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Links to Literature

Inherit the Wind


Introducing the Story

In the years immediately following WWI (World War 1, 1914-1918) Americans were slowly beginning to recover from the stark brutality so many had suffered in this horrible war.  The quickly changing events of the war years had left many Americans uncertain and gloomy about the future.  Americans were longing for the quiet and simple times they had known before the war.

Some Americans began to turn to the religious leaders of the time for comfort and direction.  Although religious fundamentalism was not a new concept in America, having waxed and waned since the Mayflower (Mayflower was the name of the ship that brought the Pilgrims to America) first arrived in 1620, it is in this social environment following WWI that powerful religious fundamentalists began to gain an ever increasing amount of influence in American society.  Some of these religious leaders were quite sincere in their efforts, while others were opportunists attempting to use religious fervor for financial and political gain. 

Fundamentalists, believing in a literal interpretation of the Bible, considered Charles Darwin's Theory of Evolution to be a grave threat to the truth of biblical creation -- that God had created the world in six days. Various fundamentalist religious organizations began pressuring state legislatures to pass laws prohibiting the teaching of evolution in public schools.

By 1925, Oklahoma, Florida, Mississippi, and Tennessee had passed laws to forbid the teaching of evolution in their public schools and universities. Other states were considering such laws. (See Tennessee Public Acts on following pages.)

Early in 1925, John Scopes, a school teacher in Dayton, Tennessee, violated the state law against teaching evolution by explaining Darwin's theory in his public school science class. 

Scopes was arrested for his actions. The trial that followed (July 10, 1925 - July 25, 1925) grabbed and held the attention of the entire nation.  William Jennings Bryan, a famous religious fundamentalist and former unsuccessful presidential candidate, volunteered to be the prosecutor in the case.  Clarence Darrow, an equally famous defense attorney volunteered to defend Scopes in the trial.  For these few weeks, the eyes of all America watched with deep dismay the events in Dayton, Tennessee.

The play, Inherit the Wind, written in 1955 by Jerome Lawrence and Robert Lee, is the story of this trial.  The play is a fictionalized account of the real Scopes Monkey Trial, as it became known, with the names of people and places being changed (Bryan becomes Brady, Darrow becomes Drummond, and Dayton becomes Hillsboro).  However, the script is based in large part on the actual trial, with some parts of the play being lifted verbatim from the trial transcript.

It has been nearly sixty years now since the play first opened, yet it is restaged again and again by schools, universities, and various theater groups.  There are a number of reasons the play has survived so long.

The Scopes trial and the play that tells its story, are centered on a major cultural division in American society.  They both mirror and stab at the wounds of the ongoing cultural conflict between progressive, orthodox, and fundamentalist religious groups, and as well between religious groups and agnostic and atheist groups.  The play remains culturally and historically relevant because the issues it addresses are yet to be fully resolved.

As you prepare to read the excerpts from the play, consider the following questions:

Are the individual's rights in all these groups listed above (progressive, orthodox, etc.) equally protected by the U.S. Constitution?

Are Americans required to be of a certain religion, or hold certain beliefs, in order to enjoy the protections as guaranteed in the Bill of Rights?

Does freedom of speech mean the same thing to everyone?

What does democracy mean to you?

What does it mean to be an American citizen?

*******************************************************************

United States Constitution

Amendment I

Congress shall make no law respecting the establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof: or abridging the freedom of speech…

*******************************************************************
PUBLIC ACTS

OF THE

STATE OF TENNESSEE

PASSED BY THE

SIXTY-FOURTH GENERAL ASSEMBLY

1925
CHAPTER NO. 27

HOUSE BILL NO. 185

(By Mr. Butler)

AN ACT prohibiting the teaching of the Evolution Theory in all the Universities, Normals and all other public schools of Tennessee, which are supported in whole or in part by the public school funds of the State, and to provide penalties for the violations thereof.

Section 1.  Be it enacted by the General Assembly of the State of Tennessee, That it shall be unlawful for any teacher in any of the Universities, Normals, and all other public schools of the State which are supported in whole or in part by the public school funds of the State, 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.

Section 2.  Be it further enacted, That any teacher found guilty of the violation of this Act, Shall be guilty of a misdemeanor and upon conviction, shall be fined not less than One Hundred ($100.00) Dollars nor more than Five Hundred ($500.00) Dollars for each offense.

Section 3.  Be it further enacted, That this Act take effect from and after its passage, the public welfare requiring it.

Passed March 13, 1925

W.F. Barry, Speaker of the House of Representatives
L.D. Hill, Speaker of the Senate
Approved March 21, 1925.  Austin Peay, Governor.

PUBLIC ACTS

OF THE

STATE OF TENNESSEE

PASSED BY THE

EIGHTY-FIFTH GENERAL ASSEMBLY

1967

CHAPTER NO. 237

HOUSE BILL NO. 48

(By Smith, Galbreath, Bradley)

SUBSTITUTED FOR:  SENATE BILL NO. 46

(By Elam)

AN ACT to repeal Section 498 – 1922, Tennessee Code Annotated, Prohibiting the teaching of evolution.

Be it enacted by the General Assembly of the State of Tennessee:

Section 1.  Section 49 – 1922, Tennessee Code Annotated, is repealed.

Section 2.  This Act shall take effect September 1, 1967.

Passed:  May 13, 1967

James H. Cummings, Speaker of the House of Representatives
Frank C. Gorrell, Speaker of the Senate
Approved:  May 17, 1967.

Buford Ellington, Governor.
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