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Religious pamphlets by leading scientists of the Scopes era provide insight into public

debates about science and religion

Recent controversies in Kansas, Ohio, Pennsylvania and other states over the teaching of

evolution have raised fundamental questions about science, its public image and its role in

a religious society. Although debate has focused on our nation's constitutional

disestablishment of religion, the underlying issues are far broader. How is science related to

religion and morality? Can scientists and religious authorities cooperate in educating the

public about the content and limits of scientific knowledge, or are they separated by

contrary views of what knowledge is? What are the role and responsibility of religious

scientists in such conversations?

T hese questions are not new. Americans have been concerned about the religious
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implications of scientific knowledge since at least the early 18th century, when Cotton

Mather's T he Christian Philosopher (1721) brought Enlightenment natural philosophy to the

New World. Sophisticated theological discussions of the relation between science and

religion were an important part of many science textbooks before the Civil War. Even

textbooks written for nonsectarian public schools at the end of the 19th century often

employed religious language, although references to specific doctrines had largely

disappeared. Since the early 20th century, public school textbooks have become

increasingly secular, yet it  is still unremarkable to find mention of creation stories, especially

those from the Judeo-Christian tradition, in high school biology texts. And owing to the

renaissance of antievolutionism since the early 1960s, one may be more likely to find

creation stories cited now than 50 years ago.

Historians often turn to the 1920s, the decade of the Scopes trial, to understand the

background for current debates on the science-religion interface. Although much has been

written about this famous court battle over the teaching of evolution, the...
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