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WILLIAM JENNINGS BRYAN, EVOLUTION, 

AND THE 
FUNDAMENTALIST-MODERNIST CONTROVERSY 

By FERENC M. SZASZ 

The Fundamentalist-Modernist controversy of the 1920's 
caused a social and religious upheaval of major proportions. It 
produced disruption in almost all the large Protestant churches, 
especially among the Baptists and the Presbyterians, and in all 
sections of the country, especially the South. The most impor
tant individual connected with the controversy was William 
Jennings Bryan, three-time candidate for the presidency of the 
United States. At the time of his death in 1925, five days after 
his clash with Clarence Darrow at the Scopes trial in Dayton, 
Tennessee, there were few who did not regard him as the main 
leader of the Fundamentalist position. The editor of the Rich
mond Times-Dispatch claimed that Bryan personified orthodox 
Christianity. The popular journalist Glenn Frank went even 
further. "Mr. Bryan is Fundamentalism," said Frank. "If we can 
understand him, we can understand Fundamentalism."! 

Actually, however, these commentators were quite mistaken. 
Bryan was by no means the main leader of the Fundamentalist 
movement, and he certainly was not Fundamentalism itself. In 
fact, Bryan differed considerably from the other important 
Fundamentalist figures over such items as theology, tactics, and 
the nature of American society. He played no role at all in the 
late 19th and early 20th century formation of Fundamentalism, 
and when he did become involved, in the early years of the 
1920's, he changed the nature of the controversy beyond recog
nition. When Bryan joined the conflict, he brought with him the 
issue of anti-evolution. which had been on the periphery until 
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that time. But after his entry, the burden of the Fundamentalist 
message become the passage of anti-evolution laws in every 
state. Under the umbrella of the constant press coverage which 
was his wherever he went, Bryan allowed the various factions of 
Fundamentalism to work together for common goals. But on 
his death in 1925, each began to split off and go its separate 
way. The purpose of this article is to show how Bryan and the 
evolution issue changed the nature of the emerging Fundamen
talist movement, and how, in so doing, he forced upon the 
nation his understanding of the condition of the world in the 
early 1920's. 

First, however, it will be necessary to sketch a bit of back
ground. In general, one may say that the period after the Civil 
War was not an easy time for American Protestantism. In those 
years the churches rust faced a series of dilemmas which they 
still have not solved. On a social level they met the rapid growth 
of industrialism, the influx of Catholic and Jewish immigration, 
and the sudden rise of large, impersonal cities. On the intellect
ual level they met the European ideas of Darwinian evolution, 
comparative study of religion, and higher criticism of the Scrip
tures. The result of this was to produce an uneasy feeling of iso
lation in the average American Protestant. At the same time his 
faith in his fellow man was being shaken by the new immigra
tion, so also was his faith in God being shaken by the new Euro
pean intellectual currents. 

These same years also witnessed the growth of two distinct 
groups within most of the Protestant denominations, and these, 
because there are no better terms, must be called "liberal" and 
"conservative." The liberal elements tended to absorb the idea 
of evolution (not, however, natural selection); to replace the 
traditional disputes over theology with a renewed concern over 
common ethics; and to accept the principles and findings of the 
Biblical critics. Moreover, by the first decade of the 20th cen
tury, the liberals had made considerable inroads into the various 
seminaries and denominational organizations. They also estab
lished their own organization in the Federal Council of 
Churches. 

Conservatives, however, moved steadily in other directions. 
They harbored a suspicion of evolution, declared that correct 
theology was as important as shared ethics, rejected most of the 
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ideas of higher critics, and spoke out against the menace of 
theological IiberaIism. They, too, began to fonn their own 
organizations in the various Bible schools and in penn anent 
Bible conferences.2 . 

Much of the early Fundamentalist concern seems to have 
been directed not toward evolution but toward the issue of 
higher criticism. The rise ofcritical Biblical scholarship distressed 
conservatives, for the goal of the critics - understanding the 
Bible - was theirs also. Who was to say, however, when the 
critics disagreed among themselves? As a reaction, conservatives 
declared that they beljeved in higher criticism only when it was 
"rightly used" or "correctly employed." In tum they placed 
their emphasis upon a literal reading of every Biblical passage. 
This emphasis was new in Protestantism, for the earlier conflicts 
over the Bible had generally involved the correct interpretation 
of passages, not the literal infallibility contained within. 

It was not long before fear of critical scholarship began to 
seep down to a popular level. In 1904 an Anti-Higher Criticism 
League was fonned in New York and that same year a woman 
threw one of the religious sessions at the St. Louis world's Fair 
into disruption when she arose and denounced the practice. 
"We of Saint Louis," she said, "[are] not going to be led astray 
by this dangerous trifling with the Bible."s 

The gradual rise of the fundamentalist insistance on Biblical 
literalism can only be understood as part of the opposition to 
an equally gradual rise of higher criticism. Biblical criticism 
seemed to strike at the very heart of American Protestantism. 
If its basic principles were accepted, the average man could no 
longer read and understand the Bible for himself. He would be 
forced to tum to a new elite - the higher critics - to explain 
to him what God meant in the Old and New Testaments. Biblical 
literalism seemed to supply an answer to this dilemma: it alone 
could restore the Word of God to the ordinary citizen. 

It would be a mistake, however, to equate orthodox 19th 
century evangelical Protestantism with Fundamentalism as it 
emerged in the 20th century. Ernest R. Sandeen has shown that 
the various conservative conferences introduced a whole new 
aspect into the traditional Protestant outlook - that of dispen
sationalism.4 Dispensationalism is a complex theology which 
claims that all time is divided into separate ages or dispensations, 



Secretary of State William jellnings IJryal/ (cel1t r:r. seated) 011 Septem· 
her 1, 1914, signed peace treaties with representatives of Spain. Francr:. 
Great Bn'taill, alld China. Bryal/resigned f rom the Cabil1et ;111916. 

thai God demands specia l actions from man du ring each age. 
and thai each age is brought to a violent close by His direc t in
tervention. The role of th e ministc r, therefore. is to draw out a 
select body o f the faithful before the world is cons um ed . 
Numerous li sts :lJ1d charts of th e "nnal days" appe:Jred from 
1875 to 1920. and whil e there migh t be di sagreement as to 
spec ifics , all dispensationali sts co uld agree that America was 
hurrying toward the end o f time . It would not be lo ng before 
Christ would re turn bod il y , draw up the true church of believers 
into His bosom. and inaugura te the tho usand years of peacc.s 

By the second decolde o r th e 20th cen\tlry , two distin c t 
groups ex isted within many or the major Protestant dcnomina
tions. Althollgh close observers reared a split at any momen t. 
the refonn sp irit of the Progress ive Movement and the emo tional 
challenge of World War I both se rved to mask Ihese internal 
differen ces. Thus. an orga nized Fundamental ist movement d id 
not real ly emerge until after the Armisti cc of 19 18. when :1 

period o f great optimism swept over th e natio n. Flushed wi th 
victory over Kai se r Wilhelm of Germany and the success of pro
hibition , conservatives organized groups which moved out into 
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the field to sway the various denominations and the nation 
to their own point of view. "I believe the hour has come," said 
E. A. Wollam in the magazine of Chicago's Moody Bible Insti
tute, "when the evangelistic forces of this country, primarily 
the Bible Institutes, should not only rise up in defense of the 
faith, but should become a united and offensive-power." Con
servative Baptists began protesting against liberalism in their 
annual denominational meetings. Massive evangelical confer
ences were called in 1918 and 1919 and plans were laid for 
what some considered the "new Reformation." Waves of con
servative evangelical speakers swept across the country catching 
the liberal elements completely off guard as they presented 
their brand of the gospel message to thousands. This wave of 
evangelism, one of the largest of the century, was primarily a 
call to the people to accept God's grace and be saved. Basically, 
it was couched in positive terms. It did not attack other sects, 
higher criticism, or evolution.6 In fact, evolution was not men
tioned in the first wave of organized Fundamentalism. That 
issue arose only with the entrance of William Jennings Bryan. 

William Jennings Bryan had little to do with ~.: late 19th 
and early 20th century origins of Fundamentalism. As far as can 
be determined, he was in no way connected wit4 the interde
nominational Fundamentalist conferences or the Bible schools. 
He was not even intimately involved with the emerging Funda
mentalist wing of his own Presbyterian Church. Although he 
frequently attended the Presbyterian General Assembly as a 
delegate, he never went to lobby for any particular position, 
except, perhaps, prohibition. 

From its earliest days Bryan's career was grounded in evan
gelical Protestantism, but he was never much concerned with 
theological liberalism or evolution. His chief interest lay in the 
development of character. For example, when the Christian 
Herald in 1909 asked him to comment on a liberal minister's 
claim that the 20th century might need a new religion, Bryan 
said: "The Christian life, is, after all, the unanswerable argument 
in support of the Christian religion, and the Christian life Dr. 
Eliott leads will probably aid Christianity more than his words 
can hurt it."7 He didn't even mention the dangers of liberalism 
in a lengthy letter he wrote in 1918 expressing his ideas for im
provement in the Presbyterian Church.8 In fact, the collection 
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of his correspondence at the Library of Congress shows that be
fore 1921 his chief contact with the ministerial community was 
with theological liberals - men such as Washington Gladden and 
Charles Stelzle, who were both strong advocates of the social 
gospel. After the war he was elected to the general committee 
of the radical Interchurch World Movement of North America. 
In 1919 he stated that he felt the liberal Federal Council of 
Churches was the "greatest religious organization in our 
nation."9 

Nor can one say that Bryan had a long-standing concern with 
evolution. Although his most famous lecture, The Prince of 
Peace, which he began delivering shortly after his 1900 defeat, 
contains a passing reference to evolution, too much can easily 
be made of this. He never gave any speeches specifically against 
evolution, and in The Prince of Peace he cautioned his listeners 
that he was not attacking those who did believe in Darwinism. 
He simply said that he felt more proof was needed. His chief 
objection to evolution was teleological, for he felt that accept
ance of the theory would cause man to lose the consciousness 
of God's presence in his daily life. Surely there is a difference 
between a passing comment against evolution and the decision 
to devote one's whole life to stopping it. I 0 

The outbreak of World War I totally changed Bryan's outlook. 
In 1915 Baptist minister A. C. Dixon convinced him that the 
rise of German militarism was based not on Friedrich Nietzsche 
but on the following of Darwinism to its logical conclusion. 
Shortly thereafter, he came across The Science ofPower (1918) 
by Benjamin Kidd which argued the same thesis, and he recom
mended it to his friends. He was also disturbed by the statistical 
study of Professor James H. Leuba of Bryn Mawr College which 
proposed to show that the faith of college students was rapidly 
declining. As he explained to an audience in Chicago in April, 
1923: 
So I began to feel a little more earnestly about the effect of Darwinism. I had found 
that Darwin was undermining the Christian faith, and then I found he had become 
the basis of the world's most brutal war, and then I found that Benjamin Kidd 
pointed out that he is the basis of the discord In Industry. I I 

Something, obviously, had to be done about this situation. 
Bryan had been out of the news since his resignation from 

Woodrow Wilson's Cabinet in 1915. and from that time until 
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the Armistice, his general reputation was not high. But with his 
new crusade against evolution, Bryan moved once again back 
onto the front pages of the newspapers, where he remained 
until his death. In so doing he effectively captured the emerging 
Fundamentalist movement. Aware of the problems which the 
churches were having, the national press seized upon Bryan as 
the representative figure of Fundamentalism; this, too, helped 
determine the future path of the controversy. Some conserva
tive leaders such as Episcopalian Bishop W. T. Manning and 
Presbyterian theologian J. G. Machen ignored the evolution 
issue. As soon as Bryan began his campaign against evolution, 
what had been primarily an interchurch controversy was 
suddenly brought to the attention of the entire nation. More
over, his championing of anti-evolution so overshadowed all the 
other aspects of the Fundamentalist position that it alone came 
to be seen as the center of the movement. With this, Fundamen
talism began to shift to the negative, for opposing evolution can 
only be viewed as the last line of defense. 

Bryan flfSt began attacking evolution seriously in the spring 
of 1920, but so long as he spoke chiefly to church audiences, 
there was little difficulty. It was not until he took this message 
to the college campuses that the country began to sit up and 
take notice. In the fall of 1920, he visited the University of 
Michigan and spoke there to an estimated 4,500 persons. In his 
address he soundly attacked Darwinism as a false and vicious 
mode of thinking. No sooner had he left than he began to re
ceive letters commenting on the controversy he had stirred up 
there. One which particularly annoyed him came from the 
Reverend Arthur W. Stalker of the First Methodist Church in 
Ann Arbor. The Reverend Mr. Stalker criticized him for the 
false alternatives he had posed and claimed that until his speech, 
the issue of evolution had been a dead one for most of the 
Michigan students. He intimated that Bryan would lose his in
fluence with the American people if he continued to speak 
along those lines. Hurt and annoyed, Bryan fired back an angry 
letter and then sat down to expand and elaborate his anti-evolu
tion arguments. He printed up 5,000 copies of his new speech, 
The Menace 0/Darwinism, and sent them out for distribution. 
A large number were sent to Ann Arbor and he was pleased to 
discover when he returned that a scientist and philosopher had 
both taken time to denounce him. I 2 
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In the fall of 1921, Bryan started a similar controversy when 
he went to the campus of Middlebury College in Vennont. In 
early 1922 he caused a real uproar when he denounced evolu
tion at the University of Wisconsin at Madison. The president of 
the university, E. A. Birge, was furious. After the talk the two 
men exchanged words and Birge denounced Bryan in the next 
day's papers.13 Bryan, in turn, replied that the people of Wis
consin might like to select a new head of their university, one 
who would not ridicule the faith of the students' parents. He 
intimated Birge might be an atheist. He also claimed that the 
taxpayers had a right to detennine what should be taught in the 
university and that they should not tolerate any teaching which 
might negate the Christian religion. Bryan's controversy with 
Birge dragged on for over a year and was marked by a generally 
low tone.14 

The the press began calling on him. The New York Times 
asked him to present his objection to Darwinism, and he did so 
in the February 26, 1922, Sunday edition in the article "God 
and Evolution." This immediately triggered a response from the 
Reverend Harry Emerson Fosdick whose "Mr. Bryan and Evolu
tion" was carried by the Times in March and later reprinted by 
the Christian Century. H. F. Osborn and E. G. Conklin also 
joined Fosdick in replying to Bryan. Osborn noted: 

Early in the year of 1922, I was suddenly aroused from my reposeful researches 
in paleontology by an article in the New York TImes ••• by William Jennings Bryan 
.•. and it struck me immediately that Bryan's article was far more able and con· 
vincing than any previous utterance of his or any other fundamentalist, and that 
there should not be a moment's delay in replying to it. 15 

In 1923 The Forum asked Bryan to give them an article on 
"The Fundamentals" and he gladly obliged.16 It was not long 
before Bryan was being credited with causing all the nation's 
Fundamentalist activity.17 Moreover, with Bryan's entrance the 
question of the infallibility of the Bible was brought into poli
tics. Had the issue remained in the churches, the outcry would 
have been considerably less. As it was, however, scientists and 
educators joined with the liberal Protestants to keep a group of 
anti-evolutionist Fundamentalists from carrying out their plans. 

After 1922 Bryan increased his anti-evolution activity in a 
steady fashion. Except for the election campaign of 1924 (in 
which his brother Charles ran for vice-president on the Demo
cratic ticket), he concentrated most of his energy on this cru
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sade. He once wrote that he felt "called ... to try to save yo ung 
people fro111 Da rwin's false an d demoralizing guesses."IB He 
spoke before the sia tc legislatures of Florida, Georgia, Ken
tucky, Wes t Virginia, and Tennessee and on co llege cam puses 
across the count ry. He even took his cause to th e "enem ies' 
country" of Dartmou th, Harvard, Yale, and Brown. But he told 
a University of Florida au dience tha t "the coll eQes o f the South 
[werel less affected than others," and said he expec ted "the 
South to lead in the fight against this influence."! 9 Hi s l11os1 
respo nsive crowds wcre in th e South, and this illustrat es the in
creas ing pa rochi:llislll of his ge neral outlook. He was success ful , 
howeve r, in calling th e South to a renewed consc iollsness of its 
distin c tive religious position. 

In addition to his public speaking, Bryan kept his own 
North ern Presbyte rian Ch urch in turmoil over th e issue of evo
lution from 1922 on. He almost split the denomination in two 
in 1923 whell he was Ilarrowly defealed for modemlor bv 
Cha rl es D. Wishart. The prospect of th e head of a illajor Prot
estant church traversing the land denouncing evo lution wou ld 
have caused un tol d controve rsy . The next year he helped elect 
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the conservative Clarence E. Macartney as moderator and was, 
in tum, appointed vice-moderator. He agreed not to run for the 
head office again unless there was no chance of causing a similar 
disruption. He opened the 1925 general assembly with a prayer, 
but did little else. Although he was often seen as one of the 
leaders of the Presbyterian conservatives, his involvement with 
the inner workings of the church had never been dose. By 1925 
he was even moving away from the more radical wing of the 
Presbyterian Fundamentalists.2 0 

It is fascinating to chart the road by which evolution 
following in Bryan's wake - came to be seen as the ultimate 
enemy of evangelical Protestantism. Higher criticism was the 
real danger to the conservative position, but it was an awkward 
field for debate. One would have to be fluent in Greek, Hebrew, 
Latin, and Aramaic to discuss it intelligently. Here was one area 
gladly given over to scholars. Rationalism, often depicted as a 
major evil, was an old and tired enemy, and American Christian
ity has lacked a strong rationalist tradition with which to spar. 
Each age produced its own defender, but he usually stood con
spicuously alone. Clarence Darrow, Joseph Lewis, and Charles 
Smith were prominent representatives of aggressive rationalism 
for the 1920's, but even the most generous estimate would label 
their impact as very mild. Moreover, rationalism was an old foe 
and could hardly be blamed for the war. Liberalism and mod
ernism were freely bandied about as evils but everyone in the 
1920's was in some sense modern, and Bryan, if anything, was a 
liberal. Evolution served perfectly as an explanation for what 
was wrong with the nation. It was new, it was different, and it 
had sinister connotations. Moreover, it was so loosely used that 
it could include complaints which all held in common and yet 
allow everyone to keep his own emphasis. As such, it explained 
Protestantism's failure to capture the 1920's. "God won the 
war," A. J. Brown reported to the Presbyterian General Assem
bly in 1924, "but thus'far the devil is winning the peace. Few, 
if any, of the objects for which we declared we were waging war 
have been achieved."21 It was through the issue of evolution 
that Bryan could identify with the Fundamentalist movement, 
and it was through this issue that they could capture him as 
their own. 

Bryan's national prominence and his general disposition were 
such that many people and organizations tried to use him for 
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their own benefit. In a sense, the main interdenominational 
Fundamentalist organizations were especially guilty of this. 
Their success might well be credited to Bryan's lack of realiza
tion as to how much their respective programs and methods 
differed. 

As soon as they discovered their ally, organized Fundamental
ism increasingly demanded his aid. T. C. Horton of the Bible 
Institute of Los Angeles and the Reverend J. W. Porter of Louis
ville bombarded him with suggestions that he lead a national 
organization devoted to their cause.22 He toyed with the idea 
and even went so far as to design an emblem. His son, William 
Jennings Bryan, Jr., also talked to Horton about the possibility, 
but nothing was done. William B. Riley of Minneapolis, director 
of the World's Christian Fundamentals Association, was success
ful in getting Bryan to speak twice and urged him, unsuccess
fully, to be allowed to arrange a series of additional addresses. 
Riley was eager to push Bryan to the forefront of his WCFA. In 
1922 the WCFA voted to have him head a committee to organize 
the laymen of the country, but because of his other work and 
the illness of his wife, he refused.23 The next year without his 
knowledge they voted him president of the entire organization. 
Again he turned them down.24 Many of the Fundamentalist 
magazines repeatedly asked him for articles, and when he did 
give them something, they wanted to use his name on the mast
head as an associate editor.25 

An obvious attempt to use Bryan came in 1924 from Baptist 
minister J. Frank Norris of Fort Worth, Texas. The governor of 
Texas was thinking of introducing an anti-evolution bill into the 
legislature and Norris predicted that two Bryan addresses would 
change the minds of ten million people. Without Bryan's con
sent he made arrangements for special trains to bring in the 
faithful from the surrounding areas to hear him. Bryan toyed 
with the idea of journeying to Texas, since he also had an invita
tion from the Texas legislature, but he felt that it would not be 
worth his effort unless the governor decided to have his forces 
submit the bill on the house floor. This was not done, so Bryan 
did not make the trip. He was mortified when Norris offered 
him $1,000 if he would change his mind. "I am doing the best I 
can," he replied, "and those who are not satisfied with the 
amount of work I am doing are, I hope, in a position to do 
more."26 

http:editor.25
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Perhaps the most blatant attempt to use his efforts came 
from the National Federated Evangelistic Committee. When 
Bryan expressed general favor with their work, General Secre
tary James H. Larson made him president of the organization. 
His friend, W. E. Biederwolf, assured Bryan that he would not 
have to take any active part, but Larson was a bit too eager. 
Bryan was surprised to discover that their new stationery prom
inently displayed his name on the masthead and that Larson 
had, with much publicity, scheduled an extensive tour for him 
across the continent. Finally, Bryan sent an angry letter with
drawing entirely from the organization. "While I feel interest in 
your work," he wrote, "it is not mine, and I will not allow you 
to decide for me what God wants me to do.... I have my work 
to do and I must do it my way. Your way and my way are 
entirely different and opposite." Further unctuous pleas from 
Larson went ignored.27 

The variegated Fundamentalist organizations had their own 
ideas for planning Bryan's life, and considering the pressures 
placed on him, it is surprising that he resisted as well as he did. 
Bryan was in many cases wiDing to be used, of course, but one 
wonders if he realized how vastly different his program was 
from most of the other organized Fundamentalists. It is doubt
ful if many of them ever voted for him. The officials of Moody 
Bible Institute on his death admitted that they never had. More
over, Bryan and other Fundamentalist figures had very different 
conceptions of evolution. The Reverend John R. Straton of 
New York, for example, opposed evolution primarily because it 
carried with it the idea of relativity in morals. William B. Riley 
of Minneapolis opposed it on theological grounds. Bryan op
posed it, as the recent studies by W. H. Smith and L. W. Levine 
have shown, because he felt that by destroying regeneration, 
evolution would also destroy social reform. In his last speech 
against evolution, he noted that "by paralyzing the hope for 
reform, it discourages those who labor for the improvement of 
man's position."28 The burden of Bryan's inspirational talks 
was that of service. It was the duty of man, he told countless 
thousands on the Chautauqua circuit, to overflow with righteous 
life and become a reformer. But he felt that evolution limited 
social reform to a slow, gradual process that man could not 
effect. The doctrines of the survival of the fittest and gradual 
improvement he saw as paralyzing individual Christian action 



Opposing lawyers at (l,e Scopes 
(rwl ill Dayton, Tentlessee 
( /925J. were Clarence Darrow, 
Chicago lawyer (leftl. for the 
defellse; alld IVil/w", Jel/llillgs 
Bryall (righ t ). for O,e prosecu· 
tioll. , . , Scene of the (n'al was 
the Rhea COl/lilY Courthouse ill 
Dayloll (right). 



Whell ill Lincoln, WiIliJJm Jennings Bryan attended the Methodist Chllrch 
ill Normlll, a subllrb of tile city ncar /lis farm, In till! latter 1820's a Bryall 
Memorial Chllrch was built in Miami, Florida. 

and the application of Christian principles to all aspects of so
ciety. This concern does not exist in the writings of the other 
Fundamentalists. 

There were other differences than those over evolution, too. 
For one thing, Bryan had had no theologica l training and much 
of the controversy went over his head. For example, he did not 
believe in the prc~millellnial return of Christ, a position wh ich 
was rap idly becoming a touchstone for much of Fundamental
ism. Bryan once com mented that there were too many people 
who did not believe in the first com ing of Christ to worry about 
those who didn't believe in Ul e second. While the conservative 
movement in the Presbyterian Church was genera ll y, but not 
enti rely, post-millennial , the most active, bcst~organi zed Funda
mentalists were all p rc~millennia l. They tried to deny this, but 
it seems obv ious that the majority held this belief. And, of 
COUr.ie, Bryan was not a dispensatiollalist. He did not view the 
peri odic cataclysmic entran ce of the Lord into history as an 
im portant item of belief. The burden of much of the northern 
Fundamen talist message was the removal of the holy church 
from the sinfu l world. Bryan did not want this at all. He wanted 
to merge Christianity and the world . This, although he would 
have denied it, was almost a liberal position. The issue over 
which Presbyterian conservative J. C. Machen left Princeton 
was Calvinism, but Bryan was no Calvinist. His comments dur~ 
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ing the Scopes trial show that he was not really even a Biblical 
literalist. Thus, he did not hold the same doctrinal position as 
the conservatives among either Baptists or Presbyterians. 

There were also decided differences between Bryan and the 
other Fundamentalists over the best tactics to be used in the 
campaign. Bryan did not approve of strong penalties for viola
tion of an anti-evolution law. His faith in legality was such that 
he thought the simple passage of a law by a fairly elected legisla
ture would be sufficient. Many of his comrades demanded harsh 
penalties, even prison terms for such violations. While Bryan 
had as much scorn heaped upon him in this venture as any of 
his companions, there was in him no anti-Semitism, no anti
Catholicism, and no ballyhoo. In fact, it was the breadth and 
depth of Bryan's personality that kept the movement together. 
When he died in 1925, the varied elements which it contained 
each went its own way. Glenn Frank's oomment that Bryan was 
Fundamentalism could not have been further from the mark. 
He was unique, and the Fundamentalists were trying to utilize 
him for all his worth. 

The differences between Bryan and the other Fundamental
ists were lost, however, in the issue of evolution; and this con
nection was fixed forever in the public mind with the 1925 
Scopes trial in Dayton, Tennessee. The Scopes story is a familiar 
one. On March 21, 1925, Governor Austin Peay signed the 
state's anti-evolution bill into law, and shortly thereafter John 
T. Scopes, a teacher in the Dayton school system, volunteered 
to test it. The American Civil Liberties Union, which had been 
closely watching the case, offered to supply Clarence Darrow as 
the legal defense. In tum, the WCFA, which had been actively 
lobbying for the bill, persuaded Bryan to represent the prose
cution. Thus was the stage set for what was to become the most 
widely reported trial in the nation's history. After the entry of 
Darrow and Bryan, few people were able to see the trial in 
terms other than those of "the meeting of the great forces of 
skepticism and faith."2 9 

Europe watched with astonishment as America reopened a 
controversy which everyone felt had been closed for sixty years. 
For a continent which saw itself disgraced by the recent war, 
the spectacle was somewhat funny and comforting.3 0 Although 
there were many serious issues involved in the Scopes trial
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such as the right of the people to control what was taught in the 
public schools - they were never faced directly. Instead, 
Dayton, Tennessee, soon became fIlled with religious fanatics of 
all persuasions. Egged on by the journalists, a mood of ballyhoo 
dominated the proceedings. As a result, the trial became a 
strange combination of both tragedy and farce. Both these 
themes were well illustrated on the final Monday of the pro
ceedings when Darrow lured Bryan onto the platform. There he 
exposed the Great Commoner's lack of Biblical understanding 
to the world. Visibly upset, Bryan died in his sleep five days 
later. 

The furor resulting from the trial had hardly begun to mount 
when news of Bryan's sudden death plunged the nation into 
mourning. The hooting of the skeptics stopped as abruptly as it 
started. A Broadway play making fun of him closed immed
iately. The New Yorker called back its current issue, and 20,000 
copies of another national magazine were halted halfway across 
the continent so that a two-page section ridiculing him could be 
removed.31 Editorials ranged from the extensive coverage of 
the New York Times to the compliments of the humblest 
weekly, and from the banal to the most perceptive. "Here in 
Great Britain we had almost no clue to him," remarked G. O. 
Griffith. "He remained an enigma, for his mentality eluded 
us. tt3 2 Lord Herbert Asquith conceded that only America could 
have produced such a man.33 William Allen White, the Pulitzer
Prize-winning, small-town journalist from Kansas, called him the 
best political diagnostician and the worst political practitioner 
that the country had ever seen. Never had he been wrong on a 
single diagnosis; never had he been right on a single solution.34 

Whispers abounded, however, as he was laid to rest in Arling
ton National Cemetery, that it was a good thing for his reputa
tion that he died when he did. Few felt that the cause of anti
evolution, to which he appeared to be devoting his life, was 
worth the same degree of effort as has been his others - free 
silver, anti-imperialism, and prohibition. Dudley Field Malone, 
in a talk to a group of Unitarians, claimed that at the time of his 
death, Bryan was leading the most sinister movement of the 
day.35 Strong evidence can be marshaled to suggest that in spite 
of his protestations that he had no plans after the Scopes trial, 
Bryan was indeed laying plans for what might well have been a 
new national crusade.36 

http:solution.34
http:removed.31


275 WILLIAM JENNINGS BRYAN 

After his death the most immediate question in Fundamen
talist circles was who would take his place. "Everywhere I have 
been, I have been urged to take up Mr. Bryan's work," J. R. 
Straton of New York was quoted as saying. "It was unique and 
should be carried on. I would be willing to attempt it."3 7 The 
able editor of the Baptist Watchman-Examiner, Curtis Lee Laws, 
however, noted that he could find no one authorized to select 
Straton to be the new leader of the Fundamentalists. "Mr. 
Bryan was never the leader of fundamentalism except that his 
prominence caused the papers to count him the leader," said 
Laws. "Fundamentalism has never had a leader. Any man can 
assume the leadership of a small or a large portion of the funda
mentalists when they are willing to be led. It has been our ex
perience and observation that the leadership of the fundamen
talists is a pretty hard job."3 8 

No one could take over the Fundamentalist movement from 
William Jennings Bryan because William Jennings Bryan had 
taken over the Fundamentalist movement. By his sudden in
creased interest in evolution, his lack of theological training, his 
concern for all aspects of Christianity, especially the social gos
pel, and the magic of his name, he had thrust himself into the 
center of the controversy. The newspapers kept him there until 
his death. Moreover, Bryan was an inclusive force whereas the 
other Fundamentalists were primarily exclusive. His tolerance, 
perspective, and genial warmth were to be found in none of his 
successors. In spite of their activities, none of his followers 
could approach the publicity which Bryan received just by 
being Bryan. After 1925 the Fundamentalist movement was 
largely limited to attempts at passing anti-evolution legislation 
and defections from the main line Protestant denominations. 

"The newspapers ought to put up the money to build a me
morial for Wm. Jennings," a friend wrote to Mark Sullivan, 
"because he was to the world of news what Babe Ruth is to 
baseball - the real drawing card, for anyone who is halfway fair 
has to admit that Bryan was new to his friends and enemies and 
the reading public 365 days a year."39 His mantle, once he 
dropped it, could find no shoulders strong enough to carry it 
again. Bryan was unique in the Fundamentalist movement. He 
could never be replaced. 
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