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ABSTRACT 

 
 After attaining statehood in 1912, New Mexico witnessed an influx of American 

people, culture and controversies.  This thesis tracks the development of controversies 

over the theory of evolution in the public schools of the state of New Mexico during the 

twentieth century and into the twenty-first century.  Beginning with the state’s reaction to 

the 1925 Scopes trial, I discuss the reasons that the evolution controversy remained 

largely muted in 1920s New Mexico.  Next, I examine the brief, but unique, 1927 

evolution controversy sparked by a rumor of legislation to mandate the teaching of 

evolution.  From there, I describe New Mexico’s high-profile role in the ongoing modern 

debate.  By placing New Mexico within the context of the national debate, this thesis 

explores the ways in which New Mexicans received and adapted the controversy to the 

conditions in their state.  In the process, we can see the transformation of New Mexico 

into a state fully immersed in American culture and controversy.   
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 1 

Introduction 

 
A powerful agent of both creation and destruction, science can illuminate our 

lives, and it can set the world ablaze.  Scientific discoveries often have unintended or 

unforeseen consequences once they are released for general consumption.  History 

can attest that science is no stranger to controversy.  The process of evolution, by way 

of natural selection, pierced the world’s consciousness as a result of Charles Darwin’s 

1859 publication of On the Origin of Species.  “I see no good reason,” Darwin mused 

in a later edition of the work, “why the views given in this volume should shock the 

religious feelings of anyone.”1  Good or bad reasoning aside, the theory of evolution 

has elicited religious consternation over the past 150 years.  

The fact that Darwin’s argument centered on the origin of “species,” and not 

the origin of “life,” has often been lost in the controversy.  Answering doubts about 

the development of the eye, he explained, “how a nerve comes to be sensitive to light 

hardly concerns us more than how life itself originated.”2  A dedicated naturalist from 

England, Darwin sought only to explain observable earthly phenomena.  Yet in some 

religious circles, Darwin’s name, and the theory with which he was inexorably linked, 

represented a direct assault on fundamental beliefs.  In America, a nation formed in 

the midst of religious revolution and scientific enlightenment, evolution entered a 

situation ripe for conflict. 

                                                
1 Charles Darwin, The Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection or the Preservation of 

Favored Races in the Struggle for Life, 6th ed., vol. 2 (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1899), 
294.  After the first edition of the book in 1859 Darwin deleted “On” from the title.  This particular 
passage on the theological implications of the theory appeared in the second and all subsequent 
editions of the book’s concluding chapter.  Darwin was surely aware that the theory had implications 
for religious doctrine.  The Origin of Species appeared in six English editions, in which Darwin made 
corrections and addressed criticisms. 

2 Ibid., vol. 1, 224. 
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This thesis will analyze the heretofore untreated evolution controversy in the 

state of New Mexico.  Measuring New Mexico’s level of involvement in the 

evolution controversies allows us to track the development of a distinctly American 

cultural trend in a state with a unique and diverse cultural heritage.  Both the state and 

the terms of the evolution controversy adapted to changing environments over the 

course of the twentieth century.  For New Mexicans, the unique circumstances within 

the state often meant innovative ways of viewing the clash.  While other states 

seriously debated the measure and several passed laws banning evolution in the 

1920s, New Mexico’s evolution controversy began over a rumored proposal to 

mandate teaching the theory in the state’s public schools.  Competing visions 

between the material and spiritual future of New Mexico guided the state’s links to 

the national evolution controversies.  These ranged from the state’s limited 

involvement in the 1920s to persistent and vociferous debate during the early twenty-

first century.  In a strange sense the shifting participation in the national evolution 

controversies helps mark the growth of the “Americanization” process in New 

Mexico. 

 
About a decade before the Origin of Species first appeared, the Mexican 

Cession of 1848 transferred the large majority of the territory known as New Mexico 

to the United States.  Located in the southwestern region of the expanding nation, the 

incorporation of New Mexico as a U.S. territory officially began the process of 

Americanization.  The people, ideas, and technology of America followed the railroad 

into New Mexico during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  Statehood 

in 1912 marked an important milestone.  As the forty-seventh state admitted to the 
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Union, New Mexico continued to integrate mainstream American culture into the 

state’s eclectic mix of Native American, Spanish, and Mexican heritage.  New 

Mexico entered the evolution controversies of the twentieth century because of this 

gradual infusion of mainstream American political, social and cultural institutions.  

Although the word means simply “change over time,” the term evolution 

applies to many scientific fields when referred to more broadly.  The ideas of 

evolution in geology and astronomy occasionally attracted religious dissenters.  

However, biological evolution, as introduced in Darwin’s Origin of Species, has 

drawn the most attention and controversy in New Mexico and elsewhere in America.  

The theory of biological evolution suggests that the astounding variety of plant and 

animal life on earth descended, through billions of years of modification from 

common ancestry.  Natural selection, whereby the traits most beneficial to survival in 

a given environment are the very traits that pass on to subsequent generations, acts as 

the primary mechanism that drives biological evolution.3  Opponents of evolution 

often brush it aside as “merely a theory.”  It is important to note that the term theory 

as used in scientific lexicon constitutes a meaning different from the term as used in 

casual conversation.  The National Academy of Sciences defines a scientific theory as 

“a well-substantiated explanation of some aspect of the natural world that can 

incorporate facts, laws, inferences, and tested hypotheses.”4  As a result of discoveries 

                                                
3 Eugenie C. Scott, Evolution vs. Creationism: An Introduction (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 2004), 23-28.  Scott provides an introduction to biological evolution and the science 
behind the evolution-creationism controversy in general.  Note that natural selection is the primary 
mechanism, but not the only means of evolution.  Gregor Mendel pioneered the field of genetics, 
which later gave science the ability to observe the inheritance of traits by tracking DNA through 
generations of organisms.  Genetics is the mechanism that allows natural selection, and therefore 
evolution, to work. 

4 National Academy of Sciences, Teaching About Evolution and the Nature of Science 
(Washington, D.C.: National Academy Press, 1998), 7, quoted in Scott, Evolution vs. Creationism, 14. 
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in genetics, the fossil record, and other modes of inquiry after Darwin, the theory of 

evolution has become, and has remained, the only viable scientific theory to account 

for the development of the diverse forms of life humans see on earth today.  Telling a 

biologist that evolution is “merely a theory” is akin to telling a Christian theologian 

that the Bible is “merely a book.”  

For the most part, the reaction in America to Darwin’s epochal publication 

awaited the conclusion of the Civil War in 1865.  At first, several clergymen and 

scientists in America dismissed evolution as guesswork and a misinterpretation of 

facts, with many gaps and inconsistencies.5  Still, they recognized that should 

evolution gain wide acceptance, conflicts in theology would surely follow.  The 

process of natural selection, guided by chance, seemed incongruous with the belief in 

a purposeful divine plan.  Conversely, others immediately recognized a way to 

reconcile Darwin’s theory with natural theology.  Harvard botanist, dedicated 

Christian and Darwin supporter Asa Gray stated that if evolution could be proven, it 

“would leave the doctrine of final causes, utility, and special design just where they 

were before.”6  The more scientific evidence compiled in evolution’s defense, the 

more opposition it faced from American evangelical Protestants. 

Evolution in regard to plants and birds did not engender much reproach.  

When applied to humans, however, the theory of evolution created many dedicated 

enemies.  In the Descent of Man, published in 1871, Darwin confirmed Protestant 

                                                
5 George E. Webb, The Evolution Controversy in America (Lexington: University Press of 

Kentucky, 1994), 7-15.  Among America’s best known scientists in the late-nineteenth century was 
Louis Agassiz, geologist from Harvard.  Agassiz’s dismissal of the science behind evolution had great 
impact on the manner in which Americans received the theory of evolution. 

6 Asa Gray, “Darwin and His Reviewers,” Atlantic Monthly 6 (1860), 424-425, quoted in Jon 
H. Roberts, Darwinism and the Divine in America: Protestant Intellectuals and Organic Evolution, 

1859-1900 (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1988), 19. 
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theologians’ suspicions that the theory would provide an alternative human history to 

the one found in the Biblical account of Genesis.  Just as he had argued that all living 

things shared common ancestry in Origin of Species, Darwin explained how humans 

shared a more recent and common ancestry with primates in the Descent of Man.  

Shared ancestry did not mean, however, that humans evolved from the “monkeys” 

that inhabit the earth today.7  Nevertheless, the connection between humans and 

“beasts” provided religious opponents with ammunition to fight evolution in the 

public arena.  The battleground became America’s public-school system. 

The economic ills of the Gilded Age and the monumental destruction of 

Victorian values by the bloodbath in World War I alarmed many Americans, who 

wondered, “What is the cause of all this immorality in the modern industrial world?”  

For many Protestant evangelicals in America, the problem lay in the modern focus on 

the material world and the natural explanations of it.  The remedy, they argued, 

required a return to the “fundamentals” of the Christian faith.  Evolution became one 

of the main targets of this growing fundamentalist movement in early-twentieth-

century America.  The focus of the movement turned to the place where science 

disseminated its findings to future generations of Americans—science classrooms in 

the tax-supported public-school system.  If America’s children learned that they had 

evolved from “beasts,” fundamentalists reasoned, they could be expected to lose their 

faith in divine creation and act on base instincts without moral reservations.  

Following this line of reasoning, fundamentalists set out to eliminate the instruction 

of evolution from the public schools. 

                                                
7 Scott, Evolution vs. Creationism, 43. 
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Famous and legendary politician William Jennings Bryan emerged as the most 

visible, and most remembered, champion of the fundamentalist antievolution cause.  

Bryan built his political career on the Populist platform of fighting economic injustice 

on behalf of the average American, particularly its rural farmers.  Convinced that the 

theory of evolution destroyed faith and that natural selection had led directly to 

German militarism, Bryan declared that Darwin laid “the foundations for the 

bloodiest war in history.”8  When the 1925 antievolution Butler Act in Tennessee 

needed a prosecutor to argue for its legitimacy, Bryan answered the call.  Extolling 

the virtues that had given him the label of “Great Commoner,” Bryan argued that 

even in the face of modern science, vox populi vox Dei—the voice of the people was 

the voice of God. 

The sparks from Tennessee’s widely publicized antievolution law ignited the 

flames of controversy in many states across America.  It is in the 1920s, therefore, 

that this study begins to examine New Mexico’s role in the national evolution 

controversy.  Chapter one provides a survey of the significant antievolution 

movements that occurred in the states neighboring New Mexico during the 1920s.  

The chapter then turns to the state’s coverage of, and reaction to, the Tennessee 

Scopes trial.  In addition, the introductory chapter gives a brief overview of the 

public-school system in New Mexico. 

Chapter two describes the circumstances surrounding the proposal of 

Albuquerque commercial organizations to mandate the teaching of evolution in 1927 

and the antievolution response from the state’s Southern Baptist community.  

                                                
8 William Jennings Bryan, In His Image (New York: Revell, 1922), 94, quoted in Edward J. 

Larson, Trial and Error: The American Controversy over Creation and Evolution, 3d ed. (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2003), 47. 
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Although the controversy remained limited in 1927, it demonstrated New Mexico’s 

increasing involvement in national questions concerning science and religion in 

American culture.  The third and final chapter briefly traces the changes in the 

national debate during the Cold War and then picks up the revived struggle in New 

Mexico during the 1990s.  New Mexico’s high-profile participation in the still-

ongoing modern debate highlights the critical need to understand the history of the 

evolution controversy in the Land of Enchantment. 

The antievolution argument in America and New Mexico almost always 

originated in Protestant fundamentalist churches.  These churches held a strict 

interpretation of the Bible as the source of literal truth about the natural world.  Since 

the present study is focused on the evolution controversy in New Mexico, the state’s 

Protestant denominations will receive the overwhelming amount of attention.  But 

New Mexico has long maintained a strong Catholic presence and heritage as well.  

The Catholic Church accepted the teaching of evolution as a scientific theory in the 

Gilded Age.  Tim Martinez, chancellor of the Archdiocese of Santa Fe, described the 

Church’s position on the theory to the Santa Fe New Mexican in 2005:  

Regarding the theory of evolution, there does seem to be abundant 
evidence to indicate that life on this planet evolved.  The Catholic Church has 
said many times it is not a sin to teach or believe this theory.  However, what 
we believe is that God is behind it all.  Whatever hidden mechanism exists 
behind the creation of the human beings, it is God, and only God, who infuses 
the soul at that moment.  I also believe that theology presents the 
immeasurable, unfathomable, mystery of God – and science, as it is today, 
will not be able to disprove (or prove, for that matter) whether God made the 
world.9 

                                                
9 Tim Martinez, “My View: Five Locals Speak Out,” Santa Fe New Mexican, October 16, 

2005.  A future study might be useful to illuminate specifically how Catholics and the variety of Native 
religions in New Mexico reconciled their beliefs with evolution.  Since they were unlikely to stridently 
support either antievolutionism or secular science, the voices of these groups are conspicuously muted 
in this study. 
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Martinez confirmed the common interpretation that evolution and Catholicism are not 

in conflict, but he made sure to emphasize that religion serves New Mexicans in a 

way that science cannot.   

The source of the spark that created life and set evolution in motion remains a 

mystery to this day.  Much like Darwin’s line of inquiry, this study is not required to 

answer that particular question.  Just as various species adapted to survive in the 

converging habitats found in New Mexico, so too did the evolution debate adapt to 

the social and cultural environment in the state.  To find the spark that ignited the 

controversy over evolution in New Mexico, however, one must first turn to the 

decade of the 1920s in the Southwest. 
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Chapter 1 

Neighboring Controversy and the Scopes Trial in New Mexico 

 
When describing New Mexico to Americans in the 1920s, reporter Elizabeth 

Shepley Sergeant found the recently constituted state to have “an austere and 

planetary look that daunts and challenges the soul.”  A journalist from the Northeast, 

recovering in Taos from serious wounds received while touring a World War I 

battlefield, Sergeant described New Mexico as a “relic of ancient America” and 

declared that “even Albuquerque, the only bustling modern city of any size, gives no 

effect of proud assertion: Sandia Mountain, floating above, carries off all the 

magnificence.”10  Social changes during the 1920s, however, would soon transform 

New Mexico into something far more recognizable to the modern America that 

Sergeant used as her standard of assessment.   

Indeed, during the post-war decade, the entire American Southwest began to 

resemble modern America not only in physical manifestations but also in the issues 

that the region discussed and debated.  The battles over evolution in the public 

schools of the East also echoed in many of the states of the Southwest.  The highly 

publicized Scopes trial in Dayton, Tennessee, in 1925 helped to fuel antievolution 

sentiment throughout the region.  Even though New Mexicans received updates on 

the trial and discussed the proceedings, no antievolution legislation was ever seriously 

considered in the New Mexico legislature.  This restraint toward the Scopes trial in 

New Mexico reveals much about the priorities of the nascent state in a decade of 

                                                
10 Elizabeth Shepley Sergeant, “A Relic of Ancient America,” The Nation,  21 November 

1923,  reprinted in Daniel H. Borus, ed., These United States: Portraits of America from the 1920s 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1992), 249-250. 
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immense change.  New Mexico’s educational system struggled with the far more 

basic issues of reaching a largely Spanish-speaking, rural population.  The relatively 

moderate coverage of the Scopes trial in New Mexico’s print media, plus the higher 

priorities of organizing the new school system, prevented a widespread evolution 

controversy in the 1920s. 

Just as railroads had cut through the American Southwest in the late-

nineteenth century, filled not only with people but also with the products and ideas of 

modernity, paved roads for automobiles opened the region up even further in the early 

twentieth century.  The most famous example of this expansion of America’s road 

system, U.S. Route 66, was commissioned in the 1920s and charted a course from 

Chicago through New Mexico and on to Los Angeles.  Following the rails and paved 

roads, religious institutions, conservative Christian evangelical denominations in 

particular, tried to keep up at every stop to ensure that traditional “American” beliefs 

would counter the rampant “modernism” they saw spreading across the West.   

Over the years, both historians and American popular memory have too often 

ignored the presence and importance of fundamentalism in the West, instead viewing 

it as mainly a southern phenomenon.11  In fact, one of the first to sound the alarm 

over the dangers of teaching Darwinism in America’s public schools was a Colorado 

minister, Henry Beach.  In an essay titled “The Decadence of Darwinism,” which was 

included in the conservative manifesto, The Fundamentals, Beach declared that “the 

                                                
11 Michael Lienesch, In the Beginning: Fundamentalism, the Scopes Trial, and the Making of 

the Antievolution Movement (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2007), 3.  Lienesch 
builds upon Ron Numbers’ assertion that certain “myths and misperceptions” have clouded historians’ 
accounts of the evolution and creation controversy.  Among the myths Lienesch and Numbers discuss 
are the tendency to focus too much on the Scopes trial, to ignore the manifestations of fundamentalism 
in regions other than the South and Tennessee in particular, and to give too much weight to William 
Jennings Bryan while ignoring other important individuals.  Also see Ron Numbers, Darwinism Comes 

to America (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 1998), 23. 
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teaching of Darwinism, as an approved science,” was “the most deplorable feature of 

the whole wretched propaganda.”12  First printed between 1910 and 1915 and 

distributed widely across America, The Fundamentals forged the identity of the 

fundamentalist movement in opposition to modern secular society.13  It is no surprise 

then, given the rapid modernization taking place in the heavily rural, traditional, and 

conservative American Southwest, that some of the earliest and most spirited 

crusades against evolution in the beginning of the twentieth century occurred in the 

states bordering New Mexico.   

 Throughout the 1920s, Utah mirrored the reaction of New Mexico to the 

evolution controversy in many ways.  The churches most likely to react against the 

teachings of evolution comprised a small but vocal minority of the population in both 

states.  Utah media coverage of the events in Tennessee also tended to be moderate, 

even mildly pro-Scopes.14  However, Utah had experienced a modest evolution 

controversy well before the rest of the country.  In 1911, Brigham Young University 

in Provo employed new biology professors and hosted a series of lectures that 

addressed the teachings of Charles Darwin.  A special Latter-day Saints (LDS) 

Church committee formed to discuss these proceedings and eventually presented an 

ultimatum to the professors in question: either discontinue their instruction on 

evolution or leave the university.  Professors Ralph Chamberlain and Joseph and 

                                                
12 Henry Beach, “The Decadence of Darwinism,” The Fundamentals vol. 4 ch. 5 (Los 

Angeles: Bible Institute of Los Angeles, 1912), quoted in Lienesch, In the Beginning, 31. 
13 Lienesch, In the Beginning, 8.  Lienesch notes that although antievolution ideas had been 

around since Darwin’s time, The Fundamentals provided the basis for the antievolution movement by 
creating the impetus for fundamentalism.  Lienesch interprets fundamentalism as an identity, in 
contrast to earlier historians who have viewed it as an ideology based on the core “five points”: the 
inerrancy of the Bible, Christ’s divinity, atonement, resurrection, and the second coming. 

14 Ann Weaver Hart, “Religion and Education: The Scopes Controversy in Utah,” Utah 

Historical Quarterly 51, no. 2 (1983): 185. 
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Henry Peterson resigned as a result.15  Although LDS Church president Joseph F. 

Smith did not foresee further conflict between Mormon doctrine and evolution, the 

church’s actions in the Brigham Young University controversy set a precedent.  One 

of Utah’s major private universities excluded evolution well before the 1920s 

controversies swept the nation.16  In the public schools, the state of Utah harbored a 

strong sense of educational professionalism that promoted the notion of a secular 

approach to science in the classroom.  In 1924 and 1925, Utah’s Board of Education 

made no mention of the evolution issue.17            

 In contrast to Utah, Oklahoma’s evolution controversy occurred amidst the 

nationwide tension of the 1920s.  Shortly after Kentucky’s antievolution law suffered 

a narrow defeat early in 1923, Oklahoma’s state legislature passed its educational 

appropriations bill, with an amendment mandating that the textbooks used in public 

high schools not include “the materialistic conception of history or the Darwinian 

theory against the Bible conception of creation.”18  The legislature’s actions triggered 

an intense debate among the state’s Christian denominations.  The Oklahoma Baptist 

Sunday School Convention supported the amendment and admonished the more 

liberal state Methodist and Congregational Churches for believing in evolution and 

supporting the forces of modernism.  In response, Methodist leaders charged the 

Baptist Convention with being a backward-looking group of militant 

                                                
15 Ibid., 190. 
16 Ibid., 189.  Hart quotes Smith as stating that the theory of evolution was “not vital from a 

doctrinal standpoint.” 
17 Ibid., 194-195.  Hart interviewed teachers who worked in the Utah public school system 

during the time of the Scopes trial, and none recalled restrictions on the manner in which they 
presented modern science in the classroom.  Hart shows how Utah trained more science teachers per 
capita than any other state in America in the twentieth century. 

18 Elbert L. Watson, “Oklahoma and the Anti-Evolution Movement of the 1920’s,” Chronicles 

of Oklahoma 42, no. 4 (1964): 397. 
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fundamentalists.19  One antievolution spokesman even claimed that the president of 

the University of Oklahoma, Dr. William Bennett Bizzell, had received compensation 

from communists in Russia to allow the teaching of evolution in the state’s college.20  

Although the legislature repealed the antievolution amendment in 1926, the 

Oklahoma Baptist Convention persisted in its efforts to remove evolution from the 

state’s schools.   

In November of 1926, the Baptist Convention of Oklahoma passed a 

resolution to cut off funds to their own Baptist schools until all faculty members 

signed the McDaniel Statement, which declared, “This convention accepts Genesis as 

teaching that man was the special creation of God and rejects every theory, evolution 

or otherwise, which teaches that man originated or came by way of a lower animal 

ancestry.”21  Most Baptist faculty appear to have done so.  In the public-school 

system, however, the fundamentalists were less successful.  J. Frank Norris, an 

influential Baptist pastor from Dallas, Texas, who visited the state in 1929, echoed 

the majoritarian argument used by William Jennings Bryan at the Scopes trial when 

he avowed: “As for atheists, let them teach if they want to.  But let them finance their 

own schools.”22  The moderate forces of Oklahoma Protestantism stood in the way of 

the more bellicose wings of the Baptist Convention.  They insisted that as long as 

science refrained from outright atheism, they would not back antievolution 

legislation.  The acrimonious nature of Oklahoma’s evolution debate reflected the 

                                                
19 Ibid., 398. 
20 Ibid., 403. 
21 Ibid., 402.  This call to endorse the McDaniel Statement was inspired by the national 

Southern Baptist Convention’s Tull Resolution, passed in May, 1926. 
22 Ibid., 406. 
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deep fissures between the fundamentalists and the moderate Protestant denominations 

in America in the 1920s. 

 The Southern Baptist church provided the key stimulus for the evolution 

debate in Arizona as well as Oklahoma.  In 1924, Richard S. Beal, pastor of the First 

Baptist Church in Tucson, Arizona, took exception to a lecture delivered by 

University of Arizona astronomy professor A. E. Douglass to members of the Grace 

Episcopal Church in Tucson.  Local newspapers covered the lecture and reported that 

Douglass had called for Christians to shed their literal interpretations of the Bible in 

favor of a modern concept of faith that accommodated science.23  Reverend Beal 

condemned the modernist rhetoric of Douglass’s speech. He declared that teaching 

materialism, especially evolution, should be tolerated in no publicly supported 

institution.  In addition, Beal argued that evolution itself was a “religion.”  If the 

Bible could not be taught in the public schools, he argued, neither should evolution.  

Inspired by the guilty verdict returned in the Scopes trial, Reverend Beal led in 1927 a 

push for a similar law to ban the teaching of evolution in Arizona’s public schools.24  

The campaign for antievolution legislation in Arizona met stiff resistance from both 

the University of Arizona and local ministers.  Nine out of thirteen ministers polled 

by the Arizona Daily Star rejected Beal’s plan for banning evolution.  The powerful 

Presbyterian Synod of Arizona ultimately refused to back Beal’s proposed legislation, 

effectively ending the controversy.25 
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24 Ibid., 6. 
25 Ibid., 10-11. 



 

 15 

In addition to Utah, Oklahoma, and Arizona, neighboring Texas also 

experienced a backlash against evolution.  This crusade was led by the same Rev. J. 

Frank Norris who had traveled to Oklahoma in 1929 to spread his fundamentalist 

message.  Norris was a long-tenured and successful pastor of the First Baptist Church 

in Fort Worth when he led the assault on the science establishment in Texas.26  After 

his church hosted the World’s Christian Fundamentals Association gathering in 1923, 

Norris planned and carried out a mock “trial” of several Texas schools using mainly 

students who were paid to testify against the schools in question.27  Inspired by the 

initially successful passage of the Oklahoma antievolution legislation in 1923, the 

Texas legislature debated a bill that would have similarly outlawed the teaching of 

evolution and all textbooks that included the theory.  After receiving a great deal of 

support in the state’s House of Representatives, the measure ultimately failed in the 

Senate.28  In spite of this defeat of antievolution legislation in his home state of 

Texas, Norris remained an influential fundamentalist minister fighting the forces of 

modernism across the country. 

 Considering the polemical discourse materializing in the Southwest during the 

early years of the twentieth century, it seems safe to assume that geography did not 

form a significant barrier to antievolutionary sentiment in New Mexico.  During the 

same era, the blossoming field of anthropology had made the Southwest into a 

laboratory for scientific discovery and inquiry into the theory of cultural evolution, 

                                                
26 George E. Webb, The Evolution Controversy in America (Lexington: The University Press 

of Kentucky, 1994), 71.  
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid. 
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news of which fostered a sense of scientific enthusiasm across the region.29  The 

arrival of new roads during the 1920s advanced the process of introducing 

mainstream American institutions into some of the final hold outs from American 

culture on the continental frontier.  The contrast between modernism and 

fundamentalism in the region seemed as distinct and volatile in the Southwest as in 

many other regions of the United States.  The angry response to evolution in 

neighboring states makes New Mexico’s limited evolution debate of the 1920s all the 

more intriguing. 

Newspapers in New Mexico, as well as across the country, enthusiastically 

covered the clash between religious fundamentalism and modernism in Dayton during 

the summer of 1925.  The Tennessee Legislature had passed the antievolution Butler 

Act on March 12, 1925.  The bill outlawed the teaching of “any theory that denies the 

story of Divine Creation of man as taught in the Bible.”  The Butler Act specifically 

banned the theory “that man has descended from a lower order of animals” from 

Tennessee’s public schools.30  In John Thomas Scopes, a mathematics and science 

teacher at the local Dayton high school, the American Civil Liberties Union found a 

Tennessee teacher willing to be the defendant in a case testing the constitutionality of 

the Butler Act.  The Scopes trial provided all the drama of a heavyweight boxing 

match.  Three-time presidential nominee William Jennings Bryan, and his opponent, 

prominent defense lawyer Clarence Darrow, both descended on Dayton.  Each came 

to prove to the public that his interpretation of freedom should prevail.  The so-called 

                                                
29 Don D. Fowler, A Laboratory for Anthropology: Science and Romanticism in the American 

Southwest, 1846-1930 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2000), 15.  When 
Anthropologists established the actual “Laboratory of Anthropology” in 1927, they chose to build it in 
Santa Fe, New Mexico. 

30 Webb, The Evolution Controversy, 82. 
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“monkey trial” decision convicted Scopes of teaching evolution and levied a small 

fine, forcing the defense to appeal to a higher court. Inspired by Bryan’s passionate 

defense of the Bible and his majoritarian argument, many antievolution crusaders 

launched legislative initiatives in other states.31   

Understanding New Mexico’s restrained public reaction to the Scopes trial 

requires examining how the news from the trial reached state residents.  By July 

1925, the Scopes trial had garnered front-page status in the state’s main paper, the 

Albuquerque Morning Journal.  The print media immediately recognized that the 

Scopes trial had created a sensational battle of epic proportions.  The Journal printed 

a cartoon by artist Windsor McCay on July 2 with the headline, “Barnum Outdone, 

Greatest Show on Earth!  Evolution Trial at Dayton, Tennessee Court House!”32  On 

July 3, the paper even informed readers about two victories for modernists in the 

Northern Baptist Convention in Seattle, Washington, when “fundamentalists who 

sought to prevent delegates from the Park Avenue Baptist Church of New York went 

down to defeat, 910 to 364.  A resolution asking the recall of modernist missionaries 

from foreign fields was voted down, 734 to 594.”33  The interest in the Scopes trial 

seemed to highlight the fact that all across the country a battle was raging between 

modernism and fundamentalism.  The Journal hoped to keep New Mexicans 

informed on all fronts. 

Amidst Independence Day celebrations, the Journal also carried word from 

the Associated Press that the citizens of Dayton were concerned that the trial might be 
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moved to another venue before it could even begin.34  On the same day, an article 

expressed pride in the recent archaeological discovery of artifacts in the Southwest: 

 These instances are but illustrative of the intense human interest in the 
archaeological investigations going on about us in New Mexico, Arizona, 
Southern Colorado, and Utah.  Their scientific [significance] is another story 
and an important one.  But what we want to urge on the readers of the Journal 
is that nowhere else in the world are discoveries being made of such vast 
human interest as right here among us.35 

  
 Whether the Journal printed this article as a cynical response to the “human 

interest” story in Dayton, or merely as an expression of pride on Independence Day, 

cannot be determined.  However, on July 6, the Journal said that “whatever the 

outcome, the trial will settle nothing.  Evolution will remain true or untrue just as it 

was before.”36  On the issues of freedom and authority, the paper took a middle 

ground: “Certainly the state has a right to control its agencies.  Certainly no state 

legislature has the slightest right to throttle the freedom of speech, or prevent the 

freedom of academic inquiry.  The line between in this case is a close one.”37  Along 

with these brief opinions, the Journal also printed detailed descriptions of the 

arguments entered and developed by the state of Tennessee and the defense.  One 

front-page article dealt with John Washington Butler, whose antievolution bill in the 

Tennessee legislature had set the events in motion.  Butler proclaimed that he was 

“content with the ‘old, old story’ of divine creation and eternal glory.”  The author, 

however, pointed out that Butler had once dreamed of being a medical doctor, a 

                                                
34 Ibid., 4 July 1925.  Article from the Associated Press titled, “Dayton Citizens Aroused over 
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scientific inquiry. 
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profession for which he most assuredly would have needed a strong background in 

biology—something he now sought to deny to other children of Tennessee.38  As the 

trial unfolded in Dayton, the Journal regularly published statements from the 

prosecution and defense, as well as specific details such as motions filed by both 

sides and the numbers of recesses.   

 By mid-July, the Journal began to issue even more opinions on the trial.  It 

suggested that Bryan’s interpretation of the Bible was overly narrow and that his 

presence in Dayton was nothing more than a publicity stunt.  On July 11, for instance, 

the Journal addressed Bryan directly in an article titled “A Matter of Interpretation”: 

 It is not the Bible but certain interpretations of it that the trial imperils. . . . In 
Mr. Bryan’s view the evolution trial at Dayton, Tenn., is of immense 
importance.  On it depends whether ultimately the Bible will have to go as a 
religious authority.  Many devout believers in the Scriptures see the trial in a 
different light.  They say that what is at stake is not the Bible, but a particular 
interpretation of it.39 

 
 Every Sunday edition of the Albuquerque Morning Journal carried a column 

by humorist and social commentator Will Rogers.  Rogers also heaped harsh criticism 

on Bryan and the prosecution, declaring that “it’s the most publicity any politician 

ever got in an off-year.”  Rogers also observed, “Tennessee claims they didn’t 

descend from a monkey, but their actions in this case prove otherwise.”40  Even in the 

Sunday Churches section of the paper, support for the fundamentalist cause 

foundered.  In the “International Sunday School Lesson” on July 19, William T. Ellis 

offered advice to Christians in New Mexico: 

                                                
38 Ibid., 10 July 1925.  The title of the article read “Ape Law’s Author Tells Why He Made 
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 The “Fundamentalist-Modernist” disagreement or conservative versus liberal 
controversy, is as old as the Christian Church itself.  Frantic folk who fear that 
our faith is being wrecked by the current controversies should take a long look 
back through the ages, to the first church council.  Christianity has survived 
many a disagreement and debate; and it will survive many more. . . . “Keep 
your eye on the ball!” is the commonest council of athletic leaders.  
Churchmen need it most.  For the bane of this mood of controversy is that it 
tends to turn the church aside from her primary purpose of applying Christ to 
life.41  

 
 As the trial came to a close, the Journal continued to publish daily reports on 

the evolution controversies brewing outside the confines of Dayton, Tennessee.  On 

July 22, the paper printed reports of clashes within the California legislature over 

what textbooks would be used in their classrooms.42  The Journal deemed the 

possibility of a federal antievolution law unlikely; many politicians expressed their 

desire to leave the issue up to the states.43  Bryan’s unexpected death shortly after the 

trial, on July 26, 1925, also received a good deal of press coverage in the Journal.  

Soon after his passing, the Scopes trial faded from view.     

The Aztec Independent, published in the northwestern corner of the state in 

San Juan County, utilized the Scopes trial wire services in a manner similar to that of 

the Albuquerque Morning Journal.  In addition to reporting on the events in Dayton, 

the Aztec Independent printed articles on the major scientific discoveries of the day, 

including a leading work on evolution.  On July 17, 1925, the paper reported that Dr. 

Herbert Spencer Jennings of Johns Hopkins University was the first man “actually to 

see and control the process of evolution among living things.”44  The article suggested 
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that the defense council for Scopes could perhaps use the findings to aid its case, 

which clearly indicated an editorial opinion on the matter.  The paper also included 

some clues regarding the public reaction to the trial.  Later in the month the 

publication ran an article reporting from a local Methodist revival meeting to which a 

minister said: “when a man declares he came from a monkey, don’t argue with him.  

Maybe he did, you don’t know.”45  The title of the article, “Sparks from Law’s 

Anvil,” indicates that some discussion of the Tennessee case surely occurred at the 

revival.  However, the paper printed nothing to indicate that New Mexicans from 

Aztec supported a similar antievolution measure for their state. 

Other newspapers from New Mexican towns provide a similar window into 

local public reaction to the Scopes trial.  Interestingly, two papers that appear to have 

supported Bryan’s cause did not print regular reports of the trial.  The Clovis Journal, 

based in eastern New Mexico’s Curry County, opposed the theory of evolution, as 

seen in the heading above the paper’s title on July 9, 1925: “The Dayton Trial, in Our 

Opinion, Only Lends Unwarranted Dignity to the Far-Fetched Theories of the 

Evolutionists.”46  For whatever reason, this publication chose to print multiple 

statements on the trial in its headings but nowhere else in the paper.  On July 2, a 

heading read: “We Hope the Trial in Tennessee Will Forever Settle the Question of 

Our Kinship with the Monkey.”47  On July 16, the paper printed the heading: “They 

Might Summon an Ape to the Witness Stand at Dayton and See If There Is Anything 

                                                
45 Ibid., 24 July 1925.  The unnamed author also declared, “A lot of people mistake dyspepsia 
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In His Family History We Ought to Know!”48  This last heading could refer to either 

Bryan or Darrow, given that both were rumored to be taking the stand.  Bryan, of 

course, famously did serve as a witness, but Darrow did not. 

On the same day that the paper printed its most obvious antievolution heading, 

The Clovis Journal reported that the local First Christian Church planned an evening 

of worship under the subject, “not monkey and the Bible, but monkeying with the 

Bible.”49  The Gallup Independent, from McKinley County in western New Mexico, 

informed citizens that on July 31, the pastor from the local First Methodist Church 

planned to address Darrow’s answers to “Bryan’s nine questions” posed after the 

trial’s conclusion.50  Although The Clovis Journal and the Gallup Independent did not 

report on the Scopes trial directly, the nature of their coverage suggested that New 

Mexicans knew about the controversy and discussed it during various religious 

services.  However, neither paper provides evidence that citizens at any point 

proposed similar antievolution legislation for their state.   

 Bryan and his argument found ardent support in the pages of the Baptist 

Convention of New Mexico’s weekly publication, the Baptist New Mexican.  Like 

Bryan, this paper believed that Tennessee’s citizens had the right to dictate what was 

to be taught in their tax-supported schools.  The Baptist New Mexican acknowledged 

that “this case has nothing to do with whether or not evolution is true.”  But the paper 

also added, “Our contention is that if a state has a right to legislate against teaching 

the Bible in the public schools, then another state has the right to prohibit teaching 
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49 Ibid.  Evening worship at the First Christian Church began at 7:45 p.m. 
50 Ibid., 31 July 1925.  Since Bryan was unable to query Darrow on the stand, he carried on 

the debate on in public by submitting nine questions which Darrow answered, and newspapers 
published, just before Bryan’s death on July 26, 1925. 
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that which is opposed to the Bible.”51  The publication, which claimed that it had the 

highest percentage of circulation of any Southern Baptist state paper, supported the 

passage of an antievolution statement at the Southern Baptist Convention in 

Memphis, Tennessee in May 1925.  Taking a fundamentalist stand, the paper 

proclaimed that “no statement against evolution can be too strong for us.”52  On the 

eve of the trial, the Baptist New Mexican wholly supported the Tennessee 

legislature’s right to pass the law and to enforce it.  The editorial opinion argued that 

“he [Scopes] should suffer the consequences” of teaching evolution.53 However, the 

paper stopped short of suggesting a similar antievolution statement or even proposing 

legislation for the state of New Mexico in 1925.   

As the Scopes trial reached its conclusion, the Baptist New Mexican expressed 

great animosity toward the Scopes defense team.  “The questioning of Darrow by Mr. 

Bryan,” the paper affirmed, “revealed the fact that the defense had secured famous 

agnostic and infidel support.”54  Support for Bryan filled the pages of the Baptist 

publication, especially after his death: 

We think much credit should be given Bryan for the great fight he made for 
fundamentalism and for states rights in his advocating the principle that 
Tennessee had a right to make its laws, and also to enforce them.  We will all 
anxiously await the decision of the Supreme Court of Tennessee on this case 
in September.55 
 
Bryan’s perceived martyrdom in defense of the Bible made an impression on 

the Baptists in New Mexico.  A few weeks after the Scopes trial, the Baptist New 
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Mexican, in response to what they termed “intense interest” on all matters concerning 

evolution, published a list of books on the subject that could be ordered through the 

paper.  “The Menace of Evolution” and “Hell in the High Schools,” two titles 

recommended by the publication, illustrate clearly where the Baptists in the state of 

New Mexico stood on the issue.56  Months after the trial’s conclusion, however, the 

Baptist New Mexican turned to humor in regard to the evolution controversy, 

reprinting this verse from Life: 

Said a monk, as he swings by his tail, 
To the little monks, female and male; 
‘From your offspring, my dears, 
In a few million years, 
May evolve a professor in Yale’!57 
 
Instead of mounting an assault on evolution in the state’s public schools in 

response to the Scopes trial, the Baptist New Mexican offered much more moderate 

advice to New Mexico’s Baptists: “The need is not so much to emphasize the idea of 

anti-evolution as we need to preach a positive gospel, setting forth the Deity and 

efficacy of our Lord Jesus Christ.  Let us stick to the Word.”58  Throughout the 

summer of 1925, New Mexico’s Baptist publication never wavered in its support for 

Bryan and the prosecution.  Ultimately, however, the paper refrained from leading an 

antievolutionary movement within the state. 

None of the state’s newspapers sent correspondents to Dayton; every one had 

to rely upon wire services, like the Associated Press, for their information.  The 

papers seldom voiced an opinion on the issue, but when they did, they conveyed the 
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feeling that the trial was more for show than anything else.  The Albuquerque 

Morning Journal and Aztec Independent criticized Bryan far more than Darrow; The 

Clovis Journal and the Gallup Independent reported only on the public awareness of 

the controversy.  Rural and religious publications in the state printed many indicators 

of fundamentalist sympathies, but did not abstractly apply the antievolution sentiment 

to their own state.  The state’s Baptist publication distrusted the newspapers’ accounts 

of the Scopes trial, believing that the papers “doubtless gave many false reports, and 

so it will be difficult for those of us who are so far away ever to get the real facts 

furnished in the case.”59  Despite the Baptist New Mexican’s suspicions regarding the 

facts of the case made available, the paper never suggested launching an antievolution 

crusade in New Mexico in 1925.  In sum, New Mexico’s print media did little to fan 

the flames of fundamentalism in the state during the Scopes trial. 

 
One of the key components in New Mexico’s quest to become a truly 

“American” domain involved revolutionizing the public school system.  Beginning 

with the incorporation of New Mexico as a U.S. territory in 1850, Anglo Americans 

recognized the importance of local and national perceptions of education.  More 

specifically, the American ideal of widespread free education required the 

establishment of nonsectarian public schools.  During the entire territorial period, 

Anglo American Protestants battled the entrenched Catholic school tradition in order 

to impart “American” ideals to the state’s youth.60  The “menace of evolution” paled 

in comparison to the challenges that public education faced in New Mexico.  The 
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New Mexico public school system grappled with much more basic issues, like the 

need for bilingual education and adequate funding in the 1920s.  These daily 

challenges prevented the state school leadership from confronting specific questions 

of the curriculum taught in science classes.  The impoverished status of New 

Mexico’s school system forestalled antievolutionary sentiment from emerging from 

within. 

The establishment of a publicly supported school system in New Mexico 

included an intense debate over religion and language.  Anglo American Protestants 

argued that because New Mexico had become an American territory, its children 

should be instructed in English and without any presence of the Roman Catholic 

Church.  Those who supported New Mexico’s appeals for statehood sought an 

American educational policy to combat the stereotypes of New Mexico’s citizenry as 

“backwards” and wholly “foreign.”  Since an overwhelming majority of the 

population of New Mexico practiced Catholicism and spoke Spanish as a first 

language, the Catholic Church countered this position by arguing that the territory’s 

school lessons should be taught in the majority’s native language and should also 

include Catholic doctrine.61  In 1884, the tension within the Catholic population 

reached a crescendo when the territory’s archbishop, John B. Lamy, threatened to 

deny the sacraments to Catholics who sent their children to public schools that lacked 

a Catholic presence.62  The public school battle raged through decades of ineffectual 

education laws.  The schools relied upon local control until 1891, when the territorial 

legislature finally passed a law mandating the creation of a territory-wide secular 
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school system, in which all teachers spoke and taught the English language.  To 

ensure that the legislature’s wishes came to fruition, the Office of the Superintendent 

of Public Instruction was created to oversee the activity of all the schools.  The effort 

that New Mexico’s Anglo American Protestants poured into creating a separation 

between the state’s public school curriculum and the religious doctrine of the Catholic 

Church, placed them in poor position to dictate any curriculum based on their own 

Christian beliefs in the 1920s. 

During the first quarter of the twentieth century, the educational system in 

New Mexico struggled to live up to nationwide American standards.  By 1920, nearly 

three decades after the official creation of a common school system, the census 

records show that only about 64 percent of the state’s school-age children attended 

classes.  This statistic meant that nearly fifty-thousand children were without formal 

education.63  The rural nature of New Mexico’s population distribution created a 

difficult situation for educational reformers.  A significant portion of the population 

in neighboring states Oklahoma and Arizona also lived in rural areas, but not to the 

extent of New Mexico.  In Oklahoma, 27 percent of the population resided in urban 

centers; in Arizona, 37 percent of residents lived in urban regions.  New Mexico’s 

census returns indicated that in the same decade only 18 percent of the state’s 

citizenry lived in urban areas.64  Reaching the Hispanic, Spanish-speaking and Native 
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American children of rural New Mexico required large amounts of time and resources 

to create an effective public education system. 

New Mexico’s educational reformers of the 1920s faced a population spread 

over a vast territory.  Their attention focused not on the nationwide debate on 

evolution’s place in the classroom but on the establishment of a comprehensive 

system to provide the basics of education to all of the children in the state, Hispanics 

in particular.  In 1928, Governor Richard Dillon described the public school effort as 

“an heroic struggle on account of the sparse population, scattered over a vast empire 

of territory where distances seem endless, making it most difficult to secure sufficient 

funds for the equipment of schools in rural sections, where there were only a few 

children, but who, nevertheless, could not be neglected.”65  The 1925 New Mexico 

legislature grappled with basic issues that jeopardized access to quality education.  

The body passed an extensive Child Welfare Act that restricted the employment of 

New Mexico’s children that established age limits and maximum hours of work 

allowed, and established an executive government position to ensure compliance with 

the law.66  The legislature understood that curriculum was a concern secondary to 

putting children in the classroom. 

Bilingual education remained, perhaps, the most important day-to-day 

operational issue in New Mexico’s schools.  Removing Spanish from schools seemed 

like an expeditious way of “Americanizing” the population during the territorial 

period, but reformers of the 1920s experimented with bringing the language back in 
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the classroom.  Surveys of the quality of education in the state revealed that far too 

many children fell behind the rest of the nation, especially in reading.  The 1923 

School Code removed any mention of language from the required teaching methods, 

leaving many teachers free to use whatever means they found best to convey 

information to their pupils.67  More local autonomy at the classroom level made 

uniform methods and curriculum nearly impossible.  

 
Surrounded by states where fundamentalists battled modernists over the issue 

of evolution around the time of the Scopes trial, antievolution sentiment in New 

Mexico remained largely muted.  As a reflection of the state’s overall reaction, the 

newspaper media covered and discussed the Scopes trial, but it refrained from 

applying the concern to New Mexico.  The state’s rural and religious publications 

tended to support Bryan more than the urban-based secular papers, but none 

expressed a desire to incite controversy during or after the trial.  The spirit of reform 

in the secular public school system of New Mexico only helped to temper the flames 

of fundamentalism from cropping up within the educational system.  Although twenty 

state legislatures debated thirty-seven antievolution bills between 1921 and 1929, 

New Mexico was not among them.   

As in all of the other states of the Southwest, however, the Southern Baptist 

community in New Mexico continued to harbor the passion and will to combat 

modernism, should it crop up.  In 1926, the Baptist New Mexican printed an article by 

Reverend Fred Clark entitled “Incomplete Scholarship.”  Clark denounced modern 

science: 

                                                
67 Lynne Marie Getz, Schools of Their Own: The Education of Hispanos in New Mexico, 

1850-1940 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1997), 36-38. 



 

 30 

The Bible is the only trustworthy textbook on science or philosophy; all other 
books on these and allied topics are only collateral reading, and a lot of the 
collateral reading is mere trash.  Let the skeptics hoot and the evolutionists 
shrug their shoulders, but let Baptist scholars, men who know God, let them 
build an altar on Mt. Carmel and put to shame the Priests of heresy, and then 
the heavens will shower the countryside with blessing undiminished . . . there 
is too great a readiness on the part of outstanding scholars among the church 
leaders to compromise with skepticism, evolution, and infidelity, when 
science is under consideration.68   
 

Firm opposition to evolution served as a hallmark of Southern Baptist beliefs in the 

1920s.  The Baptists in New Mexico held plenty of antievolution sentiment.  

However, it required a spark greater than the highly publicized Scopes trial to ignite 

it.  The Baptist community’s efforts to turn New Mexico into a battleground for an 

antievolution controversy will be discussed in the following chapter. 

After the Scopes trial, the Albuquerque Morning Journal declared that “the 

search for knowledge, scientific and religious, will go on eternally and as new truths 

are developed in either field there must be an adjustment with the old.  The trial at 

Dayton was merely an incident in the constant struggle to adjust new truths to old 

beliefs.”69  As the “constant struggle” adapted to new realities, the forces of 

modernization and Americanization in New Mexico worked to further connect the 

controversy to the state.  Still, the intense, yet detached, interest in the evolution 

controversy and the Scopes trial planted the seeds for a minor conflict in the late 

1920s and for even greater debates later in the twentieth century.  

                                                
68 Baptist New Mexican, 18 February 1926. 
69 Albuquerque Morning Journal, 23 July 1925. 
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Chapter 2 

The 1927 Evolution Controversy: Southern Baptists and Advertising the 
State of New Mexico 

 
 At the 1927 National Southern Baptist Convention in Louisville, Kentucky, 

church leaders asked the president of the Convention to form a committee of five to 

investigate the “perplexing situation” in New Mexico.  The situation seemed 

especially disconcerting due to “the insignificant Baptist constituency in the state of 

New Mexico, and the strong Roman Catholic environment in which this state must 

build its future.”70  The committee intended to assess the “educational and missionary 

conditions,” in order to give recommendations to ensure that Southern Baptists 

approached the situation in the most advantageous way.  The possibilities of further 

extending the Baptist faith into the American Southwest remained alluring.  The 

proposal noted, “Southern Baptists face an opportunity to construct a Baptist 

commonwealth out on our far flung western horizon.  May our land of the setting sun 

shine in the twilight with the brightness of the sun of righteousness.”71  Baptists 

residing in the state knew the stakes all too well.  When confronted by a proposal to 

mandate the teaching of evolution in the state in early 1927, New Mexico’s Baptists 

rallied to combat it. 

Other groups with interests in New Mexico focused on harnessing more 

material opportunities available in the state.  The numerous Chambers of Commerce 

and advertising clubs in New Mexico hoped to attract tourists and permanent 

residents to bolster business and transform the state into a more modern destination 

                                                
70 Baptist New Mexican, 21 April 1927. 
71 Ibid. 
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point.  According to many influential leaders at the time, not only did the state’s 

infrastructure—such as roads and schools—need to be vastly expanded but the 

cultural image held by those outside the state required transformation as well.  

Commercially minded New Mexicans sought a popular nickname for the state and 

pushed for “The Sunshine State”—but they explored other more innovative and 

controversial ideas as well.72  One reform called for the complete renaming of the 

state.  Another sought to take advantage of the antievolution laws in neighboring 

states and establish New Mexico as a land of scientific exploration, where public 

schools required the teaching of evolution.  Within this setting, New Mexico lived 

through a sudden, but fleeting, controversy over evolution in the late 1920s.  The 

proponents of modern science and business initiated the evolution mandate proposal 

in hopes of presenting New Mexico as a progressive American state with a bright 

economic future.  Southern Baptists, however, believed that the mandate was a 

challenge to their faith and were not prepared to sacrifice their Christian beliefs for 

the possibility of material gain.           

Early in 1927, events unfolded to expose briefly the passionate antievolution 

sentiment in the Baptist community of New Mexico.  On January 29, the New Mexico 

State Tribune, printed in Albuquerque, reported that preliminary drafts of two bills— 

supported by two anonymous Albuquerque commercial organizations—were in 

preparation for consideration by the State Legislature.  The first measure proposed 

changing the state’s name from “New Mexico” to either “Golconda” or “Eldorado.”  

                                                
72 Albuquerque and New Mexico Pamphlet Collection, Center for Southwest Research, 

General Library, University of New Mexico, box 1, folder 3.  Most of the materials used to advertise 
both Albuquerque and the state of New Mexico in general paid particular attention to the number of 
sunny days in a year.  Hereafter the Center for Southwest Research will be referred to as CSWR. 
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Both proposed replacement names referred to abundant wealth, a theme pushed by 

the commercial organizations.  The other bill called for the mandatory inclusion of 

evolution in the science curriculum of the state’s public schools.  The Tribune 

reported on the front-page: 

Two Bills shortly to be introduced in the State legislature are expected 
to touch off stores of oratorical thunder hitherto untapped by that body.  
Committees from two Albuquerque commercial organizations were bending 
over tentative drafts of the measures at 2 p.m. Saturday. 

If these preliminary drafts are closely followed, one bill will call for a 
change of the state’s name.  Framers of the bill set forth that “New Mexico” 
carries a mental association in the minds of people outside the state that this 
commonwealth is a part of the republic of Old Mexico and not part of the 
United States.  The names “Golconda” and “Eldorado” are suggested in the 
measure as more fittingly descriptive. 

The second measure to be sponsored by the local organizations calls 
for the compulsory teaching of evolution in all public schools and universities.  
The committees advance the argument that evolution is being taught in a 
surreptitious manner and that it might as well be done above-board.  Also, 
they claim it would have the effect of drawing heavily on populations 
elsewhere, since there are many people who subscribe to the belief.73  

 
Both pieces of potential legislation aimed at improving the state’s image in the 

rest of the nation and at attracting the “right kind” of people and businesses.  The 

report named the source of the information as the secretary of the Albuquerque 

Chamber of Commerce, a Mr. Carr.  Carr explicitly denied any involvement by the 

Chamber of Commerce in drafting the measures but claimed to have direct 

knowledge of budding plans in other organizations.  The Tribune regretted that 

“efforts to ascertain what two organizations are behind the bills were fruitless.”74  

Another New Mexican paper, however, The Santa Rosa News, reported on February 

11, 1927 that “the Albuquerque Advertising Club has launched a movement to 

                                                
73 New Mexico State Tribune, 29 January 1927.  This information appeared in an article titled, 

“Bills Changing Name of New Mexico And Providing For The Compulsory Teaching of Evolution 
Are Prepared.” 

74 Ibid. 
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change the name of the State of New Mexico to Coolidge.  After a discussion in a 

recent meeting of the club, a resolution was unanimously adopted, indorsing a bill 

that had been prepared and will be presented to the legislature.”75  Whether one of the 

anonymous organizations in the first report was indeed the Albuquerque Advertising 

Club remained uncertain.  At the very least, commercial organizations in 

Albuquerque explored the possibility of introducing legislation to improve the appeal 

of the state to outsiders.  Some clearly seized on mandating the teaching of evolution 

in New Mexico’s public schools as a means to that end.  They may have even floated 

the story to newspapermen to gauge public reaction.  The New Mexico State 

Tribune’s assertion that the story would cause controversy proved prophetic. 

Many New Mexicans denounced both ideas in no uncertain terms.  The 

proposal to change the name of the state met immediate disapproval from both the 

general public and from the leaders of the government.  One woman, Eloisa Armijo y 

Chavez, quickly penned a letter to Governor Richard C. Dillon to protest the name 

change.  Interestingly, Armijo y Chavez sent her passionate letter all the way from 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, where she had heard the news. 

Sir!- 
I request you to exert your influence to prevent a change in the name of our 
state of New Mexico in reverence to the memory of our native citizens of 
Spanish extraction who suffered derision – privations – defamation and death . 
. . and especially to those who at great hazard and personal discomfort were 
compelled to take charge of the commerce previous to the coming of the rail 
road and who were never repaid because of losses incurred by Indian 
depredations – prairie fires – floods and fraud.76 
     

                                                
75 The Santa Rosa News, 11 February 1927. 
76 “Eloisa Armijo y Chavez to Gov. of New Mexico,” February 3, 1927, Governor Richard C. 

Dillon Papers, New Mexico State Records Center and Archives, Santa Fe, New Mexico, box 1, folder 
29.  Hereafter the New Mexico State Records Center and Archives will be referred to as NMSRCA. 
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Armijo y Chavez relented somewhat, by stating that if the state’s name truly 

required change, she preferred something honoring President Abraham Lincoln, 

because he “suffered martyrdom not only to free the slaves but (as I understand) for 

equality of opportunity!”77  Governor Dillon replied that he was of like mind, noting 

that “here in New Mexico we have not regarded this proposition as being at all 

serious; in fact, it has about blown over now  --  simply newspaper talk.”78  Just as 

Dillon predicted, the idea evaporated.  Although the Eighth New Mexico Legislature 

remained in session at this time in Santa Fe, the question of changing the state’s name 

received no further attention.  Meanwhile, in Albuquerque, a different influential 

group took aim at the evolution legislation rumored to be brewing in the minds of 

Albuquerque’s commercially minded citizens.  

On January 30, 1927, the very day after the New Mexico State Tribune ran the 

first article reporting on the planned legislation, the Baptist Church of Albuquerque 

adopted an “Anti-Evolution Resolution.”  Printed in the Baptist New Mexican on 

February 3, the document stated that the Baptists of Albuquerque passed the 

Resolution without a dissenting vote. 79  The firm language of the Resolution reveals 

the deeply held resentment by Albuquerque’s Baptists toward this particular 

legislation, as well as their disdain for evolutionary science in general.  

The following resolutions were adopted by the First Baptist Church of 
Albuquerque without a dissenting vote at the morning service on Sunday, 
January 30, 1927. 

Since it has been brought to our attention that a bill now in process of 
formation is to be introduced in the State Legislature of New Mexico calling 

                                                
77 Ibid. 
78 “Governor Richard C. Dillon to Miss Chavez,” date unknown, Governor Richard C. Dillon 

Papers, NMSRCA, box1, folder 29. 
79 Baptist New Mexican, 3 February 1927.   
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for compulsory teaching of evolution in all public schools and universities of 
the State; and 

Since the doctrine of evolution as commonly held has not, and cannot 
be proven, but is merely a theory; and  

Since we believe it to be in direct opposition to the Bible teachings 
concerning the origin of man, and that the Bible as God’s Word is the original 
history of the beginnings of the human race; and 

Since we accept God’s Word and God’s history in preference to any 
and all man-made theories; and 

Since we believe that this theory tends to corrupt the morals of man, in 
that it teaches his relationship to the lower animals, thus giving undue 
emphasis to what is generally termed his brute nature, which attitude in the 
end tends to destroy the sanctity of the home and the marriage relation; and 

Since it leads to a belief in the non-existence of hell and tends toward 
cultivating the thought of no future punishment for man’s sin, which we 
regard as instrumental in helping to break down moral law and the proper 
respect for all law; and 

Since such a law would be opposed to the great American ideals of 
religious liberty in that it would force people to teach a doctrine which they 
believe to be directly opposed to the teachings of God’s Word and their 
conscientious religious belief; and 

Since the enforcement of such a law would thus discriminate against 
many of our best citizens because of their religious convictions; and 

Since such a law would, instead of increasing the population, make our 
fair state a hiss and a by-word amongst honest persons of other states, not 
merely those who would be opposed to the doctrine of evolution, but all who 
have a true conception of fair play and who believe in religious liberty; 

 
THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED: 

First, that the First Baptist Church of Albuquerque, New Mexico, with 
a membership of about 800, and with a constituency of about 2,000, at a 
regular Sunday morning service, hereby places itself on record by standing 
vote as unalterably opposed to the doctrine of evolution as commonly held 
and taught. 

Second, that we protest most vigorously against the passage of any law 
that would force the teaching of this damnable heresy, thus discriminating 
against thousands of Baptists in the State, as well as many thousands of other 
people who do not believe in this foolish man-made theory. 

Third, that we earnestly call upon all fair minded and liberty loving 
people to join with us in this protest. 

Fourth, that a copy of these resolutions be given to both Albuquerque 
daily papers and to the Baptist New Mexican with a request for their 
publication, and that copies be furnished the President of the Senate and the 
Speaker of the House, as well as to all the representatives of Bernalillo County 
in the State Legislature. 
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Fifth, that a committee be appointed and a definitive move inaugurated 
at once to inform all the Baptists of New Mexico to arouse them to the 
seriousness of this situation.80 
 
Local papers reprinted the Baptists’ Resolution as requested.  The Baptists of 

Albuquerque deliberately made their plea not only to other Baptists but to all “fair 

minded and liberty loving people.”  Most responses to the Resolution, however, came 

from other Baptists.  The state-wide circulation of the Baptist New Mexican prompted 

Baptists all across the region to express the support of their local congregations.  

Members of the First Baptist Church of Hope, New Mexico, wrote the editor of the 

Baptist publication stating that they “heartily endorse and adopt your resolutions 

regarding the teaching of Evolution in the schools of the state.”  Other Baptist 

churches in New Mexico also quickly fell in line.  The editor of the Baptist New 

Mexican noted, “We have had a number of churches which passed resolutions 

something like the one above.  Our people certainly got busy.”81  Representative 

Albert Simms, who was supposed to introduce the legislation according to the New 

Mexico State Tribune, denied the report that he had been involved with the proposals.  

He did so in a letter printed in the same edition of the Baptist New Mexican as was the 

Resolution.  In the section entitled “That Evolution Bill,” the paper explained: 

The New Mexico State Tribune of last Saturday gave considerable 
prominence to an article in which it was stated a bill would be introduced into 
the present State Legislature to compel the teaching of evolution in the public 
schools of the State and other State educational institutions.  The article stated 
that such a movement would give New Mexico considerable advertising and 
attract many people to this state from states where there is more anti-evolution 
sentiment. . . . Believing that we expressed the sentiment of the Baptists of the 
State, we wrote Mr. Simms our protest against the bill.  We have a splendid 
letter from Mr. Simms today, in which he denies that he has had any 
connection whatever with such a bill and expresses his regret that his name 

                                                
80  Baptist New Mexican, 3 February 1927. 
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has been connected with the movement and that he had not been consulted 
about such a bill and knew nothing about it. . . . 
 
We do not know whether there are members of the Legislature who would be 
willing to introduce such a bill or not, but if there are organizations working to 
get such a bill introduced it is nothing but right that our people make protest.  
Such a thing might be possible as there being no further steps taken regarding 
the bill.  Sometimes such things are just newspaper talk.82 

 
The Baptist New Mexican dismissed the possibility of a pro-evolution law in 

the same way that Governor Dillon brushed aside the measure to change the state’s 

name—as simply “newspaper talk.”  Two days before Simms’ denial appeared in the 

Baptist publication, he addressed the New Mexico House of Representatives in Santa 

Fe to convince his fellow representatives of the same thing.  In response to what 

Simms described as “being deluged with letters” from his friends, “who take this 

unauthorized story as a serious matter,” he denied any connection with, or knowledge 

of, a bill mandating evolution.  Simms echoed Governor Dillon and the Baptist New 

Mexican by stating, “my personal opinion is that the story which appears to have 

originated with the secretary of the Albuquerque chamber of commerce, is a hoax 

designed for the purpose of trying to get some advertising of an unenviable nature for 

the good of the state.”83  The Baptist Resolution and the letters Simms received left 

no room for interpretation about overall public opinion on the matter.  Simms was 

wise to categorically deny any association with the measure. 

The combined outrage over both the evolution mandate proposal and the 

name-change idea immediately turned on the Albuquerque Advertising Club.  

Albuquerque resident G. A. M. Wilson declared to the editor of the Santa Fe New 

                                                
82 Ibid., 3 February 1927. 
83 Santa Fe New Mexican, 2 February 1927.  From an article titled “Simms Denies He Has 
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Mexican, “The Ad Club does not by any means represent Albuquerque in this crazy 

stunt.  Let our fair state of New Mexico understand this, for already on every side out 

of town citizens are meeting we Albuquerque residents with, ‘what is the matter with 

you Albuquerque folk, are you crazy?’”84  The Roswell Record confirmed that “that 

Ad club over at Albuquerque is off its feed.”85  In an effort to attract Americans from 

other states, the Albuquerque commercial organizations that supported these two 

ideas alienated the citizens of their own state.   

Opposition to an evolution-mandate bill continued even after Simms’s denial 

on the floor of the legislature.  Mimicking the Baptists of Albuquerque’s Resolution, 

the Baptist congregation from Hot Springs, New Mexico, wrote the New Mexico 

Senate to express their “hearty detestation of this awful heresy.”  The Hot Springs 

resolution kept the evolution issue lingering in the legislature.  In a letter to the Santa 

Fe New Mexican, an anonymous observer, who preferred to be known simply as “A. 

Listener,” highlighted the pointlessness of discussing a bill that no one intended to 

introduce: 

I happened to be at the senate the other day and listened to a resolution 
of protest addressed to our legislators opposed by the First Baptist Church of 
Hot Springs.  It seems there is a bill pending making the teaching of evolution 
in our schools compulsory.  It is to be feared that if any serious attention is 
paid to this bill the unseemly spectacle of our legislators fighting a man of 
straw is very likely to happen. 

Does it seem necessary to point out that “Evolution” (which name 
covers a number of things) cannot be taught at any school or college.  What 
our teachers must be teaching in our schools is some elementary science, 
elementary embryology, or biology, or even geology.  It seems too funny for 
words to suppose that anyone would object to the teaching of the facts of up-
to-date science.  Why do we send our children to school if it is not to learn 

                                                
84 Ibid., 5 February 1927, 8.  This excerpt came from a letter to the editor from G. A. M. 

Wilson of Albuquerque. 
85 Ibid., The Santa Fe New Mexican reported on the reaction of various state papers to the 

name-change proposal. 
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facts?  If any youngster deduces from these facts any theory, as the great 
majority of our scientists do, who can prevent them.86           

   
This observer’s desire to remain anonymous indicates that the evolution issue had 

become acrimonious.  Given the outcry from the Baptists and citizens across the state, 

it is no wonder that Representative Simms, a Republican, wished to dissociate himself 

quickly from any legislation of this kind.   

Simms proved to be an adroit politician.  He rose all the way to the United 

States Congress by 1929 before being swept out in the initial tide of the Great 

Depression.  During his time in Congress, however, Simms championed the causes of 

science and advertising in New Mexico.  He introduced the bill that made Carlsbad 

Caverns, in the southeastern corner of the state, a National Park.  In his speech to the 

United States Congress celebrating the measure, Simms revealed his staunch support 

for science and his thorough knowledge of the geological processes that had created 

the caverns: 

Mr. Speaker, time is for mortals but not for the processes of nature.  Doubtless 
through millions of years the infinite, patient, and powerful action of nature 
through erosion by subterranean waters has been used to produce this present 
sublime group of caverns.  For the speaker it is a pleasant and happy thought 
to think that he has been able to be the humble instrument for the creation of 
the Carlsbad Caverns National Park, which is now established to perpetually 
furnish interest to the scientist and tourist alike.87   
 
Simms’s address to Congress clearly showed that he did not subscribe to the 

literal interpretation of the Bible in regard to the age of the Earth.  He also expressed 

the importance that Carlsbad Caverns would have to science and to attracting people 

                                                
86 Ibid., 11 February 1927.  From an article titled “Baptists Agin [sic] Evolution.” 
87 “Extension of Remarks of Hon. Albert G. Simms of New Mexico in the House of 

Representatives,” 9 May 1930, Governor Richard C. Dillon Papers, NMSRCA, box 1, folder 13.  
Simms included his remarks to the United States Congress in a letter to Governor Dillon on June 14, 
1930. 
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to the state.  Both of these goals correlated directly with the potential piece of state 

legislation mandating evolution a few years earlier.  Clearly Simms was not a 

fundamentalist.  He supported science and commerce in New Mexico and it is not 

inconceivable that the commercial organizations implicated in the New Mexico State 

Tribune’s story planned to count on Simms’s leadership, should sufficient support for 

the idea of compulsory teaching of evolution surface.  The Albuquerque Commercial 

Club sold its building in the downtown area in 1932.  The building that replaced it, 

the “Simms Building,” became New Mexico’s first modern international style high-

rise building.  It stills stands today bearing the name of the man who bought it from 

the Club—Albert G. Simms.88  The reaction of New Mexico’s Baptists to the idea 

probably convinced Simms, and the organizations implicated, that a quick retreat 

from, and denial of, the rumored legislation would be the safest course of action.   

New Mexico’s newspapers printed nothing further on the topic of legislation 

mandating the teaching of evolution after the second week of February 1927.   The 

immediate outcry from the Baptist community forced the architects to shelve the 

measure and search for new ideas to attract newcomers and reformulate the image of 

the state.  New Mexico’s advertising and commercial organizations returned to more 

traditional methods of improving the state’s educational system.   

The business leaders in the city of Albuquerque produced numerous 

pamphlets during the 1920s.  All were intended to entice Americans to relocate to the 

city, a haven for tuberculosis sufferers and a place where one could become 
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successful in business and raise a family.89  New Mexico’s Baptists returned to the 

more pressing challenges of maintaining their somewhat tenuous foothold in the 

largely Catholic state.  Clear from the challenges facing New Mexico’s Baptists is 

that concerns other than evolution superseded their desire to combat modernism in the 

public school system.  

The Southern Baptist Convention’s expansion from the Bible Belt states into 

the Southwest forged important doctrinal continuities between the two regions in the 

1920s.  As indicated by the evolution controversies in New Mexico’s neighboring 

states, Southern Baptist leaders often initiated the push to bring antievolution laws 

before state legislatures in the West.  New Mexico’s Baptist leaders did not initiate a 

call for antievolution legislation in the 1920s, but they did share a common distaste 

for what they perceived as “modernism.”  In August 1912, the Southern Baptist 

Convention officially shifted the Baptist Convention of New Mexico away from the 

Northern Baptists, which had founded most of the early institutions.90  The Southern 

Baptist takeover provoked hostile schisms in existing churches and brought forth 

bitter accusations.  Pro–Southern Baptist advocates stirred up the passion of New 

Mexico’s Baptists by charging that Northern Baptists were largely modernists who 

preached with “all the doctrinal unsoundness of Chicago University.”91  The 

affiliation of New Mexico’s Baptists with the Southern Baptist Convention ensured a 

                                                
89 Albuquerque and New Mexico Pamphlet Collection, CSWR, box 1, folders 3 and 4.  See 

“Albuquerque: Commercial Center of New Mexico,” 1925, Albuquerque Chamber of Commerce.  See 
also, “Putting 4-Wheel Brakes on Tuberculosis,” 1925, Albuquerque Civic Council; and, “A Greater 
Albuquerque: Four Years of Progress 1926-1929,” 1930 compiled by Robt. L. Cooper, City Manager. 

90 Daniel R. Carnett, Contending for the Faith: Southern Baptists in New Mexico, 1938-1995 

(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2002), 24. 
91 Stephen Martin Stookey, “The Impact of Landmarkism upon Southern Baptist Western 

Geographical Expansion” (Ph.D. diss., Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, 1994), 132.  This 
quotation Stookey attributed to Eugene Perry Alldredge, a central figure in the Southern Baptist 
takeover of New Mexico.    
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foundation of belief, including literal interpretations of the Bible and the autonomy of 

the local church, in preserving Baptist fundamentals.  

Understanding the concept of local autonomy is central to comprehending the 

work of Southern Baptists in New Mexico.  The local Baptist church was said to have 

“no organic relation to any other church or governing assembly from local churches.”  

The affiliation with a state and national convention was “voluntary, and for advisory 

and administrative purposes only.”92  In fact, histories of the Southern Baptist 

expansion into the West note the great importance of Landmark ideology, which 

argued “the local, visible church as the lone institution possessing the right and 

responsibility to administer Christ’s commands.”93 The ideal of a local, autonomous 

church sheds light on some of the reasons that Baptists did not instigate an 

antievolution conflict in New Mexico in 1927.  Local churches received advice from 

the state and national conventions but could invoke their right to carry on the faith in 

any the manner they saw fit.   Several concerns, other than evolution, consumed the 

thoughts and actions of the many autonomous Baptist churches in New Mexico. 

During the height of America’s evolution debate, Southern Baptists struggled 

to simply stay afloat in New Mexico, thus preventing any large-scale public 

pronouncements of antievolution sentiment.  Recognizing the challenges that Baptists 

in the state faced in the 1920s, a representative from the Oklahoma Baptist 

Convention, Reverend J. B. Rounds, referred to New Mexico as “the one remaining 
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destitute frontier field, helpless and lost without liberal aid from her sister states.”94  

Another observer of the situation stated: “The loyal little band of Baptists in New 

Mexico has put one of the bravest fights known by our people in modern times.  No 

state has labored under greater difficulties and possibly none have made greater 

progress.”95  But great progress in New Mexico required many small steps first. 

  A large majority of the state’s population, 81 percent practiced Roman 

Catholicism.  Therefore, Baptists found local financial assistance hard to come by.  

Only 4 percent of the population was associated with the Southern Baptist Church.96  

In Oklahoma, where Southern Baptists championed the antievolution cause, they 

comprised the largest denomination—23 percent of all religious adherents.97  

Protestant hostility towards the Catholic Church remained palpable in 1920s New 

Mexico.  The Southern Baptist affiliation helped stoke the flames of mistrust between 

the two faiths.  As the editor of the Alabama Baptist wrote the Baptist New Mexican 

in 1925: 

Where then are the one people who stand squarely against all errors of 
Romanism?  Where are the people who ideally at least point backward to the 
pure and undefiled Christianity of the New Testament?  Where are the people 
who put these doctrines into practice in their churches without admixture of 
Romanism?  They are found in the independent democratic organizations 
scattered over Christendom and known as Baptist churches.98 
 
The small Baptist population in New Mexico also meant that the 

denomination faced economic difficulties in supporting the institutions they had 

recently created.  At the beginning of the 1920s, only thirteen of the Baptist churches 
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in the entire state operated without financial assistance from the Convention.  The 

New Mexico Baptists’ Orphan’s home relied upon constant fundraisers to meet 

financial needs by the late 1920s.99   

Nevertheless, New Mexico’s Baptists strove to create a college, a children’s 

home, and a hospital throughout the decade.  In the 1920s, the Baptists of New 

Mexico focused on building the infrastructure through which they could practice a 

modified social gospel.  Albuquerque’s First Baptist Church gained 302 new 

members between the years 1924 and 1925 alone.100  In 1920 Clovis Baptists built a 

brand new hospital that remained self-sufficient until 1939.101  In the face of daunting 

challenges, the Baptists made tangible progress.  New Mexico’s Southern Baptist 

leadership urged its followers to fight the forces of modernism, specifically in public 

schools, by supporting teacher-training at Baptist Montezuma College and by 

spreading the Word of God—not by supporting antievolution legislation.   

In 1921, Montezuma College opened in Las Vegas, New Mexico.  The new 

college accepted 231 students in the first year, with the support of the Southern 

Baptist Convention.102  Baptist leaders in the state championed the importance of this 

institution.  In an attempt to attract donations to keep Montezuma in operation, the 

Baptist New Mexican declared: “It is impossible to give our young people the proper 

training, unless we provide Christian teachers. . . . Montezuma College trains teachers 

along safe and sane lines.”103  During a fundraising drive in 1927, the paper 
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reiterated: “We need the right kind of men and women in our public schools. . . . 

There is no limit or law on living the Christian life.  That is what our Montezuma 

students do.”104  The Baptist New Mexican went further to explain how Montezuma 

influenced the state’s public schools in the desired way, but carefully pointed out that 

no violation of the church and state arrangement was necessary:  

Secular education knows what to do with the mind and body but not with the 
soul.  Montezuma, as a Christian school, deals with this also.  The danger in 
any so-called educational process is in the neglect, or failure to take account 
of the whole man . . . . of what value to search into the mysteries of life under 
the guidance of an individual or institution, that fails to recognize that it is in 
God that we live and move and have our being. . . . herein Montezuma has her 
influence upon the public schools in that she sends out men and women as 
teachers, who have had the three-fold training, and naturally let it shine in 
their lives, though they may not teach it in the school room.105 
 
The fifth annual “Montezuma Assembly” of New Mexico’s Baptists took 

place during the Scopes trial in July 1925 on the Montezuma campus.  The 

Albuquerque Morning Journal covered the gathering and reported that the Assembly 

“[was] held with splendid attendance and interest.”106  The fact that Reverend Lester 

F. Sage retained his presidency over the Convention in a re-election indicates that 

Baptists in the state were satisfied with his leadership.107  Had they desired a more 

fundamentalist approach in 1925, they would have replaced Sage.  The Southern 

Baptists seemed content with their plan of reforming the state through the Christian 

training of teachers. 
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Still, significant opposition to the scientific community and to modernism did 

exist in the Baptist community of New Mexico.  In some cases, opposition to 

evolution travelled with Baptists hailing from states where public debates had 

recently raged.  Reverend W. E. Wright moved to New Mexico to become the pastor 

of the congregation in Raton in the fall of 1925.  Wright relocated from Texas, where 

he had served as editor of the Southeast Texas Messenger.  When asked to introduce 

himself to the Baptists in the state by answering a few questions for the Baptist New 

Mexican, the new pastor wrote: “Touching the issues which you mentioned 

(evolution, alien immersion, open communion, etc.), in theology and ecclesiology, I 

am by conviction and training of the regular Southern Baptist type.  I am for our 

Southern Baptist Institutions and Program out to the end.  As to evolution, 

modernism, etc., I am opposed to the whole tribe and believe all our institutions and 

leaders should be committed to an aggressive, uncompromising opposition to the 

same.”108  The paper also included a rhyme which it attributed to Reverend Wright: 

“There’s nothing in the monkey’s style that makes appeal to me; there’s nothing of 

his fiendish guilt upon my family tree.”109  In the wake of the Scopes trial, Wright 

clearly believed that taking a firm stance against evolution and modernism was the 

surest way to prove to the Baptists in New Mexico that he was a dedicated man of the 

faith.  

The Baptist New Mexican held firm to the notion that an aggressive opposition 

to evolution was unnecessary.  In asking for pastors to send in Bible passages to the 

publication, the editor noted: “The average student is reading much these days on 
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both sides of the evolution controversy.  It seems that the best answer to evolution is 

faithful and regular reading of God’s Word.  Many of the ‘ills’ and ‘isms’ of this day 

could be successfully overthrown if God’s people were only true to His Word.”110  

The Baptists of New Mexico seemed content to battle the forces of modernism 

through Christian education and the reading and preaching of the Bible.  

Antievolution legislation would only serve as a distraction from that path. 

Other Protestant denominations felt the impact of limited human and 

economic resources as well.  The Presbyterians, for example, adopted similar 

strategies for soul-winning in New Mexico.  In 1927 the General Assembly of the 

Presbyterian Church in the United States assessed the situation and reported: 

In New Mexico, the people are sixty-five percent Spanish, and most of them 
are retarded. . . . In the cities, they are too much inclined to make politics their 
business, while on farms, the economic problems are yearly becoming more 
acute. . . . While problems have been growing more acute, the reductions in 
our budget have given us year by year a smaller force with which to cope with 
them.  At the present time practically half of our churches in the state of New 
Mexico are without pastoral care.111 
 
Much like the Baptists, the Presbyterians focused on Christian education and 

training as the most important step towards improving the situation in New Mexico.  

The creation of two boarding schools, one for girls in Santa Fe and the other for boys 

in Albuquerque, strove to give “the boys and girls from the backward community an 

opportunity for a Christian education and, second, what is very closely associated 

with the first, the development of individual Christian leaders.”112  The school 

administrators banned the use of Spanish except on “special occasions” to ensure that 
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pupils developed their skills in the English language.  Presbyterian leaders believed 

that the Catholic Church was ineffective at educating and cultivating future Christian 

leaders.  Instead, the Church fostered “illiteracy, superstition and the evils attendant 

upon a generally low standard of living.”113  The high school curriculum at Menaul 

School in Albuquerque included one year of general science and one year of 

chemistry, but no biology courses.114  The “Menaul School Bulletin,” printed by the 

school for boys in Albuquerque, carefully noted that “Menaul does not encroach upon 

the public schools, rather it has been of great help, supplying many teachers all over 

the state.”115  It is likely, given the curriculum at Menaul, that students were given no 

background in evolutionary biology upon graduation.  The Presbyterians, like the 

state’s Baptists, pushed for “Christian leaders” in New Mexico’s public schools, but 

not for overt Christian doctrine.  The more moderate Presbyterians were unlikely to 

lead an antievolution crusade, especially due to the limited resources available and 

the number of problems afflicting the state.   

The Methodists followed a similar path.  The pastor of the Methodist 

congregation in Gallup, New Mexico, wrote the Gallup Independent: “The great 

thinkers of our country are coming to recognize that the American church school is 

one of the greatest factors in the solution of our wave of youthful criminals.”116  New 

Mexico’s Protestant leaders focused on building up their own forces for education, 

not on interfering with the public schools.  The potential Protestant allies of the 

Baptists in combating the “menace of evolution” were just as busy carving out a 
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foundation for their own denominations.  Although education remained essential to 

that foundation, antievolution sentiment remained largely muted.  

The Eighth New Mexico Legislature of 1927 convened between January 11 

and March 12.  No bills concerning evolution passed, or even received serious 

discussion, despite the newspaper articles and Baptist “Antievolution Resolution.”  

New Mexico also inaugurated Richard Charles Dillon as the state’s eighth governor 

on January 1, 1927.  Dillon’s successful campaign slogan, “Education, Good Roads, 

and Advertizing the State's Resources,” highlighted the priorities in the political 

climate of 1927 New Mexico.117  Interestingly, all three subjects in the slogan related 

to issues that New Mexico’s commercial organizations had advocated with vigor.  

The rumor of pro-evolution legislation was said to be prompted by a desire to 

advertise the state.  Dillon’s platform and personal history as an entrepreneur suggest 

that he may have been open to pro-evolution legislation, had the response not been so 

negative.  As a politician, Dillon probably altogether avoided the controversial issue, 

a choice he could make because of the legislature’s other priorities.  An examination 

of his record and that of other New Mexican leaders and organizations can help 

illuminate why the position of neither the pro-evolution commercial organizations nor 

the antievolution Baptists ever received serious consideration in the state. 

During his term as governor, Dillon actively promoted the state of New 

Mexico to businessmen across the nation.  His article titled “New Mexico, an 

Undeveloped Empire” aimed at informing those outside the state of the abundant 

natural resources in New Mexico, as well as its growing infrastructure in roads and 
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schools.118  At a banquet in Chicago, Illinois, in 1929, Dillon declared, “We realize 

that good schools and good roads are two fundamentals for the building of a state, not 

only for our own welfare and happiness but to establish a sound basis combined with 

our resources upon which we may conscientiously invite desirable people to come 

and cast their lot with us and build their homes.”119  “Desirable” people wanted good 

education and Governor Dillon was committed to creating a more effective and 

modern public school system in New Mexico.  In a 1928 statement on education, 

Dillon endorsed the following:   

The right kind of education not only instructs our boys and girls in reading, 
writing and arithmetic, but teaches love of God and country, instills the 
principle of law and order, obedience to parents and constituted authority, 
temperance in all things, and self-control, honesty, industry, thrift and 
cleanliness, loyalty and patriotism, love and veneration for the American flag 
as the symbol of our mighty, free, honorable and prosperous nation.120 
 
The religious community in New Mexico could agree with Dillon’s statement 

that education should instill a “love of God.”  This position and any others like it that 

Dillon made on education surely convinced Baptists that he could be trusted.  

Antievolutionists would charge that the theory of man’s descent from common 

biological ancestry, in the words of the Baptist Resolution, would be supporting “a 

doctrine which they believe to be directly opposed to the teachings of God’s Word 

and their conscientious religious belief.”  The idea of religious texts in the schools, of 

course, was illegal, and any teacher caught doing so faced a stiff penalty, as stipulated 

by the New Mexico School Code originally adopted in 1923: 
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No teacher shall use any sectarian or denominational books in the schools, or 
teach sectarian doctrine in the schools, and any teacher violating the 
provisions of this section shall be immediately discharged, his certificate to 
teach school revoked, and be forever barred from receiving any school 
moneys and employment in the public schools in the state.121 
 
Governor Dillon’s statement on education stressed patriotic and moral themes 

but made no mention of science or evolution in the state’s public schools.  Instead, 

another perceived evil and danger to the state’s children took precedence in 1927—

the production and sale of liquor. 

Debates over the enforcement of Prohibition far outweighed demands for 

antievolution legislation in the late 1920s.  Liquor, it seems, loomed as a far more 

destructive force to introduce to the youths of New Mexico than the notion that their 

species had somehow evolved from other primate forms.  Governor Dillon received 

pressure from the citizens of New Mexico.  One letter from New Mexico resident R. 

J. Brown told the Governor, “I feel that it is our duty to see that a law of some kind to 

prevent the boot-leggers from preying on our children be passed.”  Defending the 

state’s children from the menace of spirituous liquors, according to this citizen, 

required not just any law, but a “law with teeth in it.”122  The Eighteenth Amendment 

to the United States Constitution allowed for concurrent laws by states for 

enforcement of prohibition.  Unlike his predecessor, Democratic governor Arthur T. 

Hannett, who had vetoed a bill outlining strict prohibition laws, the Republican Dillon 

supported stringent prohibition laws and maintained close contact with the New 
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Mexico Department of the Anti-Saloon League of America.123  The Governor and his 

allies in the legislature responded when the Seventh Legislature of New Mexico 

convened in early 1927 by introducing Senate Bill No. 90, which proposed new 

enforcement capabilities and sentences to combat liquor.  The bill passed, but only 

after many of the “teeth” that R. J. Brown had desired were extracted.  The director of 

the Scientific Temperance Instruction of the Women’s Christian Temperance 

Movement in New Mexico, Mary Stevens, wrote the governor, “We can reach the 

largest number through the teachers in our public schools.”  Stevens supported a 

program whereby teachers would teach the “evil effects of alcohol” in the classroom.  

“To my mind the teaching of the principles involved is of vast importance in 

character development in the lives of our young people.”124  The governor received 

much correspondence requesting temperance be taught in the schools, but none 

asking for a ban or mandate on evolution. 

Prohibition remained an important topic into the next election cycle.  Instead 

of charging the governor as a modern Darwinist, political rivals of Dillon accused 

him of being “wet.”  One Baptist preacher wrote the governor to inform him of 

assaults on his character: “I know nothing of your morals and have been pushing the 

campaign on the business efficiency of your administration.  I am a Texas republican 

pastoring a democratic church.  I have had it hurled back at me that one of the State 

Highway employees, Mr. Ted Watson, has been telling that he had been on several 

drunks with you . . . . he is a drunk and a fighter and would probably enjoy making 
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trouble with a preacher. . . . I am yours for fair play.”125  Legislation leading to 

effective prohibition enforcement in New Mexico proved difficult until the 

Eighteenth Amendment was repealed in 1933, thus settling the issue. 

Bills regarding education that passed in 1927 did several things: they outlined 

financial appropriations, created independent rural school districts, and confirmed the 

purchasing of land and materials through bond elections for school construction.126  

What of the New Mexico State Tribune’s report that commercial organizations had 

felt “that evolution is being taught in a surreptitious manner and that it might as well 

be done above-board”?  No general statement can be applied to every public school in 

New Mexico in the late 1920s.  The rift between rural and city schools alone indicates 

that curriculum likely changed drastically on a case-by-case basis.  In petitioning 

Governor Dillon for a position on the State’s Board of Education, a rural New 

Mexican educator wrote: “City schools have an independent board who takes care of 

them.  Rural schools have no such government, and if neglected by the state office, it 

is a pity.  To take care of these rural schools, a representative of them should consist 

one of the members of the board of education. . . . I dwell in the belief that only 

through education can New Mexico with its great population of Spaniards acquire its 

salvation educationally.”127  The likelihood that evolution was taught in city schools 

appears much higher than in rural schools where both funding and well-trained 
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teachers remained scarce.  Teacher-training programs at the state’s universities were 

not able to give instructors a background in evolutionary sciences.  

In 1926, the University of New Mexico employed only one professor of 

biology and one of geology.128  The state superintendent of Public Instruction, Isabel 

Lancaster Eckles, reported in 1926 that enrollment at the university doubled in the 

past seven years, but that “the enrollment of the University remains relatively small, 

compared with older and consolidated institutions in other states, but the steady 

growth of its student body and the elevation of its standards are gratifyingly 

apparent.”129  The University of New Mexico quickly established itself as the largest 

research institution in the state, but New Mexico Normal University was the “largest 

teacher-training institution in the State of New Mexico.”  Normal University suffered 

a 26.8 percent budget reduction between 1924 and 1926.  The budget cuts 

materialized in the form of entire departments being closed and the reduction of 

faculty salaries.  Reports of the financial purge did not mention which departments 

ceased to exist.  However, the lists of faculty members for the academic year 1926 to 

1927 indicate that no biology professor remained on the university’s payroll.130  New 

Mexico’s chief provider of educators and its largest research institution in the late-

1920s fell short of ensuring that the children of the state could learn from instructors 

intimately familiar with the principles of evolutionary biology. 
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 The New Mexico College of Agriculture and Mechanical Arts, however, 

operated an active Biology Department in Las Cruces.  The Department worked in 

association with the Bureau of Biological Survey of the United States.  The majority 

of the work done in conjunction with the Bureau focused only on the “control of 

predatory animals and destructive rodents.”131  Reports from the university in 1926 

offered the encouraging news that “an increasing number of the graduates are going 

into the high schools of the state as teachers, especially of science, agriculture, and 

home economics.”132  However, in a rural state where many schools employed only 

one or two teachers, students exposed to an instructor trained in biology by the New 

Mexico College of Agriculture and Mechanical Arts were few and far between.   

Influential leaders of science in New Mexico focused on the ongoing turf war 

over ownership of New Mexico’s resources.  The New Mexico Association of 

Presidents of Higher Institutions of Education proved formidable advocates for the 

establishment of the state as a haven for science in the late 1920s.  Of particular 

importance to this elite group of administrators was the conservation of the natural 

scientific resources of the state.  These resources should benefit New Mexico and not 

be “shipped away by the carload to enrich eastern and even foreign institutions,” they 

argued.133  The reputation of the state’s higher scientific education required that the 

unique artifacts, and the possibilities for future scientific exploration, be exploited by 
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researchers in New Mexico and that a fair portion of discoveries made by outsiders 

remain in one of the state’s institutions.  The stakes seemed high, especially in 

scientific fields critical to the study of evolution.  In passing a resolution outlining 

their grievances, the Association of Presidents felt that “in fact, in paleontology, there 

is no richer field in the United States than New Mexico.”134  Myriad variations in 

plant and animal life also enriched the state’s prospects in the study of species.  As 

the presidents outlined: 

From a biological standpoint New Mexico has unusually rich natural 
resources.  The state lies in a transition zone; consequently representatives of 
the east, north, south, and west may be found within comparatively small 
areas.  The wide range of physiographic conditions in the state makes possible 
a wide range in flora and fauna.135 
 
Understandably, the scientific community in New Mexico felt compelled to 

defend these resources, which they described as “of such unique character and value 

that the state has become a veritable hunting ground for the scientific world.”136  The 

primary perceived threat to the image and substance of science in New Mexico did 

not rest on exterminating antievolution sentiment.  Nor did the Association of 

Presidents feel that proper instruction of evolution in the state’s public schools 

required compulsory legislation.  Instead, their activities focused on the battle with 

the rest of the scientific community over the state’s resources. 

The Association’s efforts proved fruitful.  Less than a year after the resolution 

House Bill #32 passed through the State Legislature providing for the protection of 

the state’s scientific resources.  An act for the “Preservation of the Scientific 
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Resources of New Mexico” was finally approved on March 14, 1931.  The act 

guaranteed the demands of the Association of Presidents and created the Science 

Commission of New Mexico.137  With their attentions turned elsewhere in the late 

1920s, New Mexico’s scientific elite failed to weigh in on the 1927 controversy. 

To be sure, New Mexico’s School Code provided some attempts at 

streamlining the curriculum of the state’s public schools.  The Code mandated the 

teaching of the following subjects: 

Reading, writing, arithmetic, spelling, geography, language and grammar, 
Spanish, New Mexico history, United States history, including the Declaration 
of Independence and the Constitution of the United States and of New 
Mexico, local civil government, elements of physiology and hygiene, morals 
and manners, music, drawing, elementary bookkeeping, the fundamental 
principles of common honesty, honor, industry and economy, the laws of 
health, physical exercise, household economics, manual training and other 
vocational subjects, and such other branches of learning as may seem 
expedient may be prescribed by the state board of education.138 

 
 Science did not appear to be a top priority at the time the School Code was 

adopted in 1923.  Except for the fields of public health and hygiene, science barely 

received mention.  The State Board of Education met on February 18, 1927, to 

discuss the possibility of changing the textbook adoption policy of the state.139  The 

President of New Mexico College of Agriculture and Mechanic Arts, who served as 

chairman of the State Board of Education for the past two years suggested, “I feel 

quite sure we ought not to be hasty in any of our actions regarding text books because 
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legislation may be enacted which would affect any action in progress.”140  They could 

have brought up evolution, considering the recent news.  Although New Mexico was 

in the middle of a textbook controversy, it did not focus on the matter of evolution.   

Governor Dillon wanted to ensure that children in public schools received free 

textbooks.141  The cost of purchasing more textbooks caused major concern.  In 

addition, two State Board of Education members were implicated in separate schemes 

to influence the adoption of specific texts.  One, a Mr. Dowell, resigned as a result.  

According to the acting superintendent of public instruction, Lois Randolph: “It is to 

his credit that he did not plead ignorance of the law which prohibits school officials 

from using professional influence to secure the adoption of certain text books. . . .  

Mr. Dowell was an impecunious school teacher.  Mrs. Otero Warren is a rich 

politician.  No plea of poverty could be applied as alleviatory in her case.  I could not 

look the school children of this state in the face if I had not tried to express my 

disapproval of Mrs. Otero-Warren’s dereliction.”142 

The other member implicated in the statement above, the well-known Mrs. 

Otero-Warren, Randolph suspended.  Later she fought against her reinstatement.  

Randolph made her case to the other members of the Board in a letter stating: “She 

[Otero-Warren] acknowledged receiving one payment from Houghton Mifflin money.  

The State Board has concerns of greater importance to the public schools than the 

continued consideration of Mrs. Otero-Warren’s affairs and her vindications. . . . I can 

see no reason why Mrs. Otero-Warren should not have sufficient professional ethics 
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to keep out of book contracts not [sic] can I see why after she was caught redhanded 

[sic] and admitted her guilt she should not have as much respect as Mr. Dowell and 

tender her resignation as a sign of her regret.”143  New Mexico’s leaders of education 

grappled with whether or not to buy textbooks directly from publishers in gross and 

create a distribution center where they could be stored.  The state was still attempting 

to create a state-wide system of education that could efficiently instruct the children 

of New Mexico. 

Eventually, Attorney General Frank H. Patton weighed in with an 

interpretation of the powers of the superintendent in the matter: “It is my opinion that 

the State Superintendent of Public Instruction has the powers and duties set forth in 

said section 201, and that these are independent of any supervision of the State Board 

of Education.”144  Under the leadership of the Superintendent of Public Instruction 

Lois Randolph the State Board of Education did not address the evolution controversy 

between Albuquerque’s commercial organizations and the Baptists.  Instead, 

Randolph focused on a sweeping audit of the organization’s textbook allocations.  

Randolph wrote the governor later in 1927, “In view of some other expenditures I 

believe recoverable, I believe a complete audit of the books of the State Department 

of Education from the period covered by doubtful outlay of funds by the former 

administration to the present time is a necessity to which the public is entitled.”145 

The textbook controversy consumed the actions of the State Board of Education for 
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much of the year 1927, leaving evolution as a non-issue in the state’s governing body 

of education. 

By 1931, New Mexico’s Education Department had outlined the specific 

goals of scientific education in the state’s public high schools.  The section on the 

“Course of Study in Biology” stated that the objectives “are especially fitted to the 

needs of the students of our state.”146  The Board of Education placed heavy emphasis 

on eugenics, arguing that the “future of race development is based on the practice of 

biological principles.  We believe that biology with its emphasis on physiology, 

hygiene, sanitation, and heredity is an important subject.”147  Race and ethnicity 

played an important role in the formulation of New Mexico’s public schools.  The 

state even had segregation laws on the books in the 1920s, providing “separate 

rooms” for “the teaching of pupils of African descent.”148  The first concrete 

indication that New Mexico’s Board of Education supported the teaching of evolution 

can be found in Unit XII of the Course of Study in Biology in 1931 under the title 

“The Laws of Inheritance and the Principle of Evolution.”  The section provided a list 

of the aims of this unit as: 

1. To understand the laws of heredity. 
2. To appreciate the fact that an understanding of biology helps man to 

improve the race. 
3. To understand the significance of variation and heredity. 
4. To know about the contribution of Gregor Mendel to biology. 
5. To understand some of the stages by which animals and plants have 

reached the places they now occupy. 
6. To appreciate the value of plant and animal breeding.149 
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The Board of Education deftly avoided any mention of Charles Darwin in this 

unit.  Both the work of Gregor Mendel, the famous father of genetics, and Luther 

Burbank, noted botanist, found a place in the unit on evolution.  Darwin, the man 

whose work inspired and informed both men, was conspicuously absent.  A list of 

science books recommended for the state’s public school libraries did not embrace 

Darwin’s epochal work.  Instead, it included lesser, though surely scintillating titles, 

such as Romance of the Fungus World and Social Life in the Insect World.150  All of 

these suggestions for curriculum in the state’s science class rooms by 1931 were 

merely that—suggestions, not mandatory.  Still, the fact that the Board advocated and 

recommended the teaching of evolution in the state represents a change in policy.  In 

the end, the commercial organizations got their wish as New Mexico’s teachers could 

teach evolution “above-board” with the backing of the state’s public school 

administration by 1931. 

By the 1930s, economic problems from the late 1920s came to a boiling point 

in the form of the Great Depression.  Like the rest of the nation, New Mexicans put 

aside their inclinations to battle over the question of evolution in publicly supported 

schools.  In 1930, the struggle to maintain the Baptist Montezuma College ended.  

The College, so important to the Baptist mission in New Mexico, closed its doors due 

to insufficient funds; the Baptists later sold the College to the Catholic Church.  

Economic troubles in the 1920s interrupted some of the plans of Southern Baptists to 

practice the social gospel.  However, the relatively small Southern Baptist 
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denomination continued to fight to keep the gains it had made in the 1920s so that it 

could exert their influence later in the twentieth century.   

Not long after the dust from the brief evolution conflict had settled, the Baptist 

New Mexican expressed no desire to publicly attack evolution by stating that “the 

evolution question might ‘bob up’ again, but short work can be made of that.”151  

Other than the rumor of legislation mandating the teaching of evolution, and the 

unified opposition to it in the creation and support for the Albuquerque Baptists’ 

Resolution, New Mexico’s Southern Baptists abstained from mobilizing the 

antievolution sentiment within the community in the first half of the century, due in 

large part to the economic hardships and the harsh reality of New Mexico 

demographics. 

 
When faced with the possibility of legislation requiring that evolution be 

mandated in the curriculum of public schools in 1927, New Mexico’s Baptist 

community responded with a swift and resounding reply.  New Mexico’s 1927 

evolution controversy stands as a unique case in the history of evolution controversies 

in 1920s America.  It was unique in the sense that the spark required to ignite a flame 

in New Mexico came not from a proposal for antievolution legislation, but from a 

rumor of a pro-evolution law.  The controversy started with a plan from 

Albuquerque’s modern businessmen; it ended largely because of the swift action from 

New Mexico’s Southern Baptists.  Evolution controversies in other states in the 1920s 

mostly occurred in the reverse order and often resulted in legislation.  The brief 1927 

evolution controversy in New Mexico demonstrated that fundamentalist Baptists in 
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the state stood prepared to combat modernism.  However, the state’s other concerns 

consumed the activities of faithful and material organizations alike, thus preventing a 

protracted battle between modernism and fundamentalism.   

Whereas Southern Baptists saw New Mexico’s potential future as a shining 

beacon of righteousness, the business community in New Mexico foresaw the rise of 

material wealth as the key to growth in the sunny, southwestern state.  The desire to 

advertise the state as a place where modern Americans could settle and raise a family 

concerned many New Mexicans, including then Governor Dillon.  Advertising clubs 

and Chambers of Commerce faced the challenge of combating preconceived notions 

of the state as “backward” and “foreign.”  The “desirable” people they hoped to 

attract, mostly white American Protestants, demanded efficient public schools and 

widespread roads as the marks of a progressive American state.  In many ways, then, 

the Southern Baptists and those concerned with advertising the state’s resources had 

common interests in the largely Catholic, Hispanic state.  Joining together, the Bible 

Belt and the Southwest could only serve to alleviate both parties’ gravest concerns.  

In light of the growing economic depression, both sides put aside their differences on 

science and education in order to focus on more pressing issues.  Many decades 

passed before the evolution controversy once again received a spark in New Mexico. 
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Chapter 3 

Evolution and Intelligent Design: The Modern Debate in New Mexico, 
1995-2008 

 
From the 1930s to the 1990s the developing infrastructure and changing 

demographics transformed New Mexico’s relationship with both the rest of the nation 

and the evolution controversy.   The work of advertising and commercial clubs during 

the state’s infancy began to pay dividends as the century wore on.  The 1930 census 

reported that just over 423,000 people resided in New Mexico, with only three cities 

of 10,000 or more citizens: Albuquerque, Santa Fe, and Roswell.152  Forty-one 

percent of that population worked in the agricultural sector of the economy.153  By 

1990, however, the state’s population had swelled to over one-and-a-half-million 

citizens.154  The city of Rio Rancho, on Albuquerque’s west mesa, counted more than 

10,000 citizens just eighteen years after its founding in 1962.155  Only about 3 percent 

of the state’s population still labored in agriculture in 1990.  Other sectors of the 

economy, like administrative support and professional specialty occupations, for 

instance, far outnumbered farm workers.156  As the twenty-first century approached, 

New Mexicans realized that their population had tripled since the 1927 evolution 

controversy.  Similarly, the state had gradually conformed to modern American 

standards. 
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Along with the demographics and economy of the state of New Mexico, the 

national evolution debate changed as well.  The Depression of the 1930s and World 

War II witnessed little discussion over evolution.  Science education across the 

country continued to suffer during the Cold War era, due to an inadequate supply of 

qualified teachers, especially in biology.157  This fact presented a serious problem to a 

nation engaged in a global struggle for supremacy over land, sea, and most recently, 

space.  The arena of technological and scientific advancement formed the primary 

battlefield between the United States and the Soviet Union.  Without effective science 

education, many feared that America would no longer remain on the cutting edge of 

modern technology and might even lose the Cold War. 

The prophecy of demise appeared frighteningly plausible when the Soviet 

Union successfully launched the satellite Sputnik into the earth’s orbit in 1957.  In the 

following weeks, the American rival satellite Vanguard failed to lift off from the 

launch pad.  The scientific inferiority revealed in this exchange provided scientists 

and political leaders the evidence they needed to push for improved science 

education.158  And, of course, evolutionary science remained the cornerstone of all 

biological inquiries in the final half of the twentieth century.  Leading geneticist 

Theodosius Dobzhansky, an American citizen born and raised in Russia, penned an 

essay in 1973 titled “Nothing in Biology Makes Sense Except in the Light of 

Evolution.”159  Dobzhansky stated confidently, “evolution as a process that has 
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always gone on in the history of the earth can be doubted only by those who are 

ignorant of the evidence or are resistant to evidence, owing to emotional blocks or to 

plain bigotry. . . . There are no alternatives to evolution as history that can withstand 

critical examinations.”160  Although most professional scientists such as Dobzhansky 

were convinced of the importance and validity of evolution, the nation’s high school 

science teachers remained skeptical.  In 1961, a poll of 1,000 high school science 

teachers found that two-thirds felt they could properly teach biology without 

evolution.161  States such as Tennessee and Arkansas still had antievolution laws on 

the books at the time of that particular poll.  Over time, evolution standards at the 

college level in America improved during the Cold War, thanks to the efforts of 

professional biologists.  However, biology standards in public high schools still 

varied widely state-by-state and teacher-by-teacher.162  Even in the face of a global 

struggle for scientific superiority, gaining widespread acceptance for evolution in 

America proved difficult.   

 Biblical literalists from Evangelical Protestant denominations remained the 

most committed antievolution crusaders in late-twentieth-century America.163  

However, the legislative efforts to eliminate completely evolution from the public 

schools at the state level had largely died out after the 1920s.  This silence did not 

mean that antievolutionists had surrendered.  As the title of Edward J. Larson’s 

survey of the evolution controversy in America suggests, evolution’s opponents 

implemented a “trial and error” method to help erode the validity of evolution as the 
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only tenable theory in public high schools.164  The Cold War era witnessed a shift in 

tactics.  After the 1920s, the evolution controversy did not re-emerge in America on a 

large scale until the 1960s.  In New Mexico, the debate took even longer to sprout 

new legs.   

In 1967, Tennessee’s legislature repealed the antievolution Butler Act, which 

had led to the Scopes trial of 1925.  Mississippi and Arkansas remained the only 

states with antievolution laws on the books.  Court decisions soon declared the 

legislation in both states unconstitutional.  By 1970, not a single American state had 

an antievolution statute.165  Antievolution legislation could no longer serve as the 

main weapon against the teaching of evolution in America’s public schools.  Instead, 

evolution’s opponents adapted to the new environment and sought to create a 

scientific alternative in the form of “creation science.”  Opponents argued that the 

biblical version of human history should be included in the name of “fairness” and 

labeled the scientific consensus on teaching evolution as “dogma.” These two tactics 

soon gained favor in antievolution circles during the modern debate over Darwin’s 

theories. 

Creationists had to try and play by scientific rules in order to defeat 

evolution’s monopoly on theories of the emergence of the human species.  Or, at the 

very least, they had to dress the wolf in sheep’s clothing.  Instead of reading the 

biblical account of Genesis in a flexible manner that adapted to the findings of 

science, many modern evangelicals demanded that only a science that confirmed the 

Bible’s most literal interpretations would suffice.  In the Cold War era debate, the 
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term “creationist” became synonymous with a person who maintained—no matter 

what evidence scientists provided to the contrary—that all life was created on earth 

10,000 years ago in much the same form that it is in today.166  Creation science 

started with the Bible and then searched for evidence in the natural world to support a 

literal interpretation of it.  Should they succeed in their quest to authenticate a literal 

interpretation of Genesis, creationists believed that “every anti-Christian system and 

movement (communism, racism, humanism, libertinism, behaviorism, and all the 

rest) would be deprived of their pseudo-intellectual foundation.”167  Viewed in this 

light, creation scientists felt they were advancing America’s cause in the Cold War by 

offering alternatives to evolution, not simply trying to hinder it.  With the help of 

their national organization, the Creation Research Society, and a growing body of 

creation science research, modern creationists set out once again to combat the 

teaching of evolution in America’s public schools.168 

The campaign to place creationism in public schools did not seek to 

immediately displace evolution.  Instead, creationists hoped, first, to secure “equal 

time” in science classes.  Beginning in 1980 and increasingly in 1981, several state 

legislatures considered protecting teachers who taught creationism in the 

classroom.169  The most public debates arose in Arkansas and Louisiana, where 

creation bills were quickly challenged in the court system to determine their 

constitutionality.  In both cases, the advocates of creation science lost.  In Arkansas, 
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the American Civil Liberties Union defended evolution, just as it had done at the 

Scopes trial in 1925.  In 1982, the Arkansas court ruled in Mclean v. Arkansas Board 

of Education that the state’s equal time statute was “simply and purely an effort to 

introduce the Biblical version of creation into the public school curricula” and 

therefore in violation of the establishment clause of the First Amendment.170  The 

Louisiana creation bill made its way to the United States Supreme Court.  The court 

ruled in Edwards v. Aguillard (1987) that creation science was religion, not 

science.171  Evolution’s supporters hailed these decisions as the death blow to 

creationism.  Creationists merely conceded a misstep and they regrouped to fight 

another day. 

With creation science labeled “religion” by the highest court in the land, 

creationists could no longer continue to push for its inclusion in public schools.  In 

the face of this challenge, however, as creation science fell out of favor, the concept 

of “intelligent design” picked up where it had left off.  Intelligent design is the 

observation that life on earth is so incredibly complex and so often resembles a 

machine-like precision that the only plausible explanation for such complex 

organisms is that an intelligent agent (usually divine) created all life.  Proponents of 

intelligent design sought to cast a wider net than their forebears.  From a legal 

perspective, the framers of intelligent design hoped that by not specifically naming 

the intelligent agent, it could not be brushed aside as another Christian creationist 

theory.  Instead of insisting on a young earth biblical literalism, the proponents of 
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intelligent design courted all those who believed in a divine creator.  The movement, 

however, remained almost exclusively a Protestant Christian enterprise. 

Advocate Phillip E. Johnson emerged in the early 1990s as an indispensible 

engineer of the intelligent design movement.  “The important thing,” Johnson 

asserted, “is not whether God created all at once or in stages, or whether the process 

of creation requires a greater or lesser period of time,” but that “anyone who thinks 

that the biological world is a product of pre-existing intelligence . . . is a creationist in 

the most important sense of the word.”172  Instead of searching for proof of the 

Bible’s infallibility in things like flood geology, intelligent design looked for the 

fingerprint of God at every level, from biology to cosmology.  The intelligent design 

movement’s central support and command center sprang from the formation of the 

Discovery Institute, based out of Seattle, Washington, in 1990.   

The Discovery Institute provided, and continues to provide, funding for 

research fellowships.  It also gives direction to the intelligent design movement 

through the Center for Renewal of Science and Culture (CRSC) [now known as the 

Center for Science and Culture].   Similar to the creation science movement before it, 

intelligent design first built up a body of research claiming new scientific concepts, 

such as “irreducible complexity” and “complex specified information.”173  From 

there, proponents of intelligent design sought publicity through media outlets and 

grassroots efforts, with the eventual goal of justifying a place in science classrooms.   
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The new tactic to break apart the domination of evolution in science classes (and 

indeed in American culture at large) came to be known as the “Wedge” strategy.174  

When the Discovery Institute announced the creation of the CRSC, it printed the 

following statement in its Journal: 

For over a century, Western science has been influenced by the idea that God 
is either dead or irrelevant.  Two foundations recently awarded the Discovery 
Institute nearly a million dollars in grants to examine and confront this 
materialistic bias in science, law, and the humanities.  The grants will be used 
to establish the Center for the Renewal of Science and Culture at Discovery, 
which will award research fellowships to scholars, hold conferences, and 
disseminate research findings among opinion makers and the general 
public.175 
 
The main thrusts of the CRSC became intelligent design research and 

promotion.  As America entered the twenty-first century, around half of the 

population had not accepted evolution, and almost two-thirds supported some form of 

creationism in the public schools.176  The situation seemed ripe for a return of 

William Jennings Bryan’s majoritarian argument.  The New York Times announced in 

1996 that all across America, “The issues that Clarence Darrow and William Jennings 

Bryan fought out in a Dayton courtroom are being replayed in classrooms, school 

board meetings and state legislatures as religious fundamentalists become 

increasingly assertive.”177  Although the terms of the debate were not, in fact, the 
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same as in the 1920s, evolution became a hot topic once again.  As the same article 

noted, the controversy “is not just limited to the South.  It’s everywhere.”178   

Battles over alternative theories to evolution reappeared in every corner of the 

country as the twentieth century approached its end.  Biology teacher Pamela Messick 

from Nashville, Tennessee, found the controversy highly disturbing.  “I think it is 

impossible to teach biology without incorporating evolutionary theory,” Messick said.  

“We did evolve. . . . And I can still believe in God, because no one can explain that 

first spark.”  Reflecting the tensions of the growing culture clash, Messick saw the 

mounting opposition to evolution as “a political power play to insert Bible Belt 

beliefs into our educational system.  The other day I went into my classroom and I 

said, ‘Evolution, evolution, evolution, evolution,’ and then told my students that I was 

saying it now because I might not be able to say it anymore.”179  From Georgia and 

Tennessee to New Hampshire and Nevada, evolution’s opponents adopted the 

terminology of the growing intelligent design movement to influence the course of 

science education in America.  With this new round of conflict, New Mexico played a 

much more visible role than it had during the 1920s.   

In the summer of 1996, the New Mexico state Board of Education convened 

to discuss the state’s science requirements.  One topic drew particular interest.  A 

board member, Virginia Trujillo, revealed to the Albuquerque Journal that “a 

difference of opinion regarding some of the content" had emerged.  "For example,” 

Trujillo said, “creationism wasn't in there."180  Scientists and concerned citizens, 
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mainly from the Albuquerque area, arrived at the Board’s next meeting in August 

prepared to fight for evolution in New Mexico’s public schools.  In front of a 

“standing-room-only” audience, the Board debated proposals and eventually avoided 

both the words “evolution” and “creationism” in their final decision.181  Instead, the 

newly minted state curriculum standards prompted students to “compare, contrast and 

discuss the scientific evidence supporting or refuting theories of biological 

origins.”182  The ambiguous wording in the new standards launched a drawn-out 

conflict that took place on the local and state level, echoing the controversies 

occurring all across America. 

As one might expect, the nature of science education in 1990s New Mexico 

depended on the teachers.  Reports from the 1996 Board of Education controversy 

found that many of the influential education leaders in New Mexico felt that no 

matter what the curriculum said, the teachers would decide whether to provide 

instruction on evolution at their own discretion.183  In fact, that seemed to be the case 

across the country.  Some teachers supported creationism and ignored the sections of 

the textbooks on evolution.  Almost one quarter of biology teachers in Louisiana 

reported that they felt creationism had scientific merit.184  However, some teachers 

also avoided evolution, simply as a result of the controversy on the issue.  The New 

York Times found that “teaching evolution has become so politicized that many high 

school teachers around the country report they skip the subject rather than risk 
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confrontations with conservative parents or fundamentalist religious groups.”185  This 

proved to be the situation in New Mexico.   

In 1998, a student at Eldorado High School in Albuquerque told the 

Albuquerque Journal that although he took two biology courses, he had received no 

instruction on evolution.  The Journal reported that this anonymous student inquired 

what reasons one teacher had for neglecting the theory and was told “the teacher 

didn’t want the hassle of dealing with parents and state standards on the issue.”186  

The Tribune provided the following opinion in opposition to the mounting conflict in 

New Mexico and placed the blame squarely on the crusaders for intelligent design: 

As State Board of Education President Eleanor Ortiz said at the time, state 
standards don’t prohibit the teaching of evolution.  But, they don’t require it 
either.  And teachers find this ambiguity perplexing.  Intimidated by parents 
and religious groups, some teachers opt to ignore the entire subject, skipping 
the few chapters that explain Darwinism in textbooks. 
 
This is the ultimate end result of the continuing battle by creationists to 
include in science curriculum the theory of ‘intelligent design,’ promoted, 
ironically, as a way to give students an opportunity to discuss all theories in an 
open marketplace of ideas.187 
 
Some local New Mexico school systems tackled the issue themselves.  

Albuquerque Public Schools (APS) developed their own standards in 1997 and 

passed guidelines strongly advocating evolution in the city’s school district.  The APS 

curriculum intended to ensure that students were taught that the “great diversity of 

organisms” on earth came to be through billions of years of evolution.  APS required 

that students learn that the earth is 4.6 billion years old and the universe was formed 
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by way of the Big Bang Theory some ten to twenty billion years ago.188  But Roger 

Lenard, a physical chemist at Sandia National Laboratories in Albuquerque and a 

member of the state Board of Education disagreed with the APS decision.  Lenard, a 

proponent of intelligent design and a leading member in the 1996 Board fight to 

include alternative theories to evolution in the classroom, insisted that evolution was 

“a theory in crisis”—a phrase directly from the Discovery Institute’s playbook.189  

Many biology teachers in New Mexico, outside APS, still taught evolutionary 

biology.  However, they felt the pressure of the growing controversy from the state’s 

largest city.  Jim Gilroy, science teacher at Taos High School, told the Albuquerque 

Journal, “You’ve got to have respect for every kid in your classroom, and the kids 

have got to feel it.”190  Without state or local standards mandating that evolution be 

taught, New Mexico’s science teachers had to rely on their own assessment of the 

conditions in their classroom.  This situation led some to avoid evolution altogether. 

The campaign to elect a state Board of Education member to represent the 

Albuquerque area in 1998 hinged largely on the evolution issue.  Leading the charge 

for definitive evolution instruction was Marshall Berman, a physicist from the Sandia 

Laboratories in Albuquerque.  Berman ran for the seat on a platform of restoring 

integrity to New Mexico’s science education. “The board has very limited scientific 

knowledge and the vast majority has none on that particular issue [evolution] at all," 

Berman told the Albuquerque Journal.  “They have been led astray by a few."191  His 
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opponent, Millie Pogna, had served twenty years on the board.  Berman felt Pogna 

expressed doubts about the validity of evolution.192  During the 1996 Board of 

Education debate, reports indicated that she was concerned that evolution might be 

viewed as a “fact” and not as a “theory” in the standards.  As Pogna stated, “the 

science standard seems to have a belief system built into it.”193  Since both candidates 

ran as Republicans, and no Democrat challenged for the seat, the winner of the 

primary in June stood to win the post outright.   

As the final polls closed, it became clear that Berman had scored a major 

victory over the incumbent Pogna by capturing 67 percent of the vote.194  Later in 

1998, before vacating her seat, Pogna joined Roger Lenard as the only two members 

of the Board of Education to vote for purchasing computer software called 

“Evolution: Key Non-Darwinian Events,” for circulation in science classes.195  

Berman vigorously opposed this software, calling it a “diatribe written by someone 

on his computer at home.”196  Lenard cited the state science standards that called for 

students to “debate the pros and cons of various scientific theories of the origin of the 

universe” as his reason for supporting the purchase.  The twelve other board members 

rejected it, however, calling the software “bad science.”197  Berman’s election marked 

a shift in philosophy among the members of Board.  The voters of the Albuquerque 
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area had made a clear statement on science education by ousting an incumbent who 

had represented them for twenty years. 

Berman’s campaign message for stronger support of evolution was not unique 

in the 1998 election cycle.  Evolution proved to be the most important issue in the 

race for the Board of Education District 7 seat as well.  Challenger Frances Stevens 

displaced the incumbent Board member, Darl Miller, representing Las Cruces, Truth 

or Consequences, the Hatch Valley, and southern Doña Ana County.  Miller faced 

accusations of “advocating that Biblical theories on the creation of the Earth be taught 

in addition to evolution” during the campaign.198  Stevens carried around 60 percent 

of the vote.  In the election of Berman and Stevens, New Mexico’s citizens provided 

the Board of Education with a mandate to revisit the 1996 science standards and 

strengthen the state’s support for the teaching of evolution. 

In 1999, both Kansas and Kentucky changed their science curriculum by 

eliminating the word “evolution” from their respective standards.199  But New Mexico 

moved in the opposite direction.  The state Board of Education pushed for explicit 

and clearer use of the term evolution.  The president of the school board, Flora 

Sanchez, said that in general, “our teachers have the guidance that they need.  

However, we continue to get input from the scientific community that we’ve watered 

them down and left open the opportunity for other material to be introduced with the 

same weight.  We need to close the doors and make this real explicit.”200  The new 
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guidelines did just that.  The Board specifically described several types of teaching 

methods on the theme of evolution and erased the provision to “present the evidence 

for and against” evolution.  The Board members reasoned that every topic in science 

should be handled that way, so they felt it unnecessary, and potentially damaging, to 

only mention criticism when it came to the theory of evolution.201  The new 

curriculum passed with fourteen affirmative votes to one dissenting.  As a result of 

the 1999 curriculum adjustment, the standards changed from presenting to students 

the arguments “for and against the concept of evolution” to explaining the arguments 

“for the current scientific theory of evolution.”202   

The 1999 standards made a good impression on some of New Mexico’s 

science teachers.  Steve Brugge, chairman of the science department at Eisenhower 

Middle School in Albuquerque, told the Santa Fe New Mexican that in the past some 

students picked up their books and left his class after finding out that evolution was 

the only theory he intended to discuss.  He also explained that some parents left 

Bibles in his classroom; some students even interrogated him about Adam and Eve 

since he refused to teach creationism.203  Brugge described the benefits of the new 

curriculum: “when a parent comes in and says, ‘Why [are you teaching evolution]?’ 

you can say, ‘Here it is [in the state requirements].’”204  Biology teacher Bruce Miller 

was also pleased with the change.  “I need it spelled out that I don’t have to address a 

string of silly alternative theories,” Miller said.  “With 175 classroom days, I don’t 
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have time for that.”205  The new standards relieved New Mexico’s science teachers 

from the burden of explaining why they taught evolution, and evolution alone, in the 

face of an increasingly publicized national debate.   

 New Mexico’s 1999 standards made national headlines by their support of 

evolution.  The New York Times stated, “the vote effectively made New Mexico the 

first state in recent years to take a firm stand against the teaching of creationism.”206  

The results of the 1999 standards seemed even more encouraging to evolution’s 

supporters, since the changes arose from the democratic process of holding elected 

officials accountable.  As evolution became a campaign issue in the school board 

elections, New Mexico’s citizens let their ballots do the talking.  Of course, not all 

state citizens and science teachers supported the Board’s changes.  Before the final 

vote, the Board listened to the opinions of members of the public.  Three spoke out 

against the new standards, claiming that evolution had not yet been proven; one 

argued that it was not even good science.207  Phil Robinson, who stated that he had 

eighteen years of science teaching experience, told the Board members that his 

“greatest concern” was that their actions would censor opposing voices.  Instead, 

Robinson asked the Board to “leave open the possibility of future theories.”208  

Although the 1999 decision went against alternative theories, the debate over 

evolution in New Mexico had just started to heat up. 

 After failing to keep the door open for alternative theories in 1999, the critics 

and outright opponents of evolution regrouped and formed a new strategy for making 
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headway in New Mexico.  With the onset of the twenty-first century, New Mexico 

witnessed a grassroots movement to inform the citizenry about the controversy and 

encourage them to support intelligent design.  Outspoken intelligent design promoter 

Phillip Johnson described the situation in 1999 in an article for the Wall Street 

Journal.  In places like New Mexico, where evolution-only science education formed 

the standard, Johnson declared, “students are not supposed to approach this 

philosophy [materialism or scientific naturalism] with open-minded skepticism, but to 

believe it on faith.”209  The strategy employed by Johnson in these remarks sought to 

paint evolutionists as the “bad scientists” and appeal to the “American tradition that 

the people have a right to disagree with the experts.”210  For added shock value, 

Johnson included the following quote from an unnamed Chinese paleontologist: “In 

China we can criticize Darwin but not the government. In America you can criticize 

the government but not Darwin.”211  These themes soon played out in New Mexico in 

the form of appeals for fairness towards alternative theories and attacks on scientific 

elitism. 

Harvest Church and Calvary Chapel, both national nondenominational 

evangelical Christian organizations, were incorporated as New Mexican churches in 

the late-twentieth century.  Although intelligent design drew support from various 

Protestant denominations, these evangelical “mega-churches” welcomed and hosted 

leading creationists from across the nation to inform their congregations and the 

general public about the battle against evolution.  Albuquerque’s Calvary Chapel 

alone boasted around 14,000 members by 2006, making it the largest church in the 
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entire state.212  In 2000, Rio Rancho’s Harvest Church hosted a creationist talk by 

national and international lecturer Duane Gish.  A long-time researcher for the 

Institute for Creation Research in California, Gish published books challenging 

evolution and arguing for creationism during the 1970s and 1980s.213  "What we 

believe we can establish,” Gish told the Albuquerque Journal, “is the fact that there is 

and must be a creator who created the universe and living organisms.”  He continued, 

"if (the universe) exists, there must be a Lord and master. God as creator controls our 

destiny."214  Although some New Mexico Baptist churches hosted creationism and 

intelligent design lectures, the state’s large nondenominational evangelical churches, 

such as Harvest and Calvary, formed the primary incubators for alternative theories to 

evolution in New Mexico’s revived debate. 

Strategically disseminating the literature of intelligent design to those in 

position to have an influence on science education formed an important part of the 

movement’s grassroots efforts.  In 2002, seventy seven of New Mexico’s public 

school science departments received unsolicited copies of Michael Behe’s 

antievolution book, Darwin’s Black Box, free of charge.  The books came with a 

letter signed by University of New Mexico professor of biochemistry and molecular 

biology John Omdahl.215  The letter asked the departments to have science teachers 

read the book and then donate it to the school’s library.  Supplying and shipping these 

copies of Behe’s book carried an estimated cost of $1155.  The head of the science 
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department at Eisenhower Middle School, Steve Brugge, wrote Omdahl expressing 

his doubt that the university would furnish the funds for such an enterprise.  He also 

questioned the reasons for sending the book to a middle school: “I have never seen it 

[Behe’s book] listed on any middle-school reading list; I would be delighted if you 

can point me to such a list—the New Mexico Family Council hiding behind the lab 

coat of UNM simply does not count.”216  Odmahl denied any connection to the 

Family Council and insisted that he acted on his own.  The University of New Mexico 

had nothing to do with sending out the books.  However, it later came to light that 

Phil Robinson, the same man who had publicly pleaded against the formation of the 

1999 Board of Education evolution standards, had organized the book circulation 

effort as a member of the New Mexico Family Council.217  The book circulation 

episode of 2002 alerted the scientific community of New Mexico that intelligent 

design’s Wedge strategy clearly targeted the state as a potential partner in supporting 

its agenda. 

Further evidence of New Mexico as targeted terrain by intelligent design 

proponents arrived in the form of the Intelligent Design Network of New Mexico 

(IDnet-NM).  The Network officially organized in July, 2002, with the following 

stated mission:   

The purposes of IDnet-NM are to promote unbiased evidence-based science 
education with respect to the teaching of cosmological and biological origins; 
enhance public awareness of the evidence of intelligent design in the cosmos 
and in living things; and to inform the public of the underlying philosophical, 
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religious, scientific, and legal issues surrounding the teaching of origins 
science in public schools. 

IDnet-NM provides informed speakers for presentations and lectures on 
Intelligent Design and objective origins science education to public and 
private school science classes, churches, parent groups, and various civic, 
professional, and community groups.218 

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, the Intelligent Design Network 

set up shop in three states: Kansas, Ohio, and New Mexico.219  With intelligent 

design’s profile growing in the state, an increasing number of New Mexicans became 

exposed to the renewed controversy over Darwin’s ideas.  

First Baptist Church of Rio Rancho presented a lecture by Russell Humphreys 

of the Institute for Creation Research on “Evidence For a Young World,” in March, 

2003.220  Humphreys, a born-again Christian, was once a Sandia Laboratories 

employee working on some of the most advanced scientific concepts of nuclear 

physics.  He abandoned evolution after he discovered it “wasn’t fitting the Bible too 

well.”221  Humphreys harkened back to the creation science days by invoking young 

earth creationism.  “Most people believe science proved the world was formed 

billions of years ago,” Humphreys told the Albuquerque Journal, “but the Bible states 

the age of the earth in terms of thousands of years.  Billions of years is obviously at 

odds with scripture.”222  Creationism, whether in the form of intelligent design or 

young earth Biblical literalism, took its appeal directly to the people of New Mexico 

through lectures such as Humphreys’. 
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The controversy reached the higher levels of New Mexico science education 

as well.  In 2003, several University of New Mexico science professors, as well as the 

dean of the College of Arts and Sciences, expressed concern over an undergraduate 

course titled “Origins: Science, Faith and Philosophy.”223  Michael Kent, a Sandia 

Laboratories employee, taught the course, along with a psychology professor.  An 

intelligent design conference put on by the Polyani Center in 1999 inspired Kent to 

create the class.  The Albuquerque Journal reported that the objective of the course 

was to “present a balanced view that pairs mainstream scientific views with the 

notion of intelligent design.”224  At first, the College of Arts and Sciences tabbed the 

course as eligible to fulfill the required science credit.  After many of the university’s 

science professors objected to this idea, the dean of the college told Kent that his 

course was “more typical of humanities courses in beginning with questions” and 

could not be given as a science credit.225  From the state’s middle schools to the 

state’s largest university, the doctrine of intelligent design continued to challenge the 

teaching of evolution in New Mexico. 

The state’s Board of Education, however, refused to back down from 

evolution in the face of controversy.  In 2003 the Board met to once again to vote on 

new science standards.  In a process that had begun in 2002, the Board developed 

standards that emphasized evolution even more strongly than in the 1999 standards.  

A representative from the Thomas B. Fordham Foundation, an organization based out 

of Washington, D.C., dedicated to blocking the inclusion of creationism and 
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intelligent design in America’s public schools, called a draft of the new standards 

“clear, knowledgeable, superbly organized and well integrated,” to the point that they 

“compare with, and in some ways surpass, the very best standards adopted to date.”226   

The process followed by the Board did not ignore intelligent design.  In fact, the 

Board allowed members from IDnet-NM to submit their own proposals all along the 

way so that the members of the Board could understand their grievances.   

Board member Flora Sanchez noted a marked difference between the 2003 

Board meeting on science standards and the previous 1999 meeting.  Sanchez 

reported that in 1999 teachers from across the state implored her to support them by 

bolstering evolution in the science standards.  By contrast, in 2003 Sanchez “received 

packets of information from the Intelligent Design Network as well as letters in 

support of evolution from scientists around the country.”227  The eyes of the nation’s 

scientists and intelligent design supporters fixed firmly on the state Board of 

Education of New Mexico.  In late August the Board approved the new curriculum 

unanimously.228  As journalist Jeff Tollefson noted, it seemed that “New Mexico’s 

scientific community” was winning the “battle over the treatment of biological 

evolution in science education.”229 

By 2005, however, new national research polls indicated that the majority of 

Americans still approved of teaching some form of creationism in schools, in addition 

to evolution.  The study, conducted by the Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life 
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and the Pew Research Center for the People and the Press, found that from a sample 

of 2,000 Americans, 64 percent did not object to teaching both evolution and 

creationism in science classes.  Thirty-eight percent of respondents favored replacing 

evolution completely with creationism.230  These numbers reflected New Mexicans’ 

feelings on the issue as well, but to a slightly lesser extent.  A poll of New Mexico 

voters asked specifically what participants thought about intelligent design.  Fifty 

percent said that they agreed with intelligent design after being read a definition of 

the term.231  Forty-nine percent of respondents said they would support the teaching 

of intelligent design in New Mexico’s schools.  Eugenie C. Scott, director of the 

National Center for Science Education, an organization dedicated to fighting 

evolution’s detractors across the country, stated that the reason Americans felt this 

way was out of a sense of fairness.  As Scott explained, “it’s the strongest thing that 

creationists have got going for them because their science is dismal, but they do have 

American culture on their side.”232  Even though the state’s science standards 

remained firmly supportive of evolution, New Mexico’s citizenry reflected the wider 

trends in American society that did not actively discourage alternative theories. 

One idea for compromise that gained popularity nationwide recommended 

that instructors teach students about the controversy between evolution and intelligent 

design in science class.  The “teach the controversy” movement gained support from 

President George W. Bush and other influential politicians, such as Republican 
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Senator Bill Frist of Tennessee.233  President Bush called on the sentiments of fairness 

and diversity of opinion when he told reporters in generalized terms, “I think that part 

of education is to expose people to different schools of thought, you’re asking me 

whether or not people ought to be exposed to different ideas, and the answer is 

yes.”234  The National Center for Science Education responded to the President’s 

support for exposing students to both sides.  It stated, “It sounds like you are being 

fair, but creationism is a sectarian religious viewpoint, and intelligent design is a 

sectarian religious viewpoint . . . . It’s not fair to privilege one religious viewpoint by 

calling it the other side of evolution.”235  Some politicians went to extreme measures 

to explain their distaste for evolution-only teaching.  Republican congressional 

representative and House Majority Leader Tom Delay of Texas declared that the 

Columbine shooting massacre at a Colorado high school in 1999 occurred in large 

part “because our school systems teach our children that they are nothing but glorified 

apes who have evolutionized [sic] out of some primordial mud.”236  Evolution’s 

opponents remained dedicated to the cause, but many recognized that the idea of 

“teach the controversy” represented their best bet for introducing alternative theories 

into America’s public school science classes. 

 In New Mexico, the local school board of Rio Rancho took up the issue of 

alternative theories on their own.  Whereas APS exercised its right to pass local 

curriculum standards in 1997 to strengthen the teaching of evolution in their schools, 
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the neighboring Rio Rancho school system opened the door for opposition in 2005.  

Led by Don Schlichte, a local pastor and board member, the new policy aimed to 

ensure that alternative ideas to evolution were not explicitly excluded from the 

curriculum: 

The Rio Rancho Board of Education recognizes that scientific theories, 
such as theories regarding biological and cosmological origins, may be used to 
support or to challenge individual religious and philosophical beliefs.  
Consequently, the teaching of science in public school science classrooms 
may be of great interest and concern to students and their parents. 

The Board also acknowledges the conditional trust parents place in 
public education, as well as the requirements of the Constitution and New 
Mexico education law, that the classroom not be used to indoctrinate students 
into any religious or philosophical belief system. 

Because of these concerns, this policy recognizes that Rio Rancho 
Public Schools should teach an objective science education, without religious 
or philosophical bias, that upholds the highest standards of empirical science. 

Therefore, science teachers in Rio Rancho Public Schools will align 
their instruction with the district’s approved curricula and fully comply with 
the requirements of the New Mexico 2003 revised Science Content Standards, 
Benchmarks, and Performance Standards. . . discussions about issues that are 
of interest to both science and individual religious and philosophical beliefs 
will acknowledge that reasonable people may disagree about the meaning and 
interpretation of data.237 

 
New Mexico’s state Department of Education affirmed the Rio Rancho Public 

School Board’s right to “supplement the required standards.”  Supplemental material 

still needed to remain within state and federal laws against introducing religious 

doctrine into public schools.  New Mexico’s American Civil Liberties Union warned 

that they would take legal action if a teacher taught intelligent design in science 

class.238  Rio Rancho’s new standards seemed to support the “teach the controversy” 

theme used by evolution’s detractors.  The standards avoided any mention of 

evolution.  Marshall Berman, who had since stepped down from his state Board of 
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Education post, weighed in on Rio Rancho’s new standards.  He wrote the Santa Fe 

New Mexican in October, 2005: 

In Rio Rancho, three school-board members, who admit to no 
scientific expertise whatsoever, claim they know there are data indicating 
weaknesses and gaps in the ‘field’ of ‘origins science.’  That unscientific 
expression has its ‘origin’ in the contradictions between Biblical inerrancy and 
scientific understandings of cosmology and the origin of species.  

I ask New Mexicans to stand up against propaganda and indoctrination 
in the science classrooms.239 

 
Intelligent design supporters in New Mexico turned Berman’s argument on its 

head.  Like Phillip Johnson in 1999, they claimed that evolution formed a kind of 

“faith” of its own, indoctrinating students in the same way that a religion might.  

Pastor Michael W. Naranjo of The Rock Christian Fellowship in Española claimed 

that the “scientific community, given their Darwinian faith, has responded with 

absolute resistance [to intelligent design].”240  In the tradition of William Jennings 

Bryan, Pastor Naranjo stumped for intelligent design on behalf of the average 

American: 

For the common man who simply believes and trusts the creator, intelligent 
design makes sense.  More sense than believing that a fish by chance and 
random mutation somehow developed lungs out of gills while managing not 
to drown through the eons of chance development.  More sense than believing 
that we evolved from reptiles and monkeys.  ‘In the image of God He created 
him; male and female He created them.’ (Genesis 1:27)  It is important to note 
that not one scientist has been able to create life in a laboratory.  You can zap 
primordial soup all you want, but life only comes from Him and only Him.  
The sophisticated complexities of biochemical systems are far too intricate 
and complex to have developed by chance.  Intelligent design should become 
an essential component of scientific explanation.241 
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For Pastor Naranjo, intelligent design’s appeal came in the form of common 

sense.  That line of reasoning, however, proved insufficient for New Mexico’s 

scientific community.  In 2005, the New Mexicans for Science and Reason began 

broadcasting a weekly radio show called “Science Watch.”242  The Rio Rancho 

school board’s decision drew the ire of the radio program on a couple of its initial 

shows.  Marshall Berman asked New Mexicans to join him in writing letters, mostly 

in the form of e-mail, to the Rio Rancho school board to protest its actions.243  

Interestingly, some felt that introducing intelligent design in the classroom was not 

just bad for science, but it was bad for business.  Although unaware of the historical 

connection, journalist Winthrop Quigley harkened back to New Mexico’s 1927 

debate over evolution when he described the position of American business toward 

intelligent design for the Albuquerque Journal:   

Regardless of any spiritual angst one might feel, the fact remains that ID 
[intelligent design] is bad for business.  Corporate America, especially its 
technology companies, is very worried about losing its competitive advantage 
over India, China and other Asian countries because of a poorly educated 
workforce. . . . Thomas L. Friedman in his book ‘The World Is Flat’ said 
every major company he interviewed for the book ‘is investing significantly in 
research and development abroad.  It is not “follow the money.”  It is “follow 
the brains.”’  While Rio Rancho schools are working to put non-science into 
their science program, a kid in India is preparing to take our kids’ technology 
jobs.  I promise you, the Indian kid is not wasting his time studying ID.244 
 
Quigley’s statement draws a connection between quality science education 

and a thriving economy and job market, much like the Albuquerque commercial 

organizations had done nearly eighty years prior.  In the 1920s, Albuquerque’s 
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business community wanted to attract commerce and citizens from other states to 

settle in New Mexico by taking a stand against antievolutionism and supporting 

science.  By the twenty-first century quality science education implied 

competitiveness in a global economy.  In both cases, some New Mexicans reasoned 

that proper science education held the key to a prosperous state and citizenry.  

Meanwhile, in 2005 New Mexicans, as well as the rest of the nation interested in the 

controversy, turned their attention to a federal case in Pennsylvania that promised to 

determine the future of the debate. 

In 2005, a federal court agreed to hear arguments in the case of Kitzmiller v. 

Dover Area School District.  Parents from Dover, Pennsylvania, had sued their local 

School Board for allowing intelligent design in the public high school curriculum, 

charging that it constituted a breach of the separation of church and state.245  The trial 

became the focal point of the national intelligent design debate.  Expert testimony for 

both sides provided Federal Judge John E. Jones III with the most up-to-date 

information on the two theories.  In his decision in late 2005, Judge Jones struck 

down the Dover School Board’s standards by linking intelligent design to 

creationism.  The language of the ruling offered a sharp rebuke of the underlying 

assumptions regarding intelligent design: 

In making this determination, we have addressed the seminal question of 
whether I.D. is science. We have concluded that it is not, and moreover that 
I.D. cannot uncouple itself from its creationist, and thus religious, antecedents. 

Both defendants and many of the leading proponents of I.D. make a bedrock 
assumption which is utterly false. Their presupposition is that evolutionary 
theory is antithetical to a belief in the existence of a supreme being and to 
religion in general. Repeatedly in this trial, plaintiffs' scientific experts 
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testified that the theory of evolution represents good science, is 
overwhelmingly accepted by the scientific community, and that it in no way 
conflicts with, nor does it deny, the existence of a divine creator. 

To be sure, Darwin's theory of evolution is imperfect. However, the fact that a 
scientific theory cannot yet render an explanation on every point should not be 
used as a pretext to thrust an untestable alternative hypothesis grounded in 
religion into the science classroom or to misrepresent well-established 
scientific propositions. 

The citizens of the Dover area were poorly served by the members of the 
board who voted for the I.D. policy. It is ironic that several of these 
individuals, who so staunchly and proudly touted their religious convictions in 
public, would time and again lie to cover their tracks and disguise the real 
purpose behind the I.D. policy. 

With that said, we do not question that many of the leading advocates of I.D. 
have bona fide and deeply held beliefs which drive their scholarly endeavors. 
Nor do we controvert that I.D. should continue to be studied, debated, and 
discussed. As stated, our conclusion today is that it is unconstitutional to teach 
I.D. as an alternative to evolution in a public school science classroom.246 

The results of the Dover trial had an immediate impact on the evolution 

debate in New Mexico.  Under pressure from citizens like Berman, and in the wake of 

Judge Jones’s ruling, the Rio Rancho school board amended the standards in 2006 to 

placate the concerns of the public by removing a sentence that did not agree with the 

state standards.247  Evolution once again found a friendly ally in the modern 

American court system.   

As 2005 drew to a close, “intelligent design” qualified as a finalist for the 

“word of the year” award given by the American Dialect Society.  The banquet to 
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decide on the winning word was held at the Hyatt Regency Hotel in Albuquerque, 

New Mexico, on January 6, 2006.248  Intelligent design lost to television personality 

Stephen Colbert and his invented word “truthiness,” which the Dialect Society 

defined as “the quality of stating concepts or facts one wishes or believes to be 

true.”249  In a year of more significant losses, perhaps advocates of intelligent design 

could overlook this defeat.  However, intelligent design proponents knew the 

importance of positive exposure in an age of mass media.  Evolution’s supporters 

recognized this as well.   

One professor of geology at the University of Massachusetts, Donald U. Wise, 

reached out to the American people through attempts at comedy.  “The scientific 

community just isn’t touching John Q. Public,” Wise said.  “We just have to find a 

way of breaking through.  The only way we will do that is with humor.”250  He 

devised a plan to replace the term “intelligent design” with “incompetent design” in 

America’s consciousness.  One of the methods Wise developed to accomplish this 

idea included new lyrics to the “Battle Hymn of the Republic”: 

 My bones proclaim a story of incompetent design 
 My back still hurts, my sinus clogs, my teeth just won’t align 
 If I had drawn the blueprint I would certainly resign 
 Incompetent Design! 
 Evo-Evo-Evolution.  Design is but a mere illusion 
 Darwin sparked our revolution.  Science shall prevail!251 
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Pointed humor and the Dover case aside, the theory of evolution continued to 

attract dissent at the local level in New Mexico.  In 2006, Robert Hall, Pastor of the 

Calvary Chapel of Albuquerque, launched an eight-week-long lecture series on 

teaching creationism and denouncing evolution.  “If creationism is taught openly,” 

Hall predicted, “people will see the falsehood of evolution and consider the account 

in the Bible.”252  Hall did not find the evolution controversy to be a laughing matter: 

“Genesis says God created the earth in six literal days.  If the book of Genesis was a 

myth, then there was no Adam, no original sin and no need for a savior.  Evolution 

and the arguments for it undermine our faith.”  Pastor Hall seemed to revel in his role 

of keeping the controversy alive.  He proclaimed, “if I’m not making waves, then I’m 

not doing my job.”253  Undeterred by the 2005 setbacks, local antievolutionists in 

New Mexico’s evangelical churches continued to stoke the coals of fundamentalism 

with an eye towards the future. 

 
The proponents of intelligent design set out to shift the paradigm of the 

modern world away from Darwinian evolution and back to one of divine origins.  

Ever since the wide dissemination of evolutionary theory in the late nineteenth 

century, theologians and laypersons alike have pointed to the choice of either “God or 

Darwin” as a false dichotomy.  Nevertheless, evolution and the secular scientific 

community provide modern evangelical fundamentalists with a useful model.  They 

represented that which they did not wish to be— a group separated from the 

interpretation of the Bible as the revealed word of God and a source of literal truth 

                                                
252 Patrick Dunn, “How it All Began; Calvary Chapel Pastor Plans Series to Teach his 

Congregation about Creationism,” Albuquerque Journal, 1 July 2006, 3. 
253 Ibid. 
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regarding human and cosmological origins.  Since it contained a large group of 

Biblical literalists as well as a large contingent of scientifically-conscious citizens, 

New Mexico entered the twenty-first century as a hotbed of evolution controversy.     

Partisans on both sides of the issue put the stakes in the gravest terms.  Dave 

Thomas, President of the New Mexicans for Science and Reason, told the New York 

Times that if alternative theories to evolution became sanctioned policy in public 

schools, next “we’ll have Holocaust deniers insisting there were no gas chambers.”254  

In his 2008 documentary, “Expelled: No Intelligence Allowed,” noted conservative 

television personality Ben Stein struck a chord with audiences in an appeal for 

intelligent design.  In the film, Stein compared the scientific establishment’s 

insistence on evolution-only education to Nazism interspersed with intermittent clips 

of concentration camps.255  The modern debate often inspires a worst-case-scenario 

attitude, but does it advance people’s awareness on the issue?  A 2005 poll indicated 

that 43 percent of New Mexicans had still neither read nor heard anything about 

intelligent design.256  Stein’s documentary, promoted by New Mexico’s evangelical 

mega-churches like Calvary Chapel, aimed at reaching those uninformed citizens as 

well as rallying the already converted.257 

                                                
254 Michael Janofsky, “New Mexico Bars Creationism From State Curriculum,” New York 

Times, 9 October 1999. 
255 Ethan Gilsdorf, “No Intelligence Allowed in ‘Expelled,’” The Boston Globe, 19 April 

2008.  Accessed on 24 February 2009, at 
http://www.boston.com/ae/movies/articles/2008/04/19/no_intelligence_allowed_in_expelled/. 

256 “Poll: Intelligent Design has Support in N.M.,” Santa Fe New Mexican, 7 November 2005, 
A2. 

257 Information accessed on 24 February 2009, at http://www.ruamonkey.com.  This website, 
launched to combat the celebration of Charles Darwin’s 200th birthday in February, 2009, listed three 
screenings of “Expelled” in the Albuquerque area with the final showing at Calvary Chapel, 
Albuquerque.  The website showed Ben Stein wearing a monkey mask and a disclaimer stating “Don’t 
let Darwin Make a Monkey out of You.” 
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In 1927, Albuquerque’s Baptists had argued that mandating evolution in the 

public school system would make the state a “hiss and byword” in the eyes of the 

nation.  In the modern controversy, scientists and other concerned citizens worried 

that the same thing could happen if intelligent design entered the science curriculum.  

Both sides in the modern controversy felt that they were guardians of the future 

potential of New Mexico’s young hearts and minds.  In an increasingly technological 

world, emphasis on quality science education will surely continue to grow.  Evolution 

in New Mexico, it seems, has not witnessed its final challenge from a highly adaptive 

and passionate foe. 

When New Mexicans felt a challenge to their notions of fairness in the 

modern debate, they tended to be open to allowing differing opinions in the 

classroom.  However, when faced with the possibility of harming their children’s 

future in a technology-driven global job market, they voted out school board 

members who supported teaching “alternative theories.”  In the early twenty-first 

century, New Mexico emerged as a key battleground in the modern American 

evolution debate.  National and local organizations worked diligently on opposing 

sides to both support the teaching of evolution and to open the door for alternative 

theories.  As the state nears the end of the first decade of the twenty-first century, 

state science standards continue to support evolution, for now.  But the final chapter 

of the one-hundred-and-fifty-year-old controversy has yet to be written. 
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Conclusion 

 
Like science, religion is a powerful force that can give meaning to life and 

cause incredible conflict in the world.  The history of the evolution controversy in 

New Mexico provides only one example among many of the clash between religion 

and science in American history.  The American evolution controversy developed 

over the course of the twentieth century from attempts to completely outlaw the 

theory in the 1920s to mandated instruction as found in the modern debate.  Yet the 

case of New Mexico proved unique in the evolution controversy.  New Mexico only 

experienced public outrage over evolution in the 1920s after a proposal emerged to 

mandate its teaching in 1927.  Sixty years later, in many areas of the country, New 

Mexico included, the theory of evolution remains as contentious a topic as ever. 

Any study of an ongoing conflict begs the question, “what is at stake?”  In the 

1920s debate, Albuquerque’s commercial organizations recognized an opportunity to 

attract citizens from those states banning evolution and thus proposed mandating the 

theory in New Mexico’s schools.  The desire for economic development and overall 

success of American institutions in the state led to such innovative ideas as the 

mandate.  Many of the Southern Baptists in New Mexico, however, revealed their 

uncompromising opposition to any proposed mandate by supporting the First Baptist 

Church of Albuquerque’s “Anti-Evolution Resolution.”  According to these Baptists, 

forcing evolution upon the schools meant placing morality, the institution of 

marriage, the sanctity of the home, American ideals of freedom, and God’s Word in 

jeopardy.  Their swift response to the evolution mandate proposal ensured that no 

state politician dared to introduce such a measure in the legislature.  Commercial 
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organizations wanted business to expand and the Baptists wanted to save souls.  In 

the end, both sides stood to gain more of each in New Mexico by simply dropping the 

controversy.  The issue essentially faded for about forty years.       

The evolution controversy revived to become a truly widespread national 

movement in the 1990s but with a new name: intelligent design.  With both an 

entrenched scientific community and a bustling contingent of evangelical Protestants, 

New Mexico entered the modern debate much more prepared for a sustained fight 

than in the 1920s.  From the local to the state level, New Mexico became hotly 

contested ground.  One scientist observed of the modern debate that the “admission of 

scientific creationism to the classroom as science is not only a contradiction of terms 

but will lead to the wholesale destruction of a form of reasoning that serves us 

well.”258  The Intelligent Design Network of New Mexico’s website directed the 

Catholics in the state to read the following message from intelligent design supporter 

and journalist Denyse O’Leary: 

The Darwinian explanation does not explain religious belief, it 
explains it away. It removes any reason for supposing that the reason that we 
believe in God is that God actually exists and has revealed himself to us. 

Can you still believe in God or revelation? Yes, but your belief 
becomes the intellectual equivalent of smoking pot. You evolved in such a 
way that belief turns you on. That, in sum, is the reason for the strong appeal 
of Darwin's theory to atheists.259 

 
In order to avoid such intellectual and spiritual pitfalls, O’Leary’s article 

implored all Catholics to join with evangelical Protestants and embrace intelligent 

design.  In fact, O’Leary rested her hope on intelligent design as the only remaining 

                                                
258 Warren D. Dolphin, “A Brief Critical Analysis of Scientific Creationism,” in David B. 

Wilson, ed., Did the Devil Make Darwin Do It? Modern Perspectives of the Creation-Evolution 

Controversy (Ames, IA: Iowa State University Press, 1983), 35. 
259 Denyse O’Leary, “Can the Catholic Church Believe in God and Darwin?,” Accessed on 22 

February 2009, at http://www.arn.org/blogs/index.php/2/2008/10/25/. 
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concept to refute evolution and preserve the Christian faith.  These views on the 

implications of the modern debate show that partisans on both sides of the 

controversy viewed the situation as extremely important. 

Of course, not all people find religion and evolution to be mutually exclusive 

or view the controversy as a fight to the death.  As far back as Darwin’s publication 

of the Origin of Species, those concerned with the issue noted the possibility of co-

existence between evolution and God.  As Darwin wrote: “A celebrated author and 

divine has written to me that ‘he has gradually learnt to see that it is just as noble a 

conception of the Deity to believe that He created a few original forms capable of 

self-development into other and needful forms, as to believe that He required a fresh 

act of creation to supply the voids caused by the action of His laws.’”260  In his 2005 

book, The Evolution-Creation Struggle, philosopher of science Michael Ruse 

concluded that “those of us who love science must do more than simply restate our 

positions or criticize the opposition.  We must understand our own assumptions and, 

equally, find out why others have (often) legitimate concerns.  This is not a plea for 

weak-kneed compromise but a more informed and self-aware approach to the 

issue.”261  These more moderate statements from religious and secular citizens also 

arose in New Mexico in the 1920s and 1990s.  Nevertheless, respect for the opposing 

viewpoint too often evaporated in the heat of the moment, especially in the intensity 

of the modern debate.   

The persistence of the evolution controversy formed a striking characteristic 

in the development of modern American culture.  New Mexico developed into a full-

                                                
260 Darwin, vol. 2., Origin of Species, 294. 
261 Michael Ruse, The Evolution-Creation Struggle (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 

2005), 288. 
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fledged participant in the discussion.  Even so, a common theme emerged in both the 

1920s and the modern debate.  Evolution’s supporters and opponents both drew on 

humor as a means of expressing their views on the matter.  In the 1920s Reverend W. 

E. Wright wrote rhymes comically denying any common lineage with monkeys.  

Meanwhile, Will Rogers suggested that Tennessee’s antievolution Butler Act and the 

subsequent Scopes trial only served to prove that humans shared common ancestry 

with lower orders of animals.  Two generations later, Professor Donald U. Wise 

satirized intelligent design by replacing the lyrics to the “Battle Hymn of the 

Republic” with a message of “incompetent design.”  Today, caricatures of monkeys 

and outrageous ideas like the “flying spaghetti monster” are used as a means of 

drawing people into the controversy by making them laugh.262  In the New Mexico 

evolution controversy, the use of humor echoed similar trends across the nation. 

The evolution debate became much more nationalized following the Cold War 

era.  Battlegrounds still formed at the local and state level.  However, the terms and 

tactics of the modern debate emanated from centralized organizations, such as the 

Discovery Institute and the National Center for Science Education.  We can see from 

the development of the evolution controversy in New Mexico that mainstream 

American culture predominantly directed the forms of controversy during the 1990s.  

This accounts for the surge of participation in the modern debate, as opposed to the 

limited activity in the 1920s.  This is not to suggest that innovative approaches 

comparable to the 1927 evolution mandate controversy are a thing of the past.  The 

                                                
262 Sarah Boxer, “But is there Intelligent Spaghetti Out There?,” New York Times, 29 August 

2005, E.3.  The flying spaghetti monster refers to a campaign against allowing alternative theories into 
science classrooms that originated over the modern debate in Kansas.  Supporters of the campaign 
argued tongue-in-cheek that if intelligent design had a place in science classrooms, so did their 
“belief,” which held that the universe was created by a flying spaghetti monster. 
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modern debate is now carried on over the internet on sites like youtube.com, with 

amateur videos making various claims and counterclaims.  The Foundation for 

Thought and Ethics, which published one of the first intelligent design textbooks, Of 

Pandas and People, now utilizes the internet to reach teachers and parents, without 

approval from state boards of education.263  The possibilities for unique approaches to 

the controversy remain, but it seems unlikely that they will be contained within a 

particular state or locale, as occurred in New Mexico in 1927. 

For Charles Darwin’s 200th birthday on February 12, 2009, the University of 

New Mexico in Albuquerque planned a week-long celebration.  Focusing on several 

lectures on evolution and its historical impact, Darwin Week promised to be an 

intellectual festival dedicated the man and the theory.  As the date drew closer, 

however, chalk drawings of monkeys appeared on the university’s main campus 

sidewalks asking passing pedestrians, “Are You A Monkey?”264  Attributed to the 

local Calvary Church and Renovate Campus Ministries, the artwork displayed a 

website address that led the curious to a video of students dancing in monkey masks 

to Michael Jackson’s song “Thriller.”  The website later revealed its true purpose by 

promoting three local screenings of Ben Stein’s intelligent design documentary 

“Expelled: No Intelligence Allowed.”  The reaction of Albuquerque’s evangelical 

Protestant churches to Darwin Week serves as a reminder that the evolution 

                                                
263 Forrest and Gross, Creationism’s Trojan Horse, 162.  The Foundation for Thought and 

Ethics website can be accessed at www.fteonline.com.   
264 Pat Lohman, “Campaign Hypes Creationism Event,” Daily Lobo, 28 January 2009.  This 

article describes the video from the website accompanying the chalk drawings.  For the information on 
the documentary screenings the same website was accessed on 24 February 2009 at 
http://www.ruamonkey.com. 
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controversy remains alive and well in the twenty-first century.  It seems that New 

Mexico has not witnessed its final controversy over the theory of evolution.  
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