
Scarcely 20 years after the publication 
of Charles Darwin's Origin of Species in 
1859 special creationists could name 
only two prominent naturalists in North 
America, John William Dawson of 
McGill and Arnold Guyot of Princeton, 
who had not embraced some theory of 
organic evolution (1). Liberal churchmen 
were already beginning to follow their 
scientific colleagues into the evolutionist 
camp, and by the end of the century 
evolution was appearing even within the 

The Antievolution Crusade 

Early in 1922 William Jennings Bryan 
(1860-1925), Presbyterian layman, thrice 
the Democratic candidate for the presi- 
dency of the United States, and secre- 
tary of state under Woodrow Wilson, 
heard of an effort in Kentucky to ban the 
teaching of evolution in public schools. 
"The movement will sweep the coun- 
try," he predicted hopefully, "and we 
will drive Darwinism from our schools" 

Summary. As the crusade to outlaw the teaching of evolution changed to a battle for 
equal time for creationism, the ideological defenses of that doctrine also shifted, from 
biblical to scientific grounds. The development of "scientific creationism" is here 
described. 

ranks of evangelical Christians. In the 
opinion of many observers, belief in spe- 
cial creation seemed destined to go the 
way of the dinosaurs. But contrary to the 
hopes of liberals and the fears of conser- 
vatives, it did not become extinct. The 
majority of late-19th-century Americans 
remained true to a traditional reading of 
Genesis, and as late as 1979 a public 
opinion poll revealed that half the adults 
in America continued to believe that 
"God created Adam and Eve to start the 
human race" (2). 

This article focuses on the intellectual 
leaders of creationism, particularly the 
small number who claimed scientific ex- 
pertise. Drawing on their writings, it 
traces the ideological development of 
creationism from the crusade to outlaw 
the teaching of evolution in the 1920's to 
the current battle for equal time. During 
this period the leading apologists for 
special creation shifted from an openly 
biblical defense of their views to one 
based largely on science. At the same 
time they grew less tolerant of notions of 
an old Earth and symbolic days of cre- 
ation, common among creationists in the 
1920's, and more doctrinaire in their 
insistence on a recent creation in six 
literal days and on a universal flood. 

(3, p. 277). His prophecy proved overly 
optimistic, but before the end of the 
decade more than 20 state legislatures 
did debate antievolution laws, and at 
least five-Oklahoma, Florida, Tennes- 
see, Mississippi, and Arkansas-passed 
restrictive legislation. Many individuals 
shared responsibility for these events, 
but none had a greater share than Bryan. 
His entry into the fray produced a cata- 
lytic effect and gave antievolutionists 
what they needed most; "a spokesman 
with a national reputation, immense 
prestige, and a loyal following" (3, p. 
272). 

The development of Bryan's own atti- 
tudes toward evolution closely paralleled 
that of the fundamentalist movement. 
Since early in the century he had occa- 
sionally alluded to the silliness of believ- 
ing in monkey ancestors and to the ethi- 
cal dangers of thinking that might makes 
right, but until the outbreak of World 
War I he saw little reason to quarrel with 
those who disagreed. The war, however, 
exposed the darkest side of human na- 
ture and shattered his illusions about the 
future of Christian society. Obviously 
something had gone awry, and Bryan 
soon traced the source of the trouble to 
the paralyzing influence of Darwinism on 
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the conscience. By substituting the law 
of the jungle for the teaching of Christ, it 
threatened the principles he valued 
most: democracy and Christianity. Two 
books in particular confirmed his suspi- 
cion. The first, Vernon Kellogg's Head- 
quarters Nights (1917), recounted first- 
hand conversations with German officers 
that revealed the role of Darwin's biolo- 
gy in the German decision to declare 
war. The second, Benjamin Kidd's Sci- 
ence of Power (1918), purported to dem- 
onstrate the historical and philosophical 
links between Darwinism and German 
militarism (3, pp. 261-265). 

About the time that Bryan discovered 
the relation between Darwinian ideas 
and the war, he also became aware, to 
his great distress, of unsettling effects 
the theory of evolution was having on 
America's own young people. From fre- 
quent visits to college campuses and 
from talks with parents, pastors, and 
Sunday School teachers, he learned 
about an epidemic of unbelief that was 
sweeping the country. Upon investigat- 
ing the cause, reported his wife, "he 
became convinced that the teaching of 
Evolution as a fact instead of a theory 
caused the students to lose faith in the 
Bible, first, in the story of creation, and 
later in other doctrines, which underlie 
the Christian religion" (4). Again Bryan 
found confirming evidence in a recently 
published book, Belief in God and Im- 
mortality (1916), by the Bryn Mawr psy- 
chologist James H. Leuba, who demon- 
strated statistically that college attend- 
ance endangered traditional religious be- 
liefs (3, pp. 266-267). 

Armed with this information about the 
cause of the world's and the nation's 
moral decay, Bryan launched a nation- 
wide crusade against the offending doc- 
trine. Throughout his political career 
Bryan had placed his faith in the com- 
mon people, and he resented the attempt 
of a few thousand scientists "to establish 
an oligarchy over the forty million Amer- 
ican Christians" and to dictate what 
should be taught in the schools (5). To a 
Democrat like Bryan, it seemed prepos- 
terous that this "scientific soviet" would 
not only demand to teach its insidious 
philosophy but insist that society pay its 
salaries (3, p. 289). Confident that nine- 
tenths of the Christian citizens agreed 
with him (6), he decided to appeal direct- 
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ly to them, as he had done successfully 
in fighting the liquor interests. "Commit 
your case to the people," he advised 
creationists. "Forget, if need be, the 
high-brows both in the political and col- 
lege world, and carry this cause to the 
people. They are the final and efficiently 
corrective power" (7). 

Leadership of the antievolution move- 
ment came not from the organized 
churches of America but from individ- 
uals like Bryan and interdenominational 
organizations such as the World's Chris- 
tian Fundamentals Association, a pre- 
dominantly premillennialist body found- 
ed in 1919 by William Bell Riley (1861- 
1947), pastor of the First Baptist Church 
in Minneapolis. Riley became active as 
an antievolutionist after discovering, to 
his apparent surprise, that evolutionists 
had already infiltrated the University of 
Minnesota (8). The early 20th century 
witnessed the unprecedented expansion 
of public education (enrollment in public 
high schools nearly doubled between 
1920 and 1930), and fundamentalists like 
Riley and Bryan wanted to make sure 
that students attending these institutions 
would not lose their faith. Thus they 
resolved to drive every evolutionist from 
the public school payroll. One creation- 
ist went so far as to say that the German 
soldiers who killed Belgian and French 
children with poisoned candy were an- 
gels compared with the teachers and 
textbook writers who corrupted the 
souls of children with false teachings and 
thereby sentenced them to eternal death 
(9). 

Creationist Science and Scientists 

In 1922 William Bell Riley outlined the 
reasons why fundamentalists opposed 
the teaching of evolution: "The first and 
most important reason for its elimina- 
tion," he explained, "is in the unques- 
tioned fact that evolution is not a sci- 
ence; it is a hypothesis only, a specula- 
tion" (10). Bryan often made the same 
point, defining true science as "classi- 
fied knowledge . . . the explanation of 
facts" (11). Although creationists had far 
more compelling reasons for rejecting 
evolution than that it was "not a sci- 
ence," their insistence on this point was 
not merely an obscurantist ploy. They 
based it on a once-respected principle, 
associated with Sir Francis Bacon, that 
emphasized the factual, nontheoretical 
nature of science (12). By identifying 
with the Baconian tradition, creationists 
could label evolution as false science, 
could claim equality with scientific au- 
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thorities in comprehending facts, and 
could deny the charge of being antiscien- 
tific. "It is not 'science' that orthodox 
Christians oppose," wrote a fundamen- 
talist editor. "No! no! a thousand times, 
No! They are opposed only to the theory 
of evolution, which has not yet been 
proved, and therefore is not to be called 
by the sacred name of science" (13). 

Creationists kept assuring themselves 
that the world's best scientists agreed 
with them. They received an important 
boost at the beginning of their campaign 
from an address by the distinguished 
British biologist William Bateson, in 
1921, in which he declared that scientists 
had not yet uncovered "the actual mode 
and process of evolution" (14). Although 
he warned creationists against misinter- 
preting his statement as a rejection of 
evolution, they paid no more attention to 
that caveat than they did to the numer- 
ous proevolution resolutions passed by 
scientific societies. 

The creationists could claim few scien- 
tists of their own: a couple of self-made 
men of science, one or two physicians, 
and a handful of teachers who, as one 
evolutionist described them, were "try- 
ing to hold down, not a chair, but a 
whole settee, of 'Natural Science' in 
some little institution" (15). Of this 
group, the most influential were Harry 
Rimmer (1890-1952) and George 
McCready Price (1870-1963). 

Rimmer, a Presbyterian minister and 
self-styled "research scientist," ob- 
tained his limited exposure to science 
during one term at a small homeopathic 
medical school, where he picked up a 
vocabulary of "double-jointed, twelve 
cylinder, knee-action words" that later 
served to impress the uninitiated (16). 
He attended Whittier College and the 
Bible Institute of Los Angeles for a year 
each before entering full-time evangelis- 
tic work. About 1919 he settled in Los 
Angeles, where he set up a small labora- 
tory at the rear of his house to conduct 
experiments in embryology and related 
sciences. Within a year or two he estab- 
lished the Research Science Bureau "to 
prove through findings in biology, pale- 
ontology, and anthropology that science 
and the literal Bible were not contradic- 
tory" (17, p. 278). The bureau staff-that 
is, Rimmer-apparently used income 
from the sale of memberships to finance 
anthropological field trips in the western 
United States, but Rimmer's dream of 
visiting Africa to find proof of the dissim- 
ilarity between gorillas and human be- 
ings never materialized. By the late 
1920's the bureau lay dormant, and Rim- 
mer signed on with Riley's World's 

Christian Fundamentals Association as a 
field secretary (17, p. 279). 

Besides engaging in research, Rimmer 
delivered thousands of lectures, primari- 
ly to student groups, maintaining the 
scientific accuracy of the Bible and ridi- 
culing evolutionists. To attract attention, 
he repeatedly offered $100 to anyone 
who could discover a scientific error in 
the Scriptures; the offer apparently nev- 
er cost him any money (18). He also, by 
his own reckoning, never lost a public 
debate. After one encounter with an evo- 
lutionist in Philadelphia, he wrote home 
gleefully that "the debate was a simple 
walkover, a massacre-murder pure and 
simple. The eminent professor was sim- 
ply scared stiff to advance any of the 
common arguments of the evolutionists, 
and he fizzled like a wet fire-cracker" 
(17, pp. 329-330). 

Price, a Seventh-day Adventist geolo- 
gist, was less skilled at debating than 
Rimmer but more influential scientifical- 
ly. As a young man Price attended an 
Adventist college in Michigan for 2 years 
and later completed a teacher-training 
course at the provincial normal school in 
his native New Brunswick. The turn of 
the century found him serving as princi- 
pal of a small high school in an isolated 
part of eastern Canada, where one of his 
few companions was a local physician. 
During their many conversations, the 
doctor almost converted his fundamen- 
talist friend to evolution. Price nearly 
succumbed on at least three occasions, 
but each time he was saved by prayer 
and by reading the works of the Advent- 
ist prophetess Ellen G. White, who 
claimed divine inspiration for her view 
that the Noachian flood accounted for 
the fossil record on which evolutionists 
based their theory. As a result of these 
experiences, Price vowed to devote his 
life to promoting creationism of the 
strictest kind (19, 20). 

By 1906 he was working as a handy- 
man at an Adventist sanitarium in south- 
ern California. That year he published a 
small volume entitled Illogical Geology: 
The Weakest Point in the Evolution The- 
ory, in which he brashly offered $1000 
"to any one who will, in the face of 
the facts here presented, show me how 
to prove that one kind of fossil is older 
than another." (Like Rimmer, he never 
had to pay.) According to his argument, 
Darwinism rested "logically and histori- 
cally on the succession of life idea as 
taught by geology" and "if this succes- 
sion of life is not an actual scientific fact, 
then Darwinism. . . is a most gigantic 
hoax." 

In a review (21), David Starr Jordan, 
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president of Stanford University and an 
authority on fossil fishes, warned Price 
that he should not expect "any geologist 
to take [his work] seriously." The un- 
known author had written "a very clever 
book" but it was 

a sort of lawyer's plea, based on scattering 
mistakes, omissions and exceptions against 
general truths that anybody familiar with the 
facts in a general way cannot possibly dis- 
pute. It would be just as easy and just as 
plausible and just as convincing if one should 
take the facts of European history and at- 
tempt to show that all the various events were 
simultaneous. 

As Jordan recognized, Price lacked any 
formal training or field experience in 
geology. He was, however, a voracious 
reader of geological literature, an arm- 
chair scientist who self-consciously min- 
imized the importance of field experi- 
ence. 

During the next 15 years Price occu- 
pied scientific settees in several Advent- 
ist schools and authored six more books 
attacking evolution, particularly its geo- 
logical foundation. Although not un- 
known outside his own church before the 
early 1920's, he did not begin attracting 
national attention until then. Shortly af- 
ter Bryan declared war on evolution, 
Price published The New Geology 
(1923), the most systematic and compre- 
hensive of his many books. In it he 
presented his "great law of conformable 
stratigraphic sequences . . . by all odds 
the most important law ever formulated 
with reference to the order in which the 
strata occur." This law stated that "any 
kind of fossiliferous beds whatever, 
'young' or 'old,' may be found occurring 
conformably on any other fossiliferous 
beds, 'older' or 'younger.' " To Price, 
so-called deceptive conformatives 
(where strata seem to be missing) and 
thrust faults (where the strata are appar- 
ently in the wrong order) proved that 
there was no natural order to the fossil- 
bearing rocks, all of which he attributed 
to the Genesis flood. 

A Yale geologist reviewing the book 
for Science accused Price of "harboring 
a geological nightmare" (22), but Price's 
reputation among fundamentalists rose 
dramatically. Rimmer hailed The New 
Geology as "a masterpiece of REAL 
science [that] explodes in a convincing 
manner some of the ancient fallacies of 
science 'falsely so called' " (23). By the 
mid-1920's Price's by-line was appearing 
in a broad spectrum of conservative reli- 
gious periodicals, and the editor of Sci- 
ence could accurately describe him as 
"the principal scientific authority of the 
Fundamentalists" (24). 
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The Scopes Trial and Beyond 

In the spring of 1925 John Thomas 
Scopes, a high school teacher in the 
small town of Dayton, Tennessee, con- 
fessed to having violated the state's re- 
cently passed law banning the teaching 
of human evolution in public schools. 
His subsequent trial focused internation- 
al attention on the antievolution crusade 
and brought William Jennings Bryan to 
Dayton to assist the prosecution. In an- 
ticipation of arguments on the scientific 
merits of evolution, Bryan sought out the 
best scientific minds in the creationist 
camp to serve as expert witnesses. The 
response to his inquiries could only have 
disappointed the aging crusader. Price, 
then teaching in England, sent his re- 
grets-along with advice to Bryan to 
stay away from scientific topics (20, p. 
24). Howard A. Kelly, a prominent 
Johns Hopkins physician who had con- 
tributed to the Fundamentals, confessed 
that, except for the creation of Adam and 
Eve, he believed in evolution (25). Louis 
T. More, a physicist who had just written 
a book entitled The Dogma of Evolution 
(1925), replied that he accepted evolu- 
tion as a working hypothesis (26). Alfred 
W. McCann, author of God-or Gorilla 
(1922), took the opportunity to lecture 
Bryan for supporting prohibition in the 
past and for now trying "to bottle-up the 
tendencies of men to think for them- 
selves" (27). 

At the trial itself, things scarcely went 
better. When Bryan could name only 
Price and the deceased George Frederick 
Wright as scientists for whom he had 
respect, the caustic Clarence Darrow, 
attorney for the defense, scoffed: 

You mentioned Price because he is the only 
human being in the world so far as you know 
that signs his name as a geologist that believes 
like you do . . . every scientist in this country 
knows [he] is a mountebank and a pretender 
and not a geologist at all. 

Eventually Darrow forced Bryan to con- 
cede that the world was indeed far more 
than 6000 years old and that the 6 days of 
creation had probably been longer than 
24 hours each (20, p. 24). 

Though one could scarcely have 
guessed it from his public pronounce- 
ments, Bryan was far from being a strict 
creationist. In fact, his personal beliefs 
regarding evolution diverged considera- 
bly from those of his more conservative 
supporters. Shortly before the trial he 
had confided to Kelly that he, too, had 
no objection to "evolution before man 
but for the fact that a concession as to 
the truth of evolution up to man fur- 
nishes our opponents with an argument 

which they are quick to use, namely, if 
evolution accounts for all the species up 
to man, does it not raise a presumption in 
behalf of evolution to include man?" 
Until biologists could actually demon- 
strate the evolution of one species into 
another, he thought it best to keep them 
on the defensive (28). 

Bryan's concession at Dayton spot- 
lighted a serious and long-standing prob- 
lem among antievolutionists: their failure 
to agree on a theory of creation. Even 
the visible leaders could not reach a 
consensus. Riley, like Bryan, interpreted 
the days of Genesis as ages, believing 
that the testimony of geology necessitat- 
ed this approach. Rimmer favored an 
exegesis that identified two separate cre- 
ations in the first chapter of Genesis: the 
first, "in the beginning," perhaps mil- 
lions of years ago, and the second, in six 
actual days, approximately 4000 years 
before the birth of Christ. He adopted 
this view in part because his scientific 
mind could not fathom how, given Ri- 
ley's scheme, plants created on the third 
day could have survived thousands of 
years without sunshine until the sun ap- 
peared on the fourth (29). According to 
the testimony of acquaintances, he also 
believed that the Bible taught a local 
rather than a universal flood (30). Price, 
who cared not a whit about the opinion 
of geologists, insisted on nothing less 
than a single recent creation in six literal 
days and a worldwide deluge. He regard- 
ed Riley's day-age theory as "the devil's 
counterfeit" (31) and Rimmer's gap the- 
ory as only slightly more acceptable (32). 

Although the court in Dayton found 
Scopes guilty as charged, creationists 
had little cause for rejoicing. The press 
had not treated them kindly, and the 
taxing ordeal no doubt contributed to 
Bryan's death a few days after the trial 
ended. Nevertheless, the antievolution- 
ists continued their crusade, winning vic- 
tories in Mississippi in 1926 and in Ar- 
kansas 2 years later. By the end of the 
decade, however, their legislative cam- 
paign had lost its steam. The presidential 
election of 1928, pitting a Protestant 
against a Catholic, offered fundamental- 
ists a new diversion, and the onset of the 
depression in 1929 further diverted their 
energies. 

But contrary to appearances, the crea- 
tionists were simply changing tactics, 
not giving up. Instead of lobbying state 
legislatures, they shifted their attack to 
local communities, where they engaged 
in "the emasculation of textbooks, the 
'purging' of libraries, and above all the 
continued hounding of teachers" (33). 
Their new approach attracted less atten- 
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