Effects of the Scopes Trial

Was it a victory for evolutionists?

Judith V. Grabiner and Peter D. Miller

In 1925, John Thomas Scopes was
tried for violating Tennessee’s law
against teaching the theory of evolution
in the public schools. The trial, held at
Dayton, Tennessee, created a national
sensation. Scopes was prosecuted by
William Jennings Bryan, the “Great
Commoner,” thrice-defeated candidate
for the Presidency, and leading spokes-
man for fundamentalist Protestantism.
Scopes’ defense attorneys included the
great trial lawyer Clarence Darrow.
The trial became a focus for major
civil liberties issues, and also a major
battleground in the war between science
and fundamentalist Christianity. Scopes
was found guilty, but the verdict was
later reversed on a technicality. Never-
theless, regardless of the verdict, it is
usually held that the proevolution
forces were victorious in the forum
of public opinion (I-4a).

Some recent events, however, have
cast doubt on the completeness of that
victory. In 1964, the State Textbook
Commission of the state of Texas, hold-
ing hearings on adopting the new biol-
ogy textbooks prepared by the Biologi-
cal Sciences Curriculum Study, met a
concerted campaign against the new
books on the grounds that they con-
tained discussions of evolution. In
1972, the State Board of Education in
California, under pressure from the
Creation Research Society, agreed to
present both the evolutionary and crea-
tionist theories in the elementary school
social science curriculum (5). In
Tennessee itself, the legislature recently
required state-adopted textbooks used
for teaching evolution to provide equal
time for other accounts, “including,
but not limited to, the Genesis account
in the Bible” (6).
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If the fundamentalists were so dis-
credited in 1925, how could the same
issue be revived in the 1960’s and
1970’s? In fact, the victory of the evo-
lutionists was not really complete—nor
could it have been. The forces behind
the antievolution movement were
broader and more long-lasting than the
particular brand of fundamentalism
espoused by William Jennings Bryan
in 1925. Nor is this all. Believing that
they had won in the forum of public
opinion, the evolutionists of the 1920’s
in fact lost on their original battle-
ground—the teaching of high school
biology.

The scientific community in the
1920’s responded forcefully to the
overt attack in the Scopes case. But it
failed to follow through. As a result,
the teaching of evolution in the high
schools—as judged by the content of
the average high school biology text-
books—declined after the Scopes trial.
Not until 1960, when the new Bio-
logical Sciences Curriculum Study
texts came out, was the treatment of
evolution in the most widely used high
school texts substantially improved
over that found before the Scopes
trial.

To demonstrate this, we shall com-
pare the leading high school biology
textbooks published before the Scopes
trial with those published afterward.
We shall also comment, as thoroughly
as we can, on the usage and sales of
different books. We have chosen the
books for discussion on the basis of
four types of information: letters ob-
tained from publishers; usage informa-
tion obtained by writing to those states
with statewide textbook adoption poli-
cies; bibliographies of high school biol-
ogy texts; and the subject listings of
the Library of Congress, the Harvard
College Library, and the Biology Li-
brary of the University of California,
Berkeley. Our estimates of usage and
sales are based on three types of infor-

mation: on statewide adoption infor-
mation obtained in letters from the
states of California, Florida, Kentucky,
Mississippi, New Mexico, North
Carolina, Oklahoma, Oregon, Tennes-
see, Texas, Utah, and Virginia in
response to inquiries made by one of
us; on letters from science editors at
Rand McNally; Holt, Rinehart &
Winston; Ginn; and Harcourt, Brace &
World [though the precise quantitative
data that would settle the usage ques-
tion thoroughly is, according to some
publishers, confidential (7)}; and on
the printing history of books, gleaned
from The National Union Catalog of
the Library of Congress. These three
independent sources—the states, the
publishers’ remarks, The National Un-
ion Catalog—provided information that
correlated well, and we therefore be-
lieve that our generalizations about
usage are justified.

High School Biology Textbooks
before the Scopes Trial

We shall begin our discussion by
looking at the book from which Scopes
himself taught biology, George Wil-
liam Hunter’s A Civic Biology (Ameri-
can Book, New York, 1914) (8).
As the title implies, the book was ori-
ented toward public health and hygiene,
not theoretical biology. Still, as the
prosecutors at the Scopes trial noted,
Hunter’s book did treat evolution, al-
beit briefly. There is a paragraph en-
titled “The Doctrine of Evolution,” a
diagram captioned “The Evolutionary
Tree,” and a paragraph on the “Evolu-
tion of Man” (8, pp. 194-196). Besides
the three-page section on evolution, the
book contained a brief discussion of
the idea of natural selection (8, p.
253). Hunter did not hide his view that
evolution had actually occurred; he
used the word “evolution,” and credited
the theory of evolution to Darwin.
These apparently minor virtues, as we
shall see, are not to be taken for
granted. How much evolutionary biol-
ogy even the best of students could
have learned from Hunter’s book is
not clear, but the student would at
least have been introduced to the exis-
tence—and the respectability—of the
theory.

Another book that was much used
before the Scopes trial was Benjamin
Gruenberg’s Elementary Biology
(Ginn, New York, 1919, 1924) (9-
11). Gruenberg’s book is quite out-
spokenly evolutionist. The word “evo-
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lution” appears extensively, and several
chapters are devoted to the subject;
fossil evidence is discussed at length;
and classification is discussed from an
evolutionary standpoint. A genealogical
tree of animal life may be found on
p. 483 of the 1924 edition. The fron-
tispiece is entitled “Experiments in
Evolution.”

The last of the widely used evo-
lutionist books was Truman Moon’s
Biology for Beginners (Holt, New
York, 1921) (9, 12). Not only did
Moon have several chapters on evolu-
tion, but the frontispiece of his book
was a picture of Darwin. In his pref-
ace, Moon stated that evolution was
the fundamental unifying idea of biol-
ogy (12, p. v). The thorough treatment
of evolution in the text ranged from
the fossil evidence to the clear state-
ment that “both man and the apes are
descended from a common ancestor
from which both lines have developed”
(12, p. 316).

Even before the Scopes trial, how-
ever, textbooks like these did not meet
with universal approval. Fundamental-
ists were already active in trying to
prevent the teaching of evolution in the
early 1920’s (13). Among the results
of this activity were antievolution laws
passed in Florida and Oklahoma in
1923. The governor of North Carolina
publicly opposed the teaching of evolu-
tion in 1924. Perhaps as a response to
these events, a number of new text-
books were published in 1924. Many
of these treated evolution very cau-
tiously.

For instance, the widely used (I4,
15) W. M. Smallwood, I. L. Reveley,
and G. A. Bailey, New Biology (Allyn
& Bacon, Boston, 1924) (15) devoted
about two pages to evolution and did
not discuss the origin of man at all. Ar-
thur Clement’s Living Things (Iroquois,
Syracuse, 1924, 1925) (17) almost ig-
nored evolution save for a brief men-
tion. Benjamin Gruenberg wrote
another text, Biology and Human Life
(Ginn, New York, 1925) (18) which
paid substantially less attention to evo-
lution than his Elementary Biology (11).
And James Peabody and Arthur Hunt,
Biology and Human Welfare (Macmil-
lan, New York, 1924) (I6), explicitly
excluded evolution, citing in their pref-
ace a report by the College Entrance
Examination Board claiming that a
thorough treatment of evolution might
be too difficult for high school students.
This omission did not make their book
the least popular text of the period
(14).
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Is there any way to explain the ap-
pearance of books in 1924 and 1925
which play down evolution, without
taking into account the fundamentalist
attacks? One might want to explain it
as being simply a response by the
textbook publishers to the larger num-
ber of non-college-preparatory students
enrolling in high school biology courses,
as Peabody and Hunt invoked the
authority of the College Board to claim,
and as Gruenberg implied in the pref-
ace to his Biology and Human Life.
But the presumed “difficulty” of evolu-
tion seems to have been more than
conceptual, The publication of such
books at precisely the time when some
legislatures had passed, and others
were considering, antievolution laws
was no coincidence. Events following
the Scopes trial clearly show that the
changes in the textbooks were re-
sponses to the antievolution movement
and the fears it generated.

The best that can be said for most
of the high school biology texts avail-
able in 1925 is that the term “evolu-
tion” can usually be found in the index,
however minimal the treatment of the
subject itself might be. But none of
these books even approximates the
level of a good college text. Forgetting
entirely about evolution, one might ex-
pect a science book to stress principles
and explanations instead of individual,
dogmatically presented facts; these
books seldom do.

One reason for the lack of quality
of these books is that, with one excep-
tion, none of the authors was a profes-
sional biologist (19). The idea of hav-
ing working scientists write high school
textbooks had apparently occurred to
almost nobody in the 1920’s. The au-
thors of such books before the Scopes
trial were usually high school biology
teachers (Hunter, Gruenberg, Moon,
Peabody, Hunt) or, when they were col-
lege professors, they were professors of
education or science education (Reve-
ley, Bailey, Clement). Though Small-
wood was a biologist, the text he wrote
with Reveley and Bailey does not reflect
his training in any recognizable way.
One more detail about the authors is
worth noting: all were from New York
State, apparently because this is where
the publishing industry was centered.
All these facts suggest that the biologi-
cal community at large paid little atten-
tion to the quality of high school
science instruction. This situation made
it more likely that publishers would be
moved by nonbiologists’ views on what
textbooks should contain.

Aftermath of the Scopes Trial

The impact of the Scopes trial on
high school biology textbooks was
enormous. It is easy to identify a text
published in the decade following 1925.
Merely look up the word “evolution”
in the index or the glossary; you al-
most certainly will not find it. About
its place in the text itself, it is harder
to make generalizations.

In 1926, a new edition (20) of the
book Scopes had taught from—Hunt-
er’s Civic Biology (8)—was published.
And it had been changed. Hunter him-
self was concerned that the Scopes trial
publicity would drive his book out of
the classroom, so he was willing to
make changes (21). The title of the
new edition, apparently to distinguish
it carefully from its predecessor, was
New Civic Biology. In it, the paragraph
on “The Doctrine of Evolution” and
the evolutionary tree are gone (20, pp.
250-251). The word “evolution” no
longer appears in the index. Darwin’s
influence on the study of the “develop-
ment” of species is no longer stressed;
some of the credit is now given to
Hugo de Vries (20, p. 385). The word
“evolution” has disappeared from the
paragraph in the first edition called
“Charles Darwin and Natural Selec-
tion”; the paragraph is now titled “Nat-
ural Selection” (20, p. 383). The para-
graph (20, pp. 250-251) on “Evolu-
tion of Man” has now become “Devel-
opment of Man.” Should there be any
doubt as to why these changes were
made, the treatment of man’s place in
nature should indicate why; it begins
with the newly added sentence (20, p.
250), “Man is the only creature that
has moral and religious instincts.”
These changes are relatively minor,
and presumably were made at the last
minute. But they indicate the attitudes
of the textbook publishers and authors
of the time (22).

The year 1926 also saw a new edi-
tion of Moon’s Biology for Beginners
(Holt, New York, 1926) (23). The
most striking evidence for the influence
of fundamentalist pressures on Moon’s
book is to be found in the frontispiece.
The 1921 edition had as its frontispiece
a portrait of Charles Darwin. In the
1926 edition, this was banished in favor
of something less controversial—a car-
toon cutaway diagram of the digestive
system. The preface in 1921 had stated
that biology was “based on the funda-
mental idea of evolution”; in 1926, this
became the “fundamental idea of
development.” Otherwise, however,
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Moon’s book retained its substantial
treatment of evolution, and even re-
tained the word “evolution” in the
index (though the word had disap-
peared from the index in the 1933 edi-
tion). But some religious quotations
were added to the chapters on evolu-
tion (23, p. 368). In a way, such mate-
rial was an attempt to meet the critics
of evolution on their own ground;
only after the 1926 edition did Moon
and his publishers begin to emasculate
their treatment of evolution. The au-
thor and publisher of Biology for Be-
ginners had reason to believe that
adding religiously oriented quotations
would increase the acceptability of a
textbook. A few such statements had
appeared in the 1921 edition, and had
been cited by the California State
Board of Education in 1924 in judging
Moon’s book worthy of adoption be-
cause it presented evolution “as a
theory, and not as an established fact”
(10). 1t is therefore not surprising that
the 1926 edition of Moon gave more
such statements and featured them
more prominently.

The really new book of 1926 was
the first book to be entirely the work
of a professional biologist. Its author
was one who was not afraid, then or
later, to defy conventions. Drawing on
his own work in biology, Alfred C.
Kinsey, associate professor of zoology
at Indiana University, presented most
of the topics in his Introduction to
Biology (Lippincott, New York, 1926)
(24) in an evolutionary framework.
Furthermore, Kinsey included an at-
tack on the opponents of evolution—
an attack based on extensive evidence,
ending with these words (24, pp. 196-
197):

The scientific word for change is evolu-
tion, and there are some people who
think they don’t believe in evolution. The
man who says so may own a new breed
of dog; he wears clothing made of new
kinds of cotton, or wool from an improved
variety of sheep; . . . he may smoke a
cigar made of a very recently improved
tobacco. When he says he doesn’t believe
in evolution, I wonder what he means!

Yet, even Kinsey’s book shows some
traces of fundamentalist pressure. For
instance, a later printing of the 1926
edition has the polemical sentence,
“When he says he doesn’t be-
lieve in evolution, I wonder what he
means!” replaced by (25, p. 197),
“Whether we consider these species or
varieties, they are certainly new kinds
of plants and animals that differ from
their ancestors. Within the average
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man’s experience, we may discover an
endless number of such new kinds of
organisms.” More significant—and
more typical—is the fact that, in the
index to all the printings of the 1926
edition which we have seen, we do not
find either the word “evolution” or the
name “Darwin.”

Kinsey’s book can serve us as a test
case. It was unusual both in its frank
espousal of evolution and the high
biological level of its material. Could
such a book succeed commercially in
the 1920’s? Apparently only partly.
Though by no means the least popular
textbook in print, it was never really
widely used, either in the 1926 edition
(24, 25) or the 1933 and the 1938
(26) versions (27). The most extensive-
ly used books in the 1920’s and 1930’s
were not those from which a great deal
could be learned about evolution.

The most widely used text in the
years following the Scopes trial appears
to have been Smallwood, Reveley, and
Bailey’s New General Biology (Allyn &
Bacon, New York, 1929) (14, 33) which
was a revised version of their New
Biology (15). The brief treatment of
evolution in the New Biology was fur-
ther shortened in New General Biology,
and the word “evolution” was removed
from the index; there was no hint that
man had evolved. One reason for this
text’s popularity is found in the re-
marks of an educational official in
Texas in 1926. Though Moon’s book
had to be altered because of its treat-
ment of evolution (34, 35), the Small-
wood book was already “tactfully writ-
ten” (35, p. 296).

More of the Same: The Early 1930’s

The most widely used text in the
1930’s (36, 37) was Arthur O. Baker
and Lewis H. Mills’ Dynamic Biology
(Rand McNally, New York, 1933)
(31). Evolution is discussed in the last
chapter of this book, though the term
“evolution” is carefully avoided; nor
does the word appear in the index or
the glossary. (The chapter’s title,
“Changing Forms of Living Things,”
is typical of the many euphemisms that
textbooks used for “evolution.”) The
treatment of evolution is unusual, to
say the least. Fossil evidence for
changes having occurred in animal
forms over time is treated at some
length, and two paragraphs are given
to the “Theory of Natural Selection”
attributed to Charles Darwin. But the

discussion ends with an attack on
Darwin (31, p. 681): “Darwin’s
theory, however, like that of Lamarck,
is no longer generally accepted” (ital-
ics ours). Having disposed of Darwin,
Baker and Mills state that “in the
theory of mutation, advanced by Hugo
de Vries, we have the best explanation
of how living forms change and pro-
duce new species” (italics theirs).
Should a textbook commission still
hesitate in assessing the authors’ atti-
tudes, the chapter on “Changing Forms
of Living Things” closes with a religi-
ously oriented couplet by the poet
Bliss Carman (3/, p. 682):

Seeing it good as when God first saw
And gave it the weight of His
will for law.

‘The success of this book indicates the
general situation in the 1930’s.

Most of the popular books published
in the early 1930’s, whether new (30,
38) or new versions of the old (28,
29, 39), continued to downplay evolu-
tion and Darwin’s role in discovering
it. The relatively thorough treatment
of evolution still present in Moon’s
1926 Biology for Beginners (23) be-
gan to be de-emphasized—and the word
removed from the index—in the 1933
edition (39). Even the relatively favor-
able, though brief, treatment of evolu-
tion in a new book, Charles Pieper,
Wilbur Beauchamp, and Orlin Frank’s
Everyday Problems in Biology (Scott,
Foresman, Chicago, 1932, 1936) (32),
found it necessary to speak (pp. 441-
442) of evolution as “the theory of
development,” to explain (p. 287)
Darwin’s contribution to biology sim-
ply by calling him “the greatest English
naturalist of the nineteenth century,”
and, of course, to omit the word “evo-
lution” from the index. On the basis
of an interview with a colleague of
Beauchamp’s at the University of Chi-
cago, one scholar concluded that
Beauchamp and Pieper knew evolu-
tion’s biological importance, and
avoided full and direct discussion of
evolution for political reasons (35, p.
297).

We do not wish to maintain that the
omission of the word “evolution” from
the index of a book automatically in-
validates the book’s treatment of the
subject. However, widely used biology
textbooks of the 1930’s did not treat
evolution very well in the text either.
The religious quotations which appear
in some of these books, together with
the near-disappearance of the theory
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of evolution and of Darwin’s role in
establishing it, demonstrate the impact
of fundamentalist pressure in general,
and the Scopes trial in particular, on
the textbook industry.

Late 1930’s to the Biological

Sciences Curriculum Study

In 1933, Lippincott allowed the word
“evolution” to appear in the index of
Kinsey’s Introduction to Biology (26).
This change seems a harbinger of a
general improvement in the treatment
of evolution in high school biology
texts in the later 1930’s. The first steps
are tentative, but they are measurable.
In 1934, for instance, the revised edi-
tion of Peabody and Hunt’s Biology
and Human Welfare (40) included
for the first time a brief treatment of
evolution (though carefully sidestep-
ping the term), a portrait of Darwin,
and the statement (40, pp. 289-290)
that man, too, had “ancestors that
were far more primitive in their struc-
ture and in the way in which they
lived. . . . Man, too, has had a long
history.” Smallwood, Reveley, and
Bailey also expanded their discussion
of evolution somewhat in their 1934
edition of New Biology (33).

The year 1938 marked even more
decisive steps toward the teaching of
evolution. A new book—FElla Smith's
Exploring Biology (Harcourt, Brace,
New York, 1938) (41)—used the
term “evolution” and had a substantial
discussion of the evidence for evolu-
tion having occurred. And Elsbeth
Kroeber and W. Wolff, Adventures
with Living Things (Heath, Boston and
New York, 1938) (42) had an 80-
page treatment of evolution and a dis-
cussion of the origin of life. Neither
of these books became popular at this
time. Still, the trend in the late 1930’s
might suggest that the effects of the
Scopes trial on the teaching of high
school biology were diminishing. How-
ever, this was not entirely the case.
There were now three evolution-ori-
ented books to choose from: Kinsey
(26), Kroeber and Wolff (42), and
Smith (41). But these were not the
most popular textbooks. Nor did the
slight improvement in the treatment
of evolution in Smallwood, Reveley,
and Bailey (33) reward their publisher
with a larger share of the market.
Baker and Mills’ Dynamic Biology re-
mained the leading textbook in the
field (31, 36).
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The books most often used in the
period 1945 to 1960 were almost all
revisions of books first published be-
fore the war. Without question, the
most widely used book in this period
was Truman Moon and Paul Mann’s
Biology: A Revision of Biology for
Beginners (Holt, New York, 1941,
1946) [(43); see also (39)] and later,
Moon, Mann, and Otto’s Modern Biol-
ogy (Holt, New York, 1947, 1951,
1956, 1958) (44-46). But these books
were much different from the evolu-
tionist text Moon had published in
1921 (12). In the 1947 edition, for
instance, the word “evolution” still
does not appear in the index, nor can
it readily be found in the text. The
treatment of evolution is relegated to
pages 618 to 636 of a 664-page book;
probably many classes never even
reached the topic. The immediate and
long-continuing popularity of Modern
Biology (44) makes clear that down-
grading evolution did not adversely af-
fect sales (46).

Brief, superficial treatments of evolu-
tion are all that are to be found in the
revised and comparatively widely
used editions of most of the prewar
books (47). One new book—the 1000-
page John W. Ritchie, Biology and
Human Affairs (World, Yonkers, 1941;
revised and shortened to- 800 pages,
1946) (48) did have an extensive
treatment of evolution. But another
new book, B. B. Vance and D. F. Mil-
ler, Biology for You (Lippincott, Phil-
adelphia and Chicago, 1946, 1950,
1954, 1958) (49) resembled the pre-
war books rather than its Lippincott
predecessor, Kinsey (26). Save for
Smith’s Exploring Biology (41), the
most widely used standard high school
texts in the 1940’s and 1950’s are not
characterized by extensive treatments of
evolution. The Smith book, it should
be noted, was the second most popular
textbook in the 1950’s (46) after
Moon, Mann, and Otto’s Modern Biol-
ogy. Its sales indicate a potential mar-
ket not yet thoroughly explored by
other publishers. But, otherwise, the
books with more extensive treatments
of evolution did not sell very well. And
Smith notwithstanding, Modern Biol-
ogy dominated the market.

The Market and the Publishers

Let us make it explicit that we are
not speaking of special expurgated
southern editions. The textbooks we

have examined are all from northern
college and public libraries (50). Nor
are we here concerned with teachers
who were overtly prevented from
teaching evolution, though this sort of
thing did sometimes happen (35, chap.
10; 51). Our subject is not outright
censorship and repression, and the
locale of our study is not the south
alone. We are concerned with the self-
censorship exercised by the New York-
based publishing industry, a self-cen-
sorship that shaped the content of
high school biology courses for the
35 years following the Scopes trial.

Publishing high school textbooks is
a lucrative business. And the authors
and publishers of biology textbooks
have to pay attention to their market.
Textbook adoption practices vary; some
states approve texts for the entire state,
while others allow local option. Unfor-
tunately for the market prospects of
an evolutionary textbook, most of the
states which have at various times prac-
ticed statewide textbook adoption are
in the south, and no eastern states are
included: Alabama, Arizona, Arkansas,
California, Georgia, Florida, Indiana,
Kansas, Kentucky, Louisiana, Missis-
sippi, Nevada, New Mexico, North
Carolina, Oklahoma, Oregon, South
Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Utah, and
Virginia (46).

The importance of the southern mar-
ket is further magnified by the fact
that a higher percentage of southern
high school students study biology than
students in other regions of the coun-
try (52), presumably because of the
south’s agricultural orientation. Pub-
lishers and authors feared that a good
treatment of evolution meant the loss
of the southern market—a fear which
seems to have been justified. Nor was
the southern market the only one which
was at stake. In the 1940’s and 1950,
the extensive national sales of Moon,
Mann, and Otto’s Modern Biology
(44), and the continued popularity of
the books by Curtis, Caldwell, and
Sherman and Smallwood, Reveley, and
Bailey [see (47)]; and by Baker and
Mills (31), show that the publishers’
decisions, economically if not biologi-
cally, were rational ones.

Where was the professional biologi-
cal community when all this was going
on? They did not, apparently, realize
what was happening. Save for Kinsey
and Smallwood, no professional biolo-
gists involved themselves in the writing
of high school biology texts; and, save
for Kinsey, none was concerned with
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presenting a biologically respectable
treatment of evolution. (The lack of
professional scientific involvement in
writing high school texts was not pe-
culiar to biology.) Thus, no group
with a deep interest in the content and
quality of high school biology text-
books cared enough to exert counter-
pressure on the publishers.

Biological Sciences Curricu’'um Study

The scientific community became in-
terested in improving the state of high
school science teaching in the late
1950’s. Prodded by the Russian Sput-
nik, the U.S. government gave financial
support to groups of scientists inter-
ested in developing new curriculum
materials in the sciences. The School
Mathematics Study Group and the
Physical Sciences Study Committee
are perhaps the best known. The cor-
responding group of biologists, the
American Institute of Biological Sci-
ences, produced the texts known as the
Biological Sciences Curriculum Study
(BSCS) texts; these completely trans-
formed the profile of high school biol-
ogy texts (53).

The biologists working on the new
texts were shocked by the quality of
what they were replacing. In 1960
George Gaylord Simpson expressed this
shock in the phrase “One hundred years
without Darwin are enough” (54).
Perhaps the biologists would have been
even more dismayed to know that the
treatment of evolution and related
topics had received a major setback in
the 1920, and that the time span in
which to measure the progress of the
treatment of evolution in high school
books was not the 100 years since Dar-
win, but the 35 years since the Scopes
trial.

As we have seen in the case of Kin-
sey’s book, the mere existence of texts
with a strong evolutionary orientation
does not ensure their adoption. The
BSCS texts were attacked. The most
concerted campaign was in Texas; at-
tacks were made in church sermons
and in the press as well as in the hear-
ing rooms of the State Textbook Com-
mission, But 1964 was not 1926; this
time the texts were adopted, unex-
purgated. Scientists participated in the
hearings. The prestige, power, and fi-
nancial support of the federal govern-
ment were behind the scientists and the
new textbooks. In addition, major his-
torical changes had occurred, all mili-
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tating in favor of the approval of the
BSCS books in Texas: the new public
interest in improving high school sci-
ence teaching; the large body of legal
precedents limiting religious influence
in the schools; and the increasing ur-
banization and educational level of the
people of the south. These same his-
torical forces resulted in the repeal of
the Tennessee antievolution law in 1967
(55).

The Past and the Future

As the present controversy in Cali-
fornia (5) shows, attacks on evolution
have not ended. And, as we have tried
to show in the story of the textbooks,
the victory of the views of the scientific
community in such cases is neither
swift nor inevitable. The textbook in-
dustry is subject to popular pressures
(56); and there is still much public
hostility to the teaching of evolution.

The evolutionists of the 1920’s be-
lieved they had won a great victory in
the Scopes trial. But as far as teaching
biology in the high schools was con-
cerned, they had not won; they had
lost. Not only did they lose, but they
did not even know they had lost. A
major reason was that they were un-
able to understand—sympathetically or
otherwise—the strength of the oppo-
nents of evolution. It is worth one’s
while to inquire into what motivates
large numbers of people to oppose evo-
lution. Whether one agrees or disagrees
with their views, the people and their
concerns deserve sympathy and respect.
And understanding the opposition to
evolution is essential if one is to take
any kind of effective action.

The Tennessee antievolution law
was, of course, in part a product of
the state of mind of the south after
World War 1. There was a theological
struggle between fundamentalist and
modernist Protestants, with funda-
mentalism being especially strong in
the south. Since evolution contradicted
the literal words of the creation story
in Genesis, and, furthermore, taught
that man was an animal, fundamental-
ists believed that the teaching of evolu-
tion would weaken both religion and
morality. A further consequence of the
belief in evolution, according to Wil-
liam Jennings Bryan, was a belief in
social Darwinism—a philosophy which
says that the “survival of the fittest”
correctly describes the economic strug-
gle in American society. Southern pop-

ulists and Democrats like Bryan held
that a belief in social Darwinism would
“weaken the cause of democracy and
strengthen . . . the power of wealth”
(57).

But there were other forces gener-
ating a distrust of science in the 1920’s,
forces not limited to the south (58).
World War I was followed by a wave
of isolationism, coupled with a desire
to return to what was essentially Amer-
ican: the old, tried and true ways. But
the 1920’s were not a conservative age.
Science and technology seemed to be
revolutionizing the way people lived.
As technology changed the nature of
farming, and as more factories were
built, people left the land—and felt
that they had left something important
behind. Radio then, like television now,
brought the world into people’s homes,
giving them a sense of events beyond
their control and passing them by. It
is not surprising that, in a relatively
conservative region subject to rapid
change, people might have wanted a
way to vote against the modern world
and all its undesirable changes. The
antievolution laws gave the American
south a chance to do so.

Fundamentalist religion has, of
course, motivated the attacks on evolu-
tion, but the social changes we have
just described greatly reinforced the
attacks. Similar social forces exist to-
day. No high school biology textbook
can overcome such forces all by itself.
Between 1925 and 1960, few textbooks
even tried.

Conclusion

Readers may choose their own vil-
lain in the story we have told. Like us,
some will find the greatest culpability
in the scientific community itself, for
the large-scale failure to pay attention
to the teaching of science in the high
schools. Others will blame the textbook
authors and publishers for pursuing
sales rather than quality. Some will
attach blame to the politicians who ex-
ploited antievolution sentiment to get
into, or remain, in office. Others will
blame the conservative Protestant
clergy. Some may blame the whole
educational system for failing to teach
Americans how to evaluate evidence.
And many will blame the evolutionists
for bringing the matter up in the first
place. But whatever the lesson one
wishes to draw from the history of
biology textbooks since the Scopes trial,
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we think the story itself is worth know-
ing. That the textbooks could have
downgraded their treatment of evolu-
tion with almost nobody noticing is the
greatest tragedy of all.
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