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A hundred years after the historic Scopes Trial, debates over curriculum, academic
freedom, and parental rights continue to shape Tennessee’s public education system,
reflecting a deep cultural divide that echoes the courtroom clash of 1925.

In July 1925, the small town of Dayton, Tennessee, became the epicenter of a national legal
battle when teacher John Scopes was put on trial for violating the Butler Act, a state law that
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made it illegal to teach human evolution in public schools. The case, which pitted famed
defense attorney Clarence Darrow against three-time presidential candidate William
Jennings Bryan, drew national headlines and ignited fierce discussions about science, faith,
and the role of government in education.

Now, on the trial’s 100th anniversary, residents, historians, and legal scholars gathered at
the original Rhea County Courthouse for a symposium marking the occasion. “In this room,
lawyers argued great questions,” said Tom Davis of the Rhea Heritage Preservation
Foundation. Those questions about human origins, academic freedom, and parental
involvement in education remain just as relevant today.

The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) originally backed Scopes as a test case to
challenge the Butler Act. Though Scopes was convicted and fined $100, the trial spurred
national discourse on educational standards and religious influence in public schools. While
the Butler Act was eventually repealed in 1967, its cultural and legal reverberations persist.

Recent Tennessee laws such as the 2022 Age Appropriate Materials Act, which mandates
schools to evaluate library content based on age suitability and avoid materials with explicit
content, have reignited those long-standing tensions. Critics claim such measures limit
student access to literature, but supporters argue they restore necessary boundaries and
place greater control in the hands of parents and local communities.

The Tennessee Education Association (TEA), the state’s largest professional organization
for teachers, filed a lawsuit in 2023, arguing that recent laws around race and gender
instruction inhibit classroom effectiveness. “Educators must be allowed just to teach,” said
TEA President Tanya Coats. But others contend these efforts are about protecting children
and respecting differing values across the state.

As debates over curriculum and content continue to play out in legislatures and school
boards, the legacy of the Scopes Trial remains a powerful reminder of how education often
sits at the center of America’s cultural crossroads.


