the front page, the
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next two pages and back pages, it is possible to infer what readers
were interested in and what editors saw as important. The Chatta-
nooga Times put over thirty percent of its coverage (in inches) on
its front pages (more than the other two), and fifty percent in back
pages (also more than the other two). Fewer than forty miles from
Dayton, the Times covered everything about the trial, including
surveys on favorite local beverages. The large amount of coverage
caused a significant percentage of back page articles, including as
many as two or three full pages devoted to court transcripts.
Surprisingly, the Tribune gave seventy-five percent of its total
coverage to the first three pages, which indicates that the Scopes
coverage took precedence over most other news during the two
months of activity. The Chronicle put most articles onto back pages,
but devoted large amounts of space to coverage, with very long
articles.

The three newspapers were of very different sizes. The
Tribune had the largest, averaging about forty pages per day. The
Chronicle averaged about twenty-five pages per day. The Times
averaged about fourteen. One would expect the smaller paper,
close to the excitement, to dedicate more space than a larger
paper in a city farther away, but six percent of its total space,
including advertising, sports, etc., is substantial. Even the close to
one percent given by the Tribune and the Chronicle shows the
appeal of this trial.

So much national and international attention had been
placed on Dayton and the trial that many people who would not
have thought or even known about evolution became interested
and wanted to know more. An editorial in the Chicago Tribune
claims that:

Darwin is being more read about and talked about, now that he is
prohibited in the schools, than he ever had been or probably would

have been. That is just the result to be expected of prohibition. The
people have gone to the bootleggers for their biology.®

That the passion against evolution would cause so much attention
and increase understanding of it is ironic. As a Tribune cartoonist
illustrated, students used to daydream during science class, but
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once the anti-evolution law brought about the arrest of the science
teacher, the students became very interested.®

The Legacy of the Scopes Trial

Even though Scopes was convicted, controversy contin-
ued. The anti-evolutionists declared victory and announced that
Tennessee wasonly thefirstbattle in their crusade to save America’s
children. Headlines announced the introduction of new bills into
state legislatures and one cartoonist showed “Mother” (Members
of Congress) with her sick “child” (Tennessee), worrying, “My
Land! What if the rest of ‘em catch it?”% The crusade proved
unsuccessful in much of the North and areas not controlled by
fundamentalists, with eighteen bills defeated around the country
in 1927. Indeed, after 1929, only southern states passed such
laws.?” In the public imagination, however, the victory over evolu-
tion proved Pyrrhic. A 1955 Broadway play, Inherit the Wind, and its
1960 movie version, “all but replaced the actual trial in the nation’s
memory.”8 Even today, the New York Times, describes the Scopes
trial as having “been ingrained in the popular imagination as the
archetypal clash of scientific enlightenment and old-time reli-
gion.”®®

In the past twenty-five years, most recently in August 2000,
the U.S. Supreme Court has ruled three times on the teaching of
evolution in public schools. While the position of the courts has
shifted since 1925, the passion behind the issues has not. Contro-
versy remainseven in courtchambers. As Associate Justice Antonin
Scalia wrote in his dissent to the most recent case:

In Epperson v. Arkansas...(1968) we invalidated a statute that forbade
the teaching of evolution in public schools; in Edwards v. Aguilard...
(1987), we invalidated a statute that required the teaching of cre-
ationism whenever evolution was also taught; today we permit the
Court of Appeals to push the much beloved secular legend of the
Monkey Trial one step further. We stand by in silence while a deeply
divided Fifth Circuit bars a school district from even suggesting to
students that other theories besides evolution—including, but not
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limited to, the biblical theory of creation—are worthy of their consid-
eration.®

Even in U.S. Supreme Court opinions, the Scopes trial lives on as
a “beloved secular legend,” where science “won” over benighted
fundamentalism.

In 1999, seventy-five years after Butler began campaigning
to end the teaching of evolution in Tennessee, the Kansas Board
of Education, prevented legally from prohibiting the teaching of
evolution, attempted to make it irrelevant by removing it from
high school assessment exams. The resulting firestorm of protest
carried nationally by the media meant that a year later, four of the
six board members who voted for this measure were defeated in
primary elections by candidates who promised to reverse the
ruling. The New York Times editorialized:

The balloting was a triumph for common sense...Voters in the
nation’s heartland will not stand to have their children’s education
hijacked by those who would repudiate modern science in the name
of religion. They know full well that in today’s world, their children
would be left behind. It is a matter of natural selection.®
In Kansas—and among those who commented on the Kansas case
and its elections—control over education continues to provoke
passionate responses.

Debate over evolution continues to surface disagreements
over the roles of teachers, their expertise, their individual right to
freedom of expression, and the limits of their academic freedom.
In response to the Kansas decision, for example, one letter writer
protested, “If the Bible is regarded as a science textbook, it must
be the only one. All other science mightaswell be tossed out.”2On
the other extreme, Time magazine reported on a Minnesota
science teacher’s lawsuit to preserve his academic freedom; his
school board refuses him a biology class because he believes
evolution is “flat-out bad science.”®

While science and technology have progressed signifi-
cantly over the last seventy-five years, many people still associate
evolution and Darwin with atheism and immorality. Harking back
tolanguage typical of the 1921 crusade, House Majority Whip Tom
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DelLay blamed the massacre at Columbine High School in April
1999 on teaching children “that they are nothing but glorified
apes who are evolutionized out of some primordial soup of
mud.”®* A letter writer from Maine protested that “The real issue
isnotcreationismvs. Darwinism. The real issue is ‘Does God exist?’
...We cannotsitidly by and let the children of our nation and world
end up in the flames of hell because of evolutionists.”®> While
many people do not see a conflict between evolution and religion,
others see evolution as eliminating a purpose for mankind on
earth, much as their grandparents and great grandparents did
seventy-five years ago.%

Interestingly, despite the extremism of the positions por-
trayed by the media, in 1925 and continuing even today, opinion
pollsreportthat most Americans seem to take amoderate stand on
the controversy. Over eighty percent of Americans favor teaching
evolution in public schools, almost as many see a place for
creationism in the curriculum, and only twenty percent want
evolution taught alone.®” One letter writer, in commenting on
reactions to such a poll, argued

Both religious fundamentalists and secular biologists would prefer
that schools teach truth rather than provide equal time to error.

...But there’s another way of looking at the results of the recent poll:
as a tribute to tolerance and respect for diversity...Perhaps schools
should get credit for nurturing the kind of tolerant citizens that our
diverse democracy needs.%
If the moderate position, which simultaneously accepts both
science and religion, both evolution and creationism, is so com-
mon, then why do newspapers, both in 1925 and today, report
conflict between the two? Is it purely because controversy and
conflict sell newspapers? While conflict may indeed create inter-
est, Edward Caudill contends that newspaper coverage of the
Scopes trial had an inherent bias in favor of empirical verifiability
over knowledge from personal revelation: “Verifiability was the
key component of facts presented in the press. Bryan’s facts were
not verifiable; therefore, he was not credible. Darrow’s facts were
verifiable; he was credible.” In other words, those who dismiss
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fundamentalists as wrong do so because they believe the funda-
mentalists’ route to truth is not as good as their own: they see
science as the only way to know in the same way that fundamental-
ists see the Bible as the only guide to truth.

Amazingly, after seventy-five years the trial remains in the
popular consciousness of the grandchildren and great grandchil-
dren of the original Scopes readership. How can this be? Analysis
shows that 1925 newspaper coverage in Chattanooga, Chicago,
San Francisco, and around the country gave the trial’s legal issues
immediacy and relevance to the lives of ordinary citizens: who
should control public education, how much freedom should
teachers be allowed in the classroom, how does separation of
church and state affect what schools teach about what constitutes
Truth? The presence of so many reporters in such a tiny town also
foreshadowed issues arising in today’s twenty-four/seven global
news arena: towhat extent is media coverage itself part of the story,
how does the presence of celebrities and celebrity comment affect
perception, to what extent does the media shape debate by
sensationalizing issues and emphasizing extreme positions?

Media coverage of the Scopes trial both reflected public
concernand aroused it ontopicsthat the trial itself did not resolve.
Indeed, many of these issues are still not resolved in the public
mind even after repeated review by the highest court in the land.
Itis the enduring legacy of media coverage of the Scopes trial that
these issues, rather than standing as important in their own right,
continue to be so strongly associated—in the public mind, in the
press, and even in the courts—with “the much beloved secular
legend of the Monkey Trial.”
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