(9:6) Designing Questions for a Lesson on the Scopes Trial

Instructions: Examine the edited transcript of William Jennings Bryan’s testimony at the 1925 Scopes (“Monkey”) trial in Dayton, Tennessee (from The New York Times, July 21, 1925, http://select.nytimes.com/gst/abstract.html?res=F60B11FE385E1A7A93C3AB178CD85F418285F9, accessed July 25, 2013). John Scopes was a high school biology teacher who was put on trial for violating a Tennessee law that prohibited teaching about evolution. The trial, including this dialogue between Bryan and defense attorney Clarence Darrow, was immortalized in the play, Inherit the Wind. Bryan, a member of the prosecution, was called to the stand by the defense as an expert witness on the Old and New Testaments. This document is useful in an elective course studying law, a government class examining religious freedom, or a high school U.S. history class.

Excerpts From the Transcript of the Scopes Trial

Darrow: You have given considerable study to the Bible, haven’t you Mr. Bryan?

Bryan: Yes, sir. I have tried to.

Darrow: Well, we all know you have; we are not going to dispute that at all. But you have written and published articles almost weekly, and sometimes have made interpretations of various things?

Bryan: I would not say interpretations, Mr. Darrow, but comments on the lessons . . .

Darrow: Do you claim that everything in the Bible should be literally interpreted?

Bryan: I believe everything in the Bible should be accepted as it is given there; some of the Bible is given illustratively. For instance: “Ye are the salt of the earth.” I would not insist that man is actually salt, or that he had the flesh of salt . . .

Darrow: The Bible says Joshua commanded the sun to stand still for the purpose of lengthening the day, doesn’t it, and you believe it?

Bryan: I do.

Darrow: Do you believe at that time that the entire sun went around the earth?

Bryan:  No, I believe that the earth goes around the sun.

Darrow: Do you believe that the men who wrote it thought that the day could be lengthened or that the sun could be stopped?

Bryan: . . . I think they wrote the fact without expressing their own thoughts.

Darrow: Have you an opinion as to whether whoever wrote the book, . . . thought the sun went around the earth or not?

Bryan: I believe that he was inspired . . . I believe that the Bible is inspired, and an inspired author, whether one who wrote as he was directed to write, understood the things he was writing about, I don’t know.

Darrow: Whoever inspired it, do you think whoever inspired it believed that the sun went around the earth?

Bryan: I believe it was inspired by the Almighty, and he may have used language that could be understood at the time . . . (to the court) His purpose is to cast ridicule on everybody who believes in the Bible, and I am perfectly willing that the world shall know that these gentlemen have no other purpose than ridiculing every person who believes in the Bible.

Darrow: We have the purpose of preventing bigots and ignoramuses from controlling the education of the United States, and you know it, and that is all.

Bryan: I am glad to bring out that statement . . . I want to defend the Word of God against the greatest atheist or agnostic in the United States. I want the papers to show that I am not afraid to get on the stand in front of him and let him know that agnosticism is trying to force agnosticism on our colleges and on our schools, and the people of Tennessee will not permit it to be done . . .

Darrow: I object to your statement. I am examining you on your fool ideas no intelligent Christian on earth believes.

	Learning Activity: Evolution, Creation, and Religion

Think it over:

Religious issues can be very controversial in the classroom. How would you prepare students for this lesson?

Add your voice to the discussion:

In your opinion, does the debate over evolution and creationism belong in the social studies classroom? Why?

Try it yourself:

Design a question for each of the categories in Bloom’s taxonomy for use in a lesson based on excerpts from the transcript of the Scopes (“Monkey”) trial.




