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editorial


Bioethics is suddenly beginning to take centre stage in 
the theatre of scientific controversies. Even taking over 

from environmental concerns, the problem of what to do 
with the fast-developing techniques of genetic engineering 
has become the new moral issue. Following upon the mam
moth undertaking to map the entire human genome, 
we have had discoveries of particular genes that control the 
tendency for certain diseases—breast cancer, alcoholism, 
Parkinson’s syndrome and so on. Dolly the sheep was suc
cessfully cloned from adult cells. Germ-line cells can be 
manipulated; that is, changes made to genes that will be 
passed on down the generations. It is estimated that 
designer-babies will become a real option; you will be able 
to request more intelligence, or sporting ability, or less ugli
ness. It’s not science fiction any more. 

The research that has discovered these new techniques is 
breathtaking. It is testimony to the marvellous ability of 
humanity to discover the secrets of the world and how we 
are made—not to mention the brilliance and dedication of 
many individual scientists. The work is stupendous—but 
is this a good enough reason to continue these lines of 
research? What about the problems? 

For problems there are, and more and more commenta
tors are starting to realise this. Take the matter of identify
ing particular genes, for instance. If there were cures for 
various diseases which could be linked to a particular gene, 
then perhaps knowing that you had that gene could be very 
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6 useful in preventing the disease. However there are no cures 
for many of them. Does it help you to know you may be 
predisposed to alcoholism? It might stop you from drinking 
so much—but surely that’s a good thing to do anyway. 
What if it’s something that no lifestyle change will alter? 

The bigger problem, however, is who has the right to 
know this information. After all, there are no guarantees; 
having a certain gene may not mean you will develop the 
disease, just that you might. Should this knowledge be 
released to insurance companies and employers? Let us not 
be too idealistic: if insurers can refuse insurance to individ
uals at higher risk, they probably will. 

Cloning is another emotive issue. On one level, any 
technique that helps childless couples to have children can 
only be good. The creation of life is a very positive thing. 
However the ability to control life is dangerous in the hands 
of wicked, greedy or stupid people—which sums up most of 
the human race. What about categories of second-class 
humans created as menial workers, or armies, or for experi
ment? Oh, but let’s not be melodramatic. Surely such things 
are purely a matter of bad movies. Our civilised society 
would never let that happen. Hmm. 

As for designer babies—again, on one level it seems to 
be nothing but good. After all, we all want to give our chil
dren the best opportunities in life—why not start in the 
womb? What’s wrong with helping them be smarter, or 
stronger, or more beautiful? Perhaps the last of these warns 
us of the dangers in such subjective decisions. What is more 
beautiful? Is it having clearer skin—or having black/white/ 
brown skin? What about the children whose parents can’t 
afford the designer treatment—will they feel inferior? What 
about the demonstrated preference in many cultures for boy 
babies over girls? 

At this stage, there are still so many unknowns in the 
process that even the scientific process could be dangerous. 
We just don’t know enough about how people work. Per
haps removing the gene for depression will also remove 
artistic creativity. Perhaps changing the gene for tallness will 
have bad effects on bone structure. The scientists involved 
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7 in the research have done tremendous things—but it was, 
and still is, a mind-bogglingly complicated problem. For all 
the advances made, we are still only a very tiny way towards 
understanding genes and all that they do. 

Of course many people are raising these problems. The 
worrying thing is that the conclusions are very often 

“it’s too hard so let’s just leave it”. In many articles I have read 
recently in semi-popular literature, the questions are raised 
only to be put to one side. No one knows what to do; but no 
one wants to face the possibility of slowing down the research 
until we can think more carefully about the problems. 

For instance, one New Scientist article recently claimed 
that genetically engineered human babies are expected in 
the next twenty years or so; already articles in scientific jour
nals and discussions at conferences are taking this as reality. 
The comment that struck me in particular was from a 
UCLA biophysicist: “There is no way to avoid this technol
ogy. The knowledge is coming too fast, and the possibilities 
are too exciting.” The technology is unstoppable, and it’s 
technically very exciting, so ethical worries can’t be dealt 
with. Regardless of whether there may be horrifying poten
tial consequences, there’s nothing we can do. There’s no way 
to avoid this technology. 

Why? Since when did we become so helpless in the face 
of science? Science is supposed to be an activity that we do 
for our own benefit. Science is something that we, humans, 
do, for the good of humanity. So why has it suddenly taken 
control over us? How is it that there is no way to avoid a 
technology that so many realise is highly problematical? 

Like so many other problems facing humanity, it seems 
our own short-sightedness is the culprit. It takes a lot of 
publicity, a lot of propaganda and political effort to force 
humans to look at the problems we create for ourselves. 
There are ethics committees and political lobbyists all over 
the world, but the debate needs to be in the market place as 
well as in committee rooms. Perhaps a starting place, then, 
is just more public information. For that reason, this issue 



kategoria 11-text  27/4/04  5:19 PM  Page 8

8 of kategoria publishes an excellent report recently created by 
a special ethics committee of the Sydney Anglican Diocese. 
Although produced by a denominational committee with a 
specific brief, it addresses enough of the underlying con
cerns of bioethics to be a good basis for discussion. It would 
be a great shame for all the thought that went into it to 
remain within the confines of diocesan records. 

Part of the problem is that even those magazines which 
do print discussion of bio-issues contain subtle messages in 
their presentation. For instance, a recent issue of a popular 
science magazine contained a special section devoted to 
genetically modified food. There were a number of articles, 
examining different aspects: genetic engineering of crops, 
effects on the food industry and so on. There were six arti
cles about the wonders of genetic technology, with bright 
colour pictures of fancy fruits and flowers. The one article 
by a critic of the technology was text-heavy with a black-
and-white photo of the author. This is hardly the way to 
encourage real discussion of the issues. 

This may be a good point at which to suggest instituting 
a correspondence page for kategoria. So far, the letters 

we have received have tended to be general rather than 
replying to specific issues, and not necessarily in a format for 
publication. However if anyone wishes to take up ideas 
raised in kategoria, we will certainly consider including a 
correspondence section. 

Perhaps this issue of kategoria more than others is an 
appropriate one to which to respond, for it happens that 

this issue is more a collection of informed comment than 
research papers. (We will be returning to the research paper 
format next issue.) For various reasons, the articles here 
came in concerning various topical subjects, and since all 
seemed appropriate for publication it was decided to change 
the format of this one issue rather than put them off until 
later. So the division between ‘articles’ and ‘books and ideas’ 
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9 is rather artificial in this issue. We hope you enjoy the 
change. 

Idon’t drive, so I am usually not terribly interested in new 
car releases. However a recent article on the new Holden 

Commodore coupe caught my eye. Apparently the hand
built show model was recently displayed at the Sydney 
Motor Show. Holden only just made the deadline; the car 
was finished just hours before its unveiling. However the 
company was happy with their workers’ efforts. “Holden 
says the Commodore coupe was inexpensive to build com
pared with other concept cars because more than half the 
building time was done after hours on weekends by Holden 
designers and engineers”. 

Inexpensive? What about the cost of the tiredness and 
stress to those under pressure to finish the project? What 
about the cost to the families of the workers? All right for 
Holden—but I’d be interested to know how many wives or 
husbands consider the car a bargain. � 
Kirsten Birkett 
Editor 
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1 

kategoria 1998 number 11 pp. 11-23 

Bioethical issues 
In October 1997 the Synod of the Diocese of Sydney passed a resolution 

setting up a committee ‘to study and report on bioethical issues arising 
from developments in eugenics, genetic engineering, the human genome 
project, reproductive technologies etc, with particular attention to the the
ological principles involved’. The committee met first on 3rd February 
and subsequently held four meetings. It comprised Dr Megan Best, Dr 
Robert Claxton, Mr Steven Nicholson, The Rev Michael Hill, Mrs Patri
cia Judge, and Dr Peter Jensen. The Rev Andrew Cameron was co-opted 
as an extra member of the committee. 

The committee agreed that, given the constraints of time and the 
nature of this report, most attention would be given to the fundamental 
issues in bioethics and the Christian doctrine of humanity. The key ques
tion was regarded as, ‘What is a human being, and how do contemporary 
bio-technologies impact on our understanding and treatment of humans?’ 
The committee aimed to identify those developments which raise ethical 
and theological issues for the Christian faith, and to suggest how a Chris
tian understanding of humanity may help us to respond appropriately.1 

Every human being is made up of millions of cells. Each cell contains a complete 
copy of a person’s genetic plan, which was put together at the time of conception from 
genetic material contained in the egg and sperm. This genetic material, which includes 
the blueprint for each cell’s structure, is contained in the nucleus of each cell. It is 
packaged as long strands of DNA (deoxyribonucleic acid), which are called chromo
somes. Every normal cell contains forty-six chromosomes, twenty-three inherited 
from each of the father and the mother. Each chromosome is like a string of beads 
where each bead represents a gene. 

A gene is a piece of genetic material which does one particular job. For example, 
it may contain the information for how we look, whether we are tall or short, 
brunette or blond. It is estimated that there are between 50,000 and 100,000 genes 
in every cell of the body. Although every cell contains the same genes, not all the 
genes are active in every cell of the body. Thus the genes which are active in a kid
ney cell are different from the genes which are active in a bone cell. This is because 
different cells have different functions and use different parts of the genetic blue
print. The way a gene is expressed is usually dependent on the environment in 
which a person lives. For example, a person who has genes for ‘tallness’ may not nec
essarily be tall; he may suffer malnutrition or disease as a child, and not live up to 
his genetic potential. There are other genetic combinations which will always be 
expressed regardless of the environment. An instance of this is that a person with the 
genes for cystic fibrosis will always develop cystic fibrosis. 
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Beginnings of bioethics 

The 
developments It is only fifty years since the first organ transplants were 

undertaken and forty-five years since the structure of DNA 
was identified. The first IVF baby was born in 1978. Advances 
in biomedical science have been rapid in the last fifty years and 
many of the technologies have raised ethical issues. It was only 
in the 1970s that the now common word ‘bioethics’ was first 
used to describe a broad range of ethical issues dealing with the 
creation, manipulation, and ending of life. 

Technological advances which have enabled the identifi
cation and manipulation of genetic material have progressed 
rapidly over the last twenty years. During the 1980s many 
human genes were located and their coded sequence 
described. In 1988 an international scientific collaboration 
was started, called the Human Genome Project, which seeks 
to map the entire genetic make-up of humans. It is expected 
that information generated by this project will allow the fol
lowing developments: 

(a) The manipulation of genetic information within a human. 
Gene therapy involves modification of a defective gene, 
either by substituting a correct copy of the gene, or inac
tivation of an existing gene. Gene therapy could be 
applied to germ line cells (the cells which produce the egg 
and sperm cells) or somatic cells (all other cells apart 
from the reproductive cells). Germ line gene therapy 
would change the genetic information which is passed 
from parent to child and would therefore alter the 
human gene pool. The effects of somatic gene therapy 
would be restricted to the person treated. Currently only 
somatic gene therapy is being developed. 

(b) The analysis of the genetic makeup of an individual through 
genetic testing. This will allow the diagnosis of disorders, 
including those which may occur in the future. Testing 
may be done on any person, including those in the 
womb, and already has widespread clinical application. 

(c) The cloning of a human. Cloning reproduces that 
human’s genetic information either partially (the cloning 
of organs for transplant) or completely. 

kategoria 1998 number 11 



kategoria 11-text  27/4/04  5:19 PM  Page 13

13 

New technologies 

Modern genetic technologies also allow the production of 
new organisms, by altering the genetic information in an 
existing organism. Processes like these have already been 
achieved in the simpler structures of plants and animals. 
Such technologies have great potential but the possible 
human price of developing them may also be great. 

There is the potential to diagnose and treat hereditary 
abnormalities, as well as to determine the role that genetic 
makeup plays in our sexuality, and our predisposition to a 
variety of diseases. We may be able to grow organs for trans
plant from the genetic material of the recipient, without the 
problems of rejection. There is the potential to clone human 
beings, and for parents to select the genetic characteristics of 
their children. 

On the other hand, the price of developing human 
cloning includes such procedures as experimenting on human 
embryos. The possible enhancement of human beings could 
provide a powerful tool for those who advocate eugenics and 
directed evolution. There is also concern about privacy of 

Bioethical issues 
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14 

Raising issues 

genetic information and the need for informed consent 
before it is collected. When genetic testing is developed 
before the capacity to treat those abnormalities, apart from 
the anxiety of the individuals concerned, there may be dis
crimination against those diagnosed. Insurance companies 
and others may treat those individuals differently on the basis 
of a disease which may not manifest itself for years to come. 
A further price of being able to diagnose genetic disease 
before it can be treated will be the abortion of children who 
are diagnosed before birth. The high cost of the research may 
also lead to the ownership of genetic information by large 
corporations. 

As well, the practice of aborting children with a geneti
cally diagnosed abnormality and selecting the genetic char
acteristics of children, could change our understanding of 
what it means to be a normal human and lead to the further 
marginalisation of those considered not to be normal. 

Many of the ethical issues raised by these technologies 
were raised much earlier by euthanasia, abortion and surro
gacy. They go to the heart of what it means to be human. 
Careful consideration needs to be given to whether we 
should continue to develop these technologies, and whether 
the price is too high in the context of our understanding of 
what it means to be human. 

kategoria 1998 number 11 
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In God’s image 

In the Bible, God reveals himself to be a triune God. There 
are three persons in the Godhead. These three persons, 

the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are devoted to each other 
in loving service (see especially John 14-17). There is no 
doubt that God is a personal and relational being. It follows 
that rather than just making individuals, God makes 
humanity to be persons-in-relationship. Persons are shaped 
by relationships, for relationships. 

God makes humanity in his ‘image’ or ‘likeness’ (Genesis 
1:26). The ancient Hebraic notion of image indicates that 
humanity is given dominion over the earth as vice-regents. 
Humans are to rule over the creation on behalf of God. 
Humanity’s likeness to God, who is both personal and rela
tional, means that humans are to keep God’s order and to 
fulfil his purposes in a way that sustains and nurtures rela
tionships. 

The sexual bond between the man and the woman fur
ther emphasises plurality in unity. Through sexual intercourse 
the two become one, giving themselves to each other and 
experiencing a mutual indwelling which can only be 
described as oneness. Because of the nature of this giving and 
indwelling, sexual intercourse requires the framework of 
unconditional commitment. Marriage is the basic unit of 
community and the foundation stone of society.2 As a per
sonal relationship based on mutual love and service, marriage 
reflects the very nature of the Trinity and provides the most 
appropriate environment for the procreation and nurture of 
children. Since the child is by nature personal and relational 
the family provides the ideal environment for nurture. 
Family relationships are to be characterised by unconditional 
love and service. 

In addition to the unified nature of the marriage relation
ship the Bible provides us with a holistic understanding of 
persons. While the Bible recognises various elements (body, 

Theology

and ethics


This is not to say that all can or should be married, or that human 
fulfilment can only be found in marriage. The example of Jesus himself 
indicates otherwise. 

Bioethical issues 

2 
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After the fall 

heart, mind, spirit) as constituents of the human person, 
humans are recognised to be integrated wholes. The various 
aspects form a functional unit. Hence the biological aspects 
cannot be isolated from the psychological or spiritual. 

The Bible declares that humans were made primarily for 
a personal relationship with God their heavenly Father. 
That relationship commences at the time of conception. 
Unfortunately, our alienation from the Father is seen to be 
the cause and explanation of the disease, disorder, death and 
decay found in the world. God offers himself to be known 
but this offer is cast aside (eg. Romans 1:18-23, 28). Fallen 
humanity opts for other ‘knowledges’ (cf. Genesis 2:17, 3:6; 
Romans 1:21-22), which degenerate into patterns of life 
focussed solely upon the self (eg. Romans 1:19-31). 

As a consequence of the Fall, humanity’s responsibility 
of dominion now includes the obligation to retrieve and 
restore the disorder produced by sin, using the gifts that it 
has been given by God to heal disease, and seek to restore 
God’s order. In so doing humanity not only does good but 
anticipates the final state of affairs secured by God in Christ 
(Mark 6:13; Revelation 21:1-4). However those gifts should 
be exercised in the context of the relationships for which 
humanity was created and with the aim of furthering God’s 
purposes for humanity and the creation. The Christian view 
of medicine which emanates from biblical theology is con
sistent with the traditional view of medicine. On this view, 
knowledge and techniques gained by appropriate scientific 
research are applied to sick people to return them to full 
function in the company of family and neighbours. 

Nevertheless, the Bible unambiguously declares that it 
will not be humanity’s efforts which will afford a way of sal
vation. The disorder generated by sin can only finally be 
overcome by the restoration of right relationships with our 
heavenly Father. God has revealed His purpose to restore 
these relationships through the death and resurrection of his 
Son, Jesus Christ. Hence human activity can retrieve some 
elements of good in a fallen world but it cannot restore or 
renew that which only comes by the power of God. 

As a consequence of sin’s entry into the creation, and 

kategoria 1998 number 11 
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Conflicting benefits 

humanity’s not being in a right relationship with God, 
humanity will seek to subdue and exploit creation for its 
own selfish ends. Christians have sound theological reasons 
to resist such exploitation. The Bible presents us with an 
ethic which will not lightly risk the separation of the emerg
ing child from the personal and relational framework of 
marriage and sexual intercourse. Nor will it tolerate the iso
lation of the biological aspects of human nature from the 
psychological or spiritual. 

How do these theological truths apply to modern 
bioethical issues? We have seen that the new biotech

nologies may disclose new genetic information (about 
humanity and about specific individuals), treat or prevent 
disorders, and expand human reproductive options. Christian 
freedom brings hard choices when multiple benefits con
flict, as they do here. 

Some motives behind this research are immediately 
affirmed by Christians. Christians can and do praise God’s 
creative design in every new discovery and delight when new 
cures and remedies vanquish terrible disorders. They yearn 
for children alongside the childless. But Christians seek to 
chart a course towards these benefits so that other highly sig
nificant values are not violated. As these technologies are 
implemented, Christians share with non-Christians the abil
ity to imagine bad results as well as good ones. 

17 

Applications 

Bioethical issues 



kategoria 11-text  27/4/04  5:19 PM  Page 18

18 

Humans not commodities 

Genetic information about the human genome will be a 
boon for humanity, even though high research costs may 
create difficulties regarding ownership, dissemination, and 
use. But such information may hurt individuals. Genetic 
testing might proceed without informed consent. Patients, 
insurers and employers may not understand that such tests 
can never perfectly forecast the future. People may be left 
hopeless if results are negative and/or if there is no known 
treatment, and insurers or employers might infer (perhaps 
erroneously) someone’s future deterioration and discriminate 
against them. 

Genetic testing will be invaluable in the treatment of 
certain disorders. But sadly, foetuses are already routinely 
aborted when pre-natal genetic tests suggest a possible 
defect. This response treats humans as a commodity. Chris
tian repugnance to such abortion is in contrast to a wide
spread non-Christian acceptance. But the latter overlooks a 
serious new problem. When disabled people (or even just 
‘imperfect’ people) are numerically less in the population, 
our society will tolerate and accept them less, not more. As 
genetic testing becomes more precise, so also will ‘justifica
tions’ for these abortions increase, edging our society ever 
closer to a narrow definition of the ‘acceptable’ human. The 
alliance between genetic testing and ‘therapeutic’ abortion 
silently shapes a major aspect of our future social policy. 

If human cloning becomes possible, reproductive options 
will expand. But unproven techniques will produce many 
flawed embryos and foetuses during the development phase. 
When a genetically engineered foetus comes safely to term, 
human perceptions of him or her may change. In conven
tional conception, a child’s genetic indeterminacy assists the 
parents to be unconditionally committed, and to delight in 
his or her unique growth. But children conceived in an 
atmosphere of genetic determinism are stripped of this. He or 
she may be expected to be like the original donor (cloning), 
or to be free from disease (pre-natal testing), or to ‘save’ 
another (e.g. conventional conceptions in the hope of a bone
marrow donor). Where children are regarded as a commod
ity, demands and expectations of the ‘manufacturers’ may 

kategoria 1998 number 11 
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Further teachings 

become very oppressive. 
But Christians can offer more than just these arguments. 

Because the Bible tells us what kind of thing humanity is — 
information which cannot be found by humanity about 
itself—we are able to raise key issues for biotechnology in 
the following four areas: 

In the light of the Bible’s teaching about sin, any new 
human power should bring foreboding. Individual 

researchers might display integrity and caution; but the Bible 
remains pessimistic about humanity’s ability to order our 
affairs. We are seen to consistently ruin our chances for good 
relationships by acting from and towards self-interest. 

This is clear when secular ethical debate is founded 
upon the ‘rights’ of researchers, or sick people, or parents 
who might benefit, with perfunctory consideration for the 
weak and defenceless. A Christian should first ask ‘how 
should I act rightly for you?’ But our culture has perversely 
reversed this, demanding ‘you must act rightly for me.’ The 
beneficiary of the ‘right’ has switched from the other to the 
self. Responsibility for the good of the other is eclipsed by 
the good of the self, so there can be no real consideration of 
the weak, the small, or the powerless. 

19


Human 
sinfulness 

Bioethical issues 
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Motives and choice 

20


Determinism 
and hope 

Disorder and 
dominion 

Some researchers believe that new biotechnologies 
should proceed, merely because they can. It is hardly out
landish to ask how much this sentiment derives from per
sonal greed for prestige, power and patents. Such lusts are 
routinely celebrated as a valid driving force for human 
endeavour; but this admission does not magically validate 
each endeavour. 

The sum total of this fallen human preoccupation with 
self, is that as a race, we are simply not trustworthy with 
new power. Outcomes of its exercise will need repair in 
years to come. 

The sovereign lordship of the living God means that all 
truth is his. All discoveries by the Human Genome Pro

ject can be celebrated with thankfulness, both to the 
researchers and to the creator God. 

However the excellence of such discoveries is overshad
owed by a mood of ‘genetic essentialism’ or ‘genetic deter
minism’ that our culture brings to them. This is the belief 
that all human identity, behaviour and even destiny is writ
ten into one’s genome. On this view, choice-making, growth 
and even personal responsibility, are radically restricted. 
True discoveries in the area of genetics, combined with the 
myth of genetic essentialism, can produce defeatism, hope
lessness and despair. 

The Christian view of personhood is a necessary correc
tive. The gospel always offers hope to people. God’s Spirit 
offers people the possibility of self-controlled and selfless 
choice-making. God, and (ideally) the community of his 
people, always offer love, acceptance, and a renewed future. 

Since God’s order has been fractured by sin, one aspect of 
humanity’s dominion has been for medical practitioners 

and scientists to correct disturbances, disorders, and disease in 
the order of creation. Genetic technology may address some 
massive problems facing this disordered world. When appli
cations offer this restoration without straying into de-facto 
eugenics or tampering with relational patterns intrinsic to the 
Creator’s purposes, Christians can strongly endorse them. 

kategoria 1998 number 11 
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Treating disease 

The line between the treatment of disease (restoration) 
and the fulfilment of other human desires may be difficult 
to draw in practice. Where the line is drawn depends on the 
understanding of health employed. Expansive definitions 
will blur the distinction. If health is ‘complete physical, 
mental and social well-being, and not merely the absence of 
disease or infirmity’,3 what may be legitimised seems limit
less. A view of health that better fits the biblical under
standing, is one that makes no attempt to create a medical 
utopia, but which continually channels its resources toward 
the elimination of disease and suffering where possible. 

In the wider perspective, the restorative use of genetic 
engineering is but a holding process. The gospel reveals that 
God brings the ultimate and complete restoration through 
the work of Christ. Final hope is wisely placed only in this. 

The biological aspects of the marriage relationship can
not be isolated from the psychological or spiritual, and 

children are ‘fruit’, emerging from this intimate union of 
husband and wife. With the Bible, we might speak of par
ents ‘begetting’ a child, to reflect their intimate and personal 
involvement in his or her emergence. 

Given this holistic understanding of persons and the 
unified nature of the marriage relationship, some biotech
nologies (including older procedures) are intrusive and 
morally unacceptable. They separate the emergence of chil
dren from the personal and relational framework of mar
riage and sexual intercourse. They also move the child’s 
emergence from ‘begetting’ to the arena of production. 

Children born of surrogate mothers can become the 
object of terrible legal battles for custody. People born by 
donor-assisted conception are presently prevented by law 
from knowing one biological parent. A cloned child may 
emerge without a living biological father or mother, and 
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and relationships 

The definition is from the World Health Organization in its 1946 
Constitution. < http://www.who.ch/pll/hlt/hist-coll/constitution.html > , 
June 1998. 
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Clones are real people 

become deprived of up to one half of the extended family 
relationships that the rest of us take for granted.4 The tech
nologists who make the child’s emergence possible are 
unlike parents, for they have no investment in the child’s 
nurture, and they take no responsibility for him or her and 
for any burdens that he or she might carry. 

But while Christians may oppose some biotechnologies 
that produce a person, we would never oppose such people 
themselves. The Christian understanding of God’s final and 
wonderful kingdom offers hope to them, and we can wel
come them among us without reservation. For even if the 
motive and mode of their production is wrong, and even if 
the relationships they inherit are less than those that should 
welcome a human, we will know that these are people loved 

4 Of course, biologically unrelated carers can develop loving, faithful 
relationships with children. But nonetheless, on the account of humanity 
we have described, persons should have access to the knowledge of two 
biological parents wherever possible. (This is why we consider the death 
of a parent to be tragic.) 
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23by God. We can help them to find a relationship with their 
true Father. Their own history can start with a God who 
saves, who gives new brothers and sisters to people, and who 
remakes his people into the image of Jesus, their great elder 
brother. 

The new genetic technologies promise significant advances Conclusion 
for medicine. New knowledge will quickly provide new 
therapies, and Christians are grateful for the scientific work, 
and praise the God through whom these things are possible. 
But Christians also call upon scientists to take responsibility 
for the outcomes of their procedures in the lives and rela
tionships of the people to whom they are applied. Some 
things that can be done, should not be done. Christians 
oppose applications of these new technologies that radically 
alter God’s order of creation, or that are solely to meet self
ish desires. Rather than becoming a venue for new forms of 
sin, these new technologies should be used to check, in a 
small way, some of the ravages of sin. � 
Further copies of this report can be obtained from: 

The Diocesan Secretary 
Anglican Church Diocese of Sydney 
PO Box Q190 
QVB Post Office  NSW 1230 

Bioethical issues 
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Happiness on trial: 
has utilitarianism failed? 
Phillip D. Jensen 

The basic ethical system of modern 
western liberal democracies is utilitar

ianism. It is an old system which is taken up 
by ruling bodies because of its practicality 
and its ability to draw conclusions without 
recourse to a higher metaphysical authority, such as God. Its 
standard expression, found in philosophers from ancient 
Greece to imperial Britain, is that the best course of 
action—the morally correct thing to do—is whatever pro
duces the most happiness for the most people. 

Briefly, utilitarianism is an ethical theory that looks to the 
results of an action to determine its moral worth. In this phi
losophy, actions are not intrinsically right or wrong. Nor are 
they to be evaluated against some authority’s edict. That is, 
any particular action—for instance, theft—is not wrong 
because there is inherently something evil about the concept, 
nor because a deity has decreed it. Rather, it is wrong because 
it fails to improve the lot of humanity. It is wrong because it 
hurts someone, and it is wrong because it is detrimental to 
society. Bertrand Russell spoke as a utilitarian when he dis
cussed ethical codes in these terms: “[T]he question whether 
a code is good or bad is the same as the question whether or 
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not it promotes human happiness.”1 Utilitarianism is some
times referred to as the ‘Happiness Theory’. 

The method of utilitarianism is rational, empirical and 
democratic. It is rational because only reason determines the 
outcome; it is not based on some moral instinct, but on a 
measured decision about what will, objectively, improve 
people’s lives. It is empirical because utilitarian decisions are 
open to the evaluation of the evidence that can be measured. 
It is democratic because there is no respecting of vested 
interests and special cases. Again note Bertrand Russell: 

Those who have a scientific outlook on human 
behaviour, moreover, find it impossible to label any 
action as ‘sin’; they realise that what we do has its ori
gin in our heredity, our education, and our environ
ment, and that it is by control of these causes rather 
than by denunciation, that conduct injurious to soci
ety is to be prevented.2 

Although western democracies all share something of a left
over Christian ethic, utilitarianism is the modus operandi of 
ethical debate today. It is not a theory wholly opposed to 
Christianity, for Christians believe in a creator God whose 
moral choices will produce the good life, and whose good 
life promotes happiness and opposes pain. It was therefore 
only a small shift for enlightenment moralists to move soci
ety from Christian to utilitarian ethics. Yet since the days 
of Jeremy Bentham, James Mill, J. S. Mill and Bertrand 
Russell, utilitarianism has been the preferred choice of anti-
Christian ethicists. It has been a welcome alternative to a 
Christian doctrine of morality, favoured by those who 
oppose Christian doctrine in general. 

This is probably because utilitarianism rejects God’s 
divine prerogative of deciding what is right or wrong in his 
world. It dismisses relationship with God as the motivation 

1 B. Russell, Why I am Not a Christian and Other Essays on Religion and

Related Subjects, Unwin Books, London, 1967, p. 121.

2 Ibid., p. 125.
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and teacher of morality. It renounces the words, commands 
and declarations of God as a basis of ethical knowledge. It 
ignores the inherent rightness or wrongness of an action in 
favour of looking to the outcomes of actions. It assumes that 
human well-being or happiness is the ultimate good, regard
less of God. 

But one need not be a Christian to find utilitarianism 
wanting as a moral philosophy. Ever since utilitarianism 

has become the dominant ethical basis of Western society, it 
has been under critical attack. There is, and has been, great 
debate and disagreement about the theory. For instance, 
some philosophers claim that every action should be evalu
ated independently, while others argue that rules have a util
ity that will override particular situations. Should each 
example of murder be examined to see if it really did decrease 
the well-being of humanity, or is it more ethical to agree that 
‘murder is wrong’ is a rule that should be institutionalised for 
the well-being of humanity? Added to this, there has never 
been much agreement on how to measure the outcomes, 
especially for something as vague as ‘well-being’. 

The debates about measurement are not so much about 
the difficulties of measuring quality of life, but whose life to 
measure. Should it be the life of the upper class only? 
Hardly, since utilitarianism rests on democracy—although 
evaluation of the happiness created by the art gallery com
pared to the Rugby League competition brings class issues 
into play. More subtly, should the measurement be of the 
happiness of the whole, or of each individual within the 
whole? Egoists might argue that if we concern ourselves 
with the happiness of each individual, the whole will look 
after itself. Non-egoists think that the whole will be able to 
maximise happiness only if certain individuals miss out on 
some of their own choices of happiness. Who decides such 
issues? And how much unhappiness will an individual be 
required to endure for the well-being of the whole? 

The definition of ‘well-being’ also has great difficulties. 
Some utilitarians are hedonists, believing that happiness is a 
matter of experiencing feelings of pleasure; others (such as 
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How can we test 
utilitarianism? 

the ancient utilitarians, the Epicureans) have a more sombre 
approach, choosing the absence of trouble as the way to 
optimise happiness. 

Of all the difficulties of utilitarianism the question of its 
ethical motivation is possibly the greatest. Utilitarianism 
fails to answer the big question of ethics—‘why?’ Why 
should I behave in any way other than what I want to? If 
utilitarianism is just describing why I do behave in the way 
that I do, rather than telling me what to do, then ethics is 
just psychology. If, on the other hand, utilitarianism is 
telling us how we should or ought to behave, it fails to give 
reasons for being so prescriptive. There is no ultimate 
answer as to why we should deny our own interests for the 
benefit of anyone else, and why we should be concerned for 
the good of the whole. If the argument is simply that it is in 
my best interests to benefit the whole, then (apart from 
reducing ethics to a rather selfish level) it cannot be proven. 

On a range of levels, utilitarianism has deep problems 
which have never been resolved. Nonetheless, it continues 
as the dominant form of ethics in Western society. Most 
ethical questions are still decided on the utilitarian basis of 
‘whom will it benefit?’, regardless of the deep inconsisten
cies such a decision will embrace. 

While there is a wealth of philosophical literature 
examining the technical weaknesses in utilitarianism 

as a moral philosophy, we do not need to rely on that to 
assess it for ourselves. The test for whether utilitarianism 
works as a moral philosophy is to look at the results—which 
we are now easily able to do, given the immense amount of 
social data routinely collated and made available. Are the 
decisions based on utilitarian ideals actually bringing good 
to the majority in our society? And if they are not, is the 
expected utilitarian response—that is, to rescind that deci
sion and try something else—being put into action? 

A comparison of Bertrand Russell’s essay Our Sexual 
Ethics (1936) with the recent Australian government report 
To Have and to Hold: Strategies to Strengthen Marriage and 
Relationships (1998) provides a test-case for Utilitarianism 
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in action in the area of personal relationships.3 Certain eth
ical changes have been made in our social structure over the 
last several decades (commonly called ‘the sexual revolu
tion’), and now we have the chance to see whether they 
worked—whether they did, as was claimed at the time, lead 
to a better society and more happiness for individuals. 

The basis of Bertrand Russell’s proposed sexual revolu
tion was the utilitarian theory of ethics. The time was 

past, he considered, for church morality. It was not helping 
anyone—on the contrary, it was actually harming people, 
for their subconscious conditioning was warring with their 
natural impulses. It was a bad system of morality. It did not 
promote human happiness. 

On this basis, Bertrand Russell spelled out a new sexual 
morality for society. Instead of one based on the archaic and 
(in his view) false authority of Christianity, there should be 
a new sexual ethic which took seriously the reality of human 
impulses and organised society in a way that would be best 
for everyone. His predictions for future sexual ethics have 
proved uncannily accurate. What Russell first published in 
1936 is astoundingly familiar to the modern Western reader 
at the end of the 1990s. 

For instance, consider the four specific changes that 
Russell suggested were necessary for society: 

In the first place, it is undesirable, both physiologi
cally and educationally, that women should have 
children before the age of 20. Our ethics should, 
therefore, be such as to make this a rare occurrence. 

In the second place, it is unlikely that a person 
without previous sexual experience, whether man or 

Russell’s essay is reproduced in B. Russell, Why I am Not a Christian 
and Other Essays on Religion and Related Subjects, pp. 120-127. The gov
ernment report comes from the House of Representatives Standing Com
mittee on Legal and Constitutional Affairs, June 1998. It can be obtained 
free of charge from Parliament House in Canberra, ACT, telephone (61 2) 
6277 7222. Page references are to these documents. 
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Russell’s proposals 

woman, will be able to distinguish between mere 
physical attraction and the sort of congeniality that is 
necessary in order to make marriage a success. More
over, economic causes compel men, as a rule, to post
pone marriage, and it is neither likely that they will 
remain chaste in the years from 20 to 30, nor desir
able psychologically that they should do so; but it is 
much better that, if they have temporary relations, 
that they should not be with professionals, but with 
girls of their own class, whose motive is affection 
rather than money. For both these reasons, young 
people should have considerable freedom as long as 
children are avoided. 

In the third place, divorce should be possible with
out blame to either party, and should not be regarded 
as in any way disgraceful. A childless marriage should 
be terminable at the wish of one of the partners, and 
any marriage should be terminable by mutual consent 
—a year’s notice being necessary in either case. 
Divorce should, of course, be possible on a number of 
other grounds—insanity, desertion, cruelty, and so on; 
but mutual consent should be the most usual ground. 

In the fourth place, everything possible should be 
done to free sexual relations from economic taint. At 
present, wives, just as much as prostitutes, live by the 
sale of their sexual charms; and even in temporary free 
relations the man is usually expected to bear all the 
joint expenses. The result is that there is sordid entan
glement of money with sex, and that women’s motives 
not infrequently have a mercenary element. Sex, even 
when blessed by the church, ought not to be a profes
sion. It is right that a woman should be paid for house
keeping or cooking or the care of the children, but not 
merely for having sexual relations with a man. Nor 
should a woman who was once loved and been loved 
by a man be able to live ever after on alimony when his 
love and hers have ceased. A woman like a man should 
work for her living, and an idle wife is no more intrin
sically worthy of respect than a gigolo (pp. 122-3). 
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Does this sound familiar? Russell was a prophet of the 
1960s sexual revolution, 30 years ahead of his time. All of 
his hopes have been realised: delayed marriage and sexual 
freedom before marriage; cohabitation on the way to mar
riage; no-fault divorce after 12 months separation. Perhaps 
even more interesting, however, is Russell’s prediction that 
sexual freedom for women must come at the price of (or in 
Russell’s view, with the added benefit of ) both women 
working and the destruction of the traditional family struc
ture: “If women are to have sexual freedom, fathers must 
fade out, and wives must no longer expect to be supported 
by their husbands. This may come about in time, but it will 
be a profound social change, and its effects, for good or ill, 
are incalculable” (pp. 121-2).4 

It was good, not ill, that Russell was expecting. These 
changes would make society happier and freer, and the lives 
of adults would be more honest, easier and generally more 
pleasurable. The important thing was that ethics should be 
based on what humans are like, and what really makes them 
happy, not on some traditional view of ‘sin’ with no real 
existence in human nature. 

In seeking a new ethic of sexual behaviour, therefore, 
we must not ourselves be dominated by the ancient 
irrational passions which gave rise to the old ethic, 
though we should recognise that they may, by acci
dent, have led to some sound maxims, and that, 
since they still exist, though perhaps in a weakened 
form, they are still among the data of our problem. 
What we have to do positively is to ask ourselves 

Russell further saw the implications of the revolution: “It is clear, that, 
even where there are children, the State is only interested through the 
duties of fathers which are chiefly financial. Where divorce is easy, as in 
Scandinavia, the children usually go with the mother, so that the patriar
chal family tends to disappear. If, as is increasingly happening where wage 
earners are concerned, the State takes over the duties that have hitherto 
fallen upon fathers, marriage will cease to have any raison d’être, and will 
probably be no longer customary except among the rich and the religious” 
(pp. 126-127). 
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The results of 
the experiment 

what moral rules are most likely to promote human 
happiness, remembering always that, whatever the 
rules may be, they are not likely to be observed. That 
is to say, we have to consider the effect which the 
rules will in fact have, not that which they would 
have if they were completely effective (p. 125). 

Russell proposed a utilitarian sexual experiment for Western 
society. Only when the effects were tested, could it be seen 
how clearly superior this new sexual ethic was. Divorce 
would be made easy; the patriarchal family could easily be 
done away with; the State could support children, and mar
riage would become unfashionable, except among the “rich 
and the religious”. But first these things needed to be tried 
in practice: “Much ground remains to be covered by a com
plete sexual ethic, but I do not think we can say anything 
very positive until we have more experience, both of the 
effects of various systems and of the changes resulting from 
a rational education in matters of sex” (p. 126). 

Fortunately for social experimenters, we can now test the 
success of Russell’s recommendations. The recent Aus

tralian government report To Have and to Hold: Strategies to 
Strengthen Marriage and Relationships publishes material on 
the state of marriage and families in Australia today. Did 
Russell’s (and many other proponents) proposals lead to a 
better society and more happiness for individuals? It is clear 
from the outset that the answer is no. 

In the preface to the report, the chairman of the com
mittee describes the legislative changes that took place in 
the early 1970s, culminating in the Family Law Act. Two 
pillars emerged: 

…first, the importance of family: and secondly the 
rights and obligation of spouses both during the mar
riage and upon its ending. Hence the bill introduced in 
1973, upon which subsequent bills were drafted, was 
based on a series of stated principles, the first of which 
was that ‘a good family law should buttress, rather 
than undermine, the stability of marriage’. The central 
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New divorce laws 

importance of marriage was explicitly recognised in 
section 43 of the Family Law Act. This section pro
vided that, in making any adjudication, the family 
court must have regard to: the need to preserve and 
protect the institution of marriage as the union of a 
man and a woman to the exclusion of all others volun
tarily entered into for life; the need to give the widest 
possible protection and assistance to the family as the 
natural and fundamental group unit of society, partic
ularly while it is responsible for the care and education 
of dependent children; the need to protect the rights of 
children and promote their welfare; and the means 
available for assisting parties to marriage to consider 
reconciliation or the improvement of their relationship 
to each other and to the children of the marriage. 

This pillar was supported by requirements in both the Mar
riage Act and the Family Law Act for the provision of funds 
to marriage education and counselling services. The second 
pillar is most significant: 

The other pillar of the Family Law Act is reflected in 
the replacement of the grounds of divorce based on 
matrimonial fault with a single ground—breakdown 
of marriage, evidenced by 12 months separation of 
the parties. 

Two decades after the introduction of the Family Law Act, 
this pillar, the divorce of the parties, remains the predomi
nant operational basis of the legislation (pp. i-ii). 

It is clear from the report that the first pillar of the Fam
ily Law Act is now seen for the weak rhetoric that it was. 
The resources of the family law court have been poured into 
the destruction of families, not their preservation. The real 
pillar of the legislation is the easy dissolution of the marriage 
bond. In fact the easy dissolution of marriage has effectively 
redefined marriage to mean: “a couple voluntarily entering 
into a legal co-habitation will not be able to enter into 
another legal co-habitation until twelve months separation 
from the first cohabitation”. Nobody makes promises in 

Happiness on trial: has utilitarianism failed? 
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Statistical 
evidence 

those terms during a wedding service—what they say is “to 
have and to hold from this day forward, for better and for 
worse until death us do part”. 

The words of the contract bear no relationship to the 
meaning of the contract, thanks to the Family Law Act, 
because the power of the Act resides in the second pillar; the 
ease of dissolution. At the time of the Act many voices were 
raised expressing this problem, but were overruled because 
of the difficulty that people were experiencing in a court sys
tem which required some demonstration of fault in order to 
dissolve a marriage. Now, 25 years later, the Federal govern
ment has a report recognizing the problems that are emerg
ing from their effective redefinition of marriage. 

At one level, To Have and To Hold is an excellent report 
and the committee needs to be commended for its 

work and its willingness to report difficult conclusions hon
estly. There is a positive emphasis within this committee’s 
work, reflected even in the report’s title. Yet, in statistic after 
statistic, the report reveals the inadequacy of utilitarian sex
ual ethics. 

The report naturally commences with a review of trends 
in marriage and the family since World War II. It was a 
period of quite significant change. The number of families 
with dependent children has decreased; the number of one
parent families has increased, as has the number of children 
being raised by step-parents. People are marrying less, are 
doing so at an older age and more frequently cohabiting 
before marriage. More people are remaining unmarried and, 
although the rate of remarriage has fallen, by 1992 one in 
three marriages included at least one partner who had been 
married previously. Only 57% of weddings in 1994 were 
celebrated by ministers of religion. The population has 
instead turned to secular wedding celebrants. 

There has been a dramatic increase in divorce, even tak
ing into account the sudden increase caused by the new 
Family Law Act in the early 1970s. The rate of divorce never 
returned to the low levels prior to the Family Law Act, and 
since 1986 has been steadily increasing. The number of 
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children involved in divorce has grown markedly in the past 
two decades. At the same time, marriages that end in 
divorce have become briefer. There has been a rise in the 
proportion of previously married people divorcing again. 
There is a greater chance of divorce amongst those who 
remarry, as opposed to those marrying for the first time, 
unless the reason for remarriage was the death of the first 
partner. Almost half the children whose mothers divorce 
have a step-father living in the household within six years. 

There has been a dramatic increase in the number of 
children born out of wedlock. At the end of the second 
world war just 4% of children were born out of wedlock; in 
1995 it was 26.6%. About half ex-nuptial births were to 
women in de facto relationships and about half to unpart
nered women. There has been a rise in teenage ex-nuptial 
pregnancies, although overall a decrease in births to teenage 
mothers (nuptial and ex-nuptial). There has been a substan
tial increase of single parent families with dependent chil
dren from 6.5% in 1976, to 14.5% in 1996. 

Even more powerful than the statistics is the examination 
of the impact of these changes. The authors’ summation 

of the present state of our knowledge leaves little doubt as 
to what is happening. 

•	 Decades of research have clearly established links

between health and well-being and marriage, separa

tion and divorce (p. 27).


•	 Virtually every study which has analysed mortality

rate by marital status shows that the unmarried have

higher death rates, a finding confirmed since the

1930’s in every country for which accurate health

data exists (p. 28).


•	 Relationship breakdown is one of the major causes of

suicide worldwide, and the differential in mortality

rates by marital status is huge (p. 31). 


• 	Both perceived physical and mental health have been

found to be related to marital status in a way similar

to mortality (p. 32).
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Social ills 

• 	Marital distress is an important health hazard for 
adults and children… Marital distress leads to 
depression and reduces immune system functioning 
in adults (p. 33). 

• 	A large number of studies have shown that divorce 
has both a short term and long term impact on chil
dren. Research also demonstrates that this impact 
often extends into adult life with consequences for 
health, family life, educational performance and 
occupational status (p. 34). 

•	 There is also widespread evidence of increased 
behavioural problems and delinquency among both 
boys and girls whose parents have divorced (p. 35). 

• 	Marital disruption has also been implicated in youth 
depression and suicide, and early sexual activity (p. 36). 

A series of other studies indicate that: 

•	 children of divorced parents seem much more sus
ceptible to psychiatric illness; 

•	 alcohol consumption by women whose parents 
divorced is far higher than women with intact families; 

• 	the incidence of stomach ulcers and colitis is four 
times higher for men aged 26 whose parents have 
divorced before the child was five compared to those 
who have reached 16 years when their parents 
divorced; 

• 	children of divorce... have a 50 per cent greater risk 
of developing asthma, and a 20-30 per cent greater 
risk of injury; and 

• parental divorce can be a factor in longevity (p. 35). 

A series of studies which has examined the impact of 
parental divorce on children have found that the educa
tional performance of children is adversely effected. These 
studies reveal that: 

•	 the adverse educational effects of divorce can occur 
in children of any age; 

• 	the chances of attending university decrease for chil
dren of divorce; and 
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•	 unemployment and employment in low paying jobs is

more prevalent for children of divorced parents (p. 37).


Series of studies have confirmed the intergenera

tional impact of divorce. 25 years after their parents

divorce, children continue to suffer the emotional

repercussions and the impact of divorce among chil

dren is long-lasting and cumulative (p. 39).


Naturally, analysts need to face the complex question of 
which correlative factors in these summaries are causative, 
and which ones are resultant. There is also the question of 
whether some other unidentified factors may give rise to 
these problems. However, the detailed studies of researchers 
from around the world, as well as in Australia, lead the com
mittee to their damning conclusions about the impacts of 
change in family life in Australia over the last 25 years. 

To begin, family violence is at an unacceptably high 
level, and seems to have some relationship with the nature 
of the family structure: 

[t]here is… some evidence that the incidence of con

flict is higher in cohabiting relationships… there are

more cohabitants reporting conflicts… than mar

ried… cohabitants, especially women, seem to toler

ate in their partners types of behaviour which

marriers consider unacceptable (pp. 46-47).


The incidence of child abuse and neglect also

seems related to relationship dysfunction… a higher

proportion of child killers are either stepfathers or

the mother’s de facto or boyfriend… non-biological

parents present ‘a disproportionate risk for children,

particularly in the early stages of their relationship

with the child’. The proportion of suspected killers

in de facto relationships was 6.5 times higher than for

the general population. The study found that 28 per

cent of the child killers had become parents when

aged 20 years or younger (p. 47).


…family conflict, including violence and abuse,

is one of the major factors leading to youth home

lessness in Australia (p. 47).
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…marriage benefits the health and well-being of 
individuals, and, conversely… separation and 
divorce bring with them elevated risks for both for
mer husbands and wives and their children. The 
extent to which these findings are accepted by social 
scientists is reflected in the work of a number of lead
ing researchers. Sara McLanahan, herself a single par
ent, and professor of sociology at Princeton 
University, concluded her detailed analysis of four 
major national studies of families…: “Children who 
grow up in a household with only one biological par
ent are worse off, on average, than children who 
grow up in a household with both of their biological 
parents, regardless of the parent’s race or educational 
background, regardless of whether the parents are 
married when the child is born, and regardless of 
whether the resident parent remarries” (p. 48). 

The government committee ends this section with the only 
way of accounting available: money. Apart from anything 
else, the breakdown in marriage is costing us. 

Marriage and relationship breakdown is a direct cost 
to the Commonwealth budget in the form of social 
security payments, family court costs, legal aid, the 
child support scheme, and taxation rebates… These 
items total $2,771 million per annum. The figure is 
necessarily conservative. Other costs could be right
fully included in the cost of marriage and relationship 
breakdown, but it is difficult to separate the compo
nents. For example, the expenditure on emergency 
accommodation and the homeless allowance partly 
arises from marriage breakdown, but it has not been 
possible to determine the size of this part (p. 50). 

A review of the literature indicates that poor 
health is partly a consequence of marriage and rela
tionship breakdown. The extent of this cost to the 
nation is immeasurable. It extends not only to phys
ical and mental health, but to the social pathologies 
such as child and family abuse. Similarly, absen
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teeism and low productivity have been linked to rela
tionship problems (pp. 50-51). 

The committee comes to this understated conclusion: 

Marriage and family breakdown cost the Australian 
nation at least $3 billion each year. When all the 
indirect costs are included, the figure is possibly dou
ble. When the personal and emotional trauma 
involved is added to these figures, the cost to the 
nation is enormous. 

In comparison the Commonwealth Government 
spends just $3.5 million per annum on preventative 
marriage and relationship education programs, and 
$2.05 million on parenting skills training. This is a 
1000 fold difference. The imbalance is manifest. It 
requires correction (p. 51). 

In the fourth chapter of the report, the committee looks at 
what causes, or at least contributes to, marriage and rela

tionship breakdowns. Again their work is a summation of 
the detailed research that has been undertaken in recent 
years. They report the determinants of marital instability in 
the following terms: 

In a recent survey of the determinants of marital 
instability, AIFS researcher, Helen Glezer, found that 
the premarital experiences contributing most to the 
risk of marital breakdown are: 

• having an ex-nuptial child; 
• premarital cohabitation; and 
• leaving home at an early age.

According to Glezer, characteristics of those who 
experienced marital breakdown compared with those 
who have not, indicate that like those who have 
cohabited, they tend to have less traditional family 
values, are more egalitarian about sex roles, value 
children less and are more individualistic in their 
family orientation than those who remain married. 
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…family background factors such as growing up 
in a non-religious family, being unhappy at home, 
leaving home at an early age, and coming from a 
context of non-traditional family values are associ
ated with both cohabiting prior to marriage and 
marital dissolution. 

A series of studies have identified other demo
graphic and social characteristics that have been 
shown to contribute to marital instability. These 
include: 

• exposure to divorce as a child; 
• having premarital sex; and 
• marrying as a teenager (pp. 74-75). 

The chapter is stronger when it takes a case study of cohab
itation and looks at the factors contributing to marital sta
bility. The numbers of couples living together, both before 
and as a substitute for marriage, has increased substantially 
in recent decades. The community now believes that it is 
beneficial for couples to live together prior to marriage, and 
expert opinion of the past two decades has commended 
cohabitation. However more recent social science research 
points to a connection between cohabitation and marital 
breakdown. The Australian Institute of Family Studies 
Family Formation Project found that after five years of mar
riage, 13% of those who had cohabited were divorced, com
pared to 6% of those who had not cohabited. Ten years 
later, the proportions were 26% for those who had cohab
ited and 14% for those who had not. After 20 years it was 
56% compared to 27% (pp. 78-79). These findings have 
been supported by similar studies in Canada, the United 
Kingdom, the United States and Sweden. 

It is not just that cohabiters have a higher risk of subse
quent divorce, they also have a less satisfactory relationship: 

Studies have also found that couples who cohabit 
prior to marriage to be significantly lower on mea
sures of marital quality. DeMaries and Lesley 
hypothesised that cohabiters would score higher on 
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communication and couple adjustment in their 
study. However they found a negative relationship 
between cohabitation and satisfaction… It has also 
been found that the rate of violence is appreciably 
higher for cohabiting couples who have lived 
together for one to ten years than for married cou
ples (pp. 81-82). 

The effect on children is not positive either. “Where couples 
who cohabit have children, research indicates that the chil
dren perform at lower levels than children of married cou
ples” (p. 82). Low performance was noted in scholastic 
achievement, while there was a greater drug use, crime and 
delinquency. The Committee concludes: 

…marriages preceded by cohabitation show ‘lower 
levels of marital interaction, higher levels of disagree
ment and instability... lower levels of commitment to 
marriage’ and higher levels of divorce than marriages 
without previous cohabitation experience… in many 
instances, cohabitation is not a relationship with a 
future, but one that lasts for a period of time and then 
ends, either through marriage or dissolution (p. 83). 

To summarise, the factors in marital instability seem diffi
cult to identify but the determinants of marital stability 
seem a little easier: 

[E]ffective communication and conflict resolution; 
realistic expectation of marriage; equitable division 
of labour within family; fertility within marriage; 
length of marital duration; and religious commit
ment. (p. 85) 

This government report would seem to be a utilitarian’s 
dream, but it turns out to be a nightmare. We now 

have the statistical information, studies, academic analysis 
and measured results of a social, ethical and legal experi
ment. For centuries, a marital pattern was taught, legislated 
and upheld by the social conventions of the day. Now, 
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thanks to the 1960s sexual revolution and the 1970s enact
ment of it through legislation, we have had 25 years of 
experimentation with a new way of family living. The gov
ernment has gathered the evidence concerning the conse
quences of this change. At every point we can measure so 
far, the experiment has been a disaster for the well-being 
and happiness of the community. 

If the committee’s analysis is correct, then utilitarians 
ought to have no alternative but to cease the experiment 
and seek a happier way to organise society, or at least return 
to the previous form of social organisation. Bertrand Russell 
admitted this possibility: 

The fundamental difficulty is, of course, the conflict 
between the impulse to jealousy and the impulse to 
sexual variety. Neither impulse, it is true, is universal: 
there are those (though they are few) who are never 
jealous, there are those (among men as well as among 
women) whose affections never wander from the 
chosen partner. If either of these types could be made 
universal, it would be easy to devise a satisfactory 
code. It must be admitted, however, that either type 
can be made more common by conventions designed 
to that end.5 

However, the government committee was unable to see what 
to do or how to do it. Its recommendations fall broadly into 
two categories. The first is to tidy up the finances. Different 
marriage counselling organisations have been funded on dif
ferent bases, and there seems to be some lack of consistency 
and equity. It is only sensible to sort out such problems. 

The second set of recommendations urges that more pre
marital counselling needs to be given. As with the financial 
recommendations, nobody could object to this. Evidence is 
adduced that premarital counselling is effective. However, 
the one group whom the report indicates are amongst the 
greatest contributors to marital dissolutions—that is, cohab

5 B. Russell, op. cit, p. 126. 
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iters—are the group who would be least helped by any of 
this premarital counselling. While it is possible to measure 
the rates of divorce, the even higher rates of dissolution of de 
facto relationships for which premarital counselling is rarely 
if ever sought, is not taken into account. 

There is no doubt that the committee is making right 
recommendations. However, there is a certain Gilbertian 
absurdity in these kinds of recommendations, given the 
enormity of the problem. The government alone cannot 
change a culture which is worldwide and has been develop
ing over the last 150 years.6 However if the government is 
concerned about the community’s well-being, then it could 
take certain actions that would help create a climate in 
which the social experiment could be reversed. We encour
age governments to act on other issues, such as smoking, 
where the actions of an individual are to the detriment of 
the community. Ought we not request similar action in 
areas such as de facto marriages where the evidence of their 
harmful effects is now available? And might not some pres
sure be brought upon the advocates of these kinds of rela
tionships (such as some parts of the mass media) to correct 
the false information being disseminated about the nature 
of sexuality and relational happiness? 

One clearly beneficial action which is unlikely to reach 
any public agenda, is that the government could support the 
religious cultures of the majority of the citizenship. It is 
reported that religious culture is a prominent contributing 
factor to marital stability. For those who would argue that it 
is inappropriate for the government of a secular society to 
support religion, it must be pointed out that a secular soci
ety does not have to be anti-religious, it only has to refrain 
from supporting one religion to the exclusion of others. 
Anti-religion is a commitment which is measurably unhelp
ful to the society as a whole. Supporting religions would be 
to the financial benefit of society as a whole. 

For an account of this development, see chapters 3 & 4 of T. Payne 
& P. D. Jensen, Pure Sex, Matthias Media, Sydney, 1997. 

Happiness on trial: has utilitarianism failed? 
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Public policy 
and private life Will utilitarians genuinely face the failure of their exper

iments and seek to ensure social well being? It is to be 
seriously doubted. Utilitarians have the other problem that 
the concept of the well-being of society includes the rights of 
individuals to choose to do what they like. Individual free
dom is, indeed, part of the well-being of society. Yet when it 
is costing society billions of dollars each year, then individ
ual freedoms should be matched by individual financial 
responsibilities. Why should the community as a whole have 
to foot the bill for some individuals’ freedoms? 

The social sexual revolution has effected our legislators 
and jurists to such an extent that they would not want to 
legislate morally against their own private desires. Utilitari
anism, in effect, becomes an excuse for doing whatever we 
want to do. 

Let us recall Bertrand Russell at this point. His recom
mendations about sexual morality were couched in terms of 
the general good of society—what needs to be done to make 
all people happier and their lives less burdensome. Yet we 
may consider Russell’s own life when he wrote this. He was 
committed to a life of sexual immorality and used women 
for his own very selfish ends.7 It so happens that in 1936 
(when his essay on sexual ethics was published) he had just 
finished a long and very messy divorce from his second wife, 
Dora, in which he successfully fought to have their children 
made Wards of Chancery. The idea of no-fault divorce, after 
no more than a year of separation, must have seemed ideal 
to him. His suggestions may have been expressed as genuine 
wishes for the good of society, but can hardly be taken inde
pendently of his own very selfish desires for freedom from 
the ties of his marriage. 

This has always been the problem with utilitarianism. It 
is not the real agenda. It is the intellectually respectable 
clothing for the choice to reject God and his ways. It is a 
rationalisation for the immorality of doing whatever we 

7 See Phillip Jensen, ‘Peace I Did Not Find’, kategoria , 1997, No. 7, 
pp. 65-72. 
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want. Yet it is philosophically flawed and practically 
unworkable. Bertrand Russell was undoubtedly a very clever 
man. But clever men are very ingenious at rationalizing 
their wickedness. 

Humans are limited, and although we may think our 
standards are about increasing well-being, our horizons are 
generally much shorter. After all, whose well-being is it that 
matters the most? In personal terms, the utilitarian ethic is 
often reduced to the lowest denominator—we act in any 
way we want, unless it can be proven that such an action 
will hurt somebody else. When a person decides to fornicate 
or commit adultery it will hardly be because of a general 
ideal that this will help society. Rather, the thought 
process—if there is one—is far more likely to be along the 
lines of ‘It feels right to me, and it’s not hurting anyone, so 
why shouldn’t I?’ 

However, it is hurting someone. It is hurting all of us, 
and most of all those who live by permissiveness and their 
children. Until we have a reversal in society which realises 
the true importance of genuine morality and its basis in 
absolutes, our society will continue to pay. In the end, util
itarianism survives today only because there is no ‘accept
able’ alternative when God has been discounted. Having 
accepted a non-sectarian approach to society which has 
turned ‘secular’ into ‘godless’, there can now be no appeal to 
authority outside the government. There is no moral theory 
that the society will accept. To challenge utilitarianism is to 
challenge the working of our society. Yet utilitarianism has 
created a society which, in the most practical of terms, does 
not work. What Bible believers have predicted for genera
tions is now a matter of free information. A social experi
ment was tried, the data proclaims that it has failed, and the 
philosophy on which our society is based has no idea what 
to do about it. � 

Phillip D. Jensen is Anglican 
Chaplain at the University 
of NSW. 
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History gone wrong

Kirsten Birkett 

In 1925, John Scopes was arrested for 
teaching evolution in his high-school 

biology class in the small town of Day
ton, Tennessee. He was tried and found 
guilty, and fined $100. The trial was 
over within a few days. The law was 
eventually repealed. It doesn’t seem all 
that funny. 

Yet this trial is one of the major rea
sons why creationism, and belief in the 
Bible in general, became a laughing
stock in America and places where 
American culture rules. It provided a 
huge intellectual blow to the credibility 
of sincere Christian belief and made 
‘fundamentalist’ virtually synonymous 
with ‘stupid’. Because of this event, 
evolution gained massive public accep
tance not just as a true theory, but as an 
alternative to biblical creation and one 
which made belief in the Bible out
dated and childish. 

Summer for the Gods, Edward J. 

Summer for the Gods:

The Scopes Trial and

America’s Continuing Debate

over Science and Religion.

Edward J. Larson,

BasicBooks, New Y ork, 1 997.


Larson’s 1998 Pulitzer Prize-winning 
book about the Scopes trial, is for the 
most part documentation of precisely 
what happened before, during, and 
after the trial. It is not written with any 
overt partisan leanings, and indeed is 
rather dry in its lengthy descriptions of 
who did what on which day and with 
what result. It is a book that tells a sur
prising story; for the trial in reality 
bears little resemblance to the trial I 
had read about, even in Christian 
books. It is a startling testament to how 
a mythology can take hold of public 
awareness to the point where even 
those hurt by the mythology do not 
question its truth. Through the drama
tisations of the Scopes trial and the way 
in which it was remembered in Ameri
can written history, the actual trial has 
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been almost totally obscured, and 
reading what really happened is a 
profoundly shocking and delightful 
experience. 

The myth I had believed was that 
defence lawyer Clarence Darrow, evo
lutionist, had confronted fundamental
ist prosecutor William Jennings Bryan 
over the Bible, and shown him up as a 
fool; this was the essence of the trial. I 
had been embarrassed on behalf of the 
Christians (why didn’t they choose an 
intelligent man to defend them?) and 
reluctantly admiring of the cool ratio
nal Darrow (at least he had reason on 
his side) and sympathetic for John 
Scopes, the poor teacher prosecuted for 
teaching what he thought was true. 

It was, after all, what I had been 
taught, in numerous books, newspaper 
columns and lectures. Received history 
testified that biblical belief, and the 
blind prejudice of its supporters, was in 
the Scopes trial finally forced out into 
the scientific light of day and shown up 

for the inanity it is. When it came to 
the crunch, the Bible just could not 
stand up against the facts of science. 
Although narrow-minded churchgoers 
had tried to use the weight of the law to 
stop the progress of science—as they 
had with Galileo—this time, science 
finally won. You just can’t stop progress. 

The metaphor of the church as a 
tyrannical overlord standing against the 
freedom of scientific inquiry is an old 
one. It drags from the Middle Ages to 
Galileo; it follows Descartes’ fear of 
publishing his philosophy in Catholic 
France; it props up Darwin as he faced 
a church backlash against his theory; 
it carries Soapy Sam Wilberforce into 
battle—and ignominious defeat— 
against Thomas Huxley; and it appears 
again in the Scopes trial. It’s one par
ticular aspect of the general belief that 
science is and must be opposed by 
Christianity. Much publicised events 
like key legal trials suit the metaphor 
admirably, for there the battle is easily 
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portrayed as institutional power against 
freedom of thought and speech, what
ever the more subtle details of the case. 

It is interesting that the same 
metaphor was not generally applied in 
coverage of a more recent example of 
this clash. The difference this time was 
that the side attempting to bring legal 
power to stop the teaching of a certain 
intellectual point of view was the side 
of science. Ian Plimer, an ardent evolu
tionist, took Allen Roberts of the Ark 
Search Inc (an extreme example of Cre
ation Science) to court in 1997 for 
“misleading and deceptive conduct”. 
Other modern evolutionists have been 
equally keen. Daniel Dennett has writ
ten against the teaching of creation sci
ence as the “deliberate misinforming of 
children about the natural world”, 
which should be stopped because “mis
informing a child is a terrible offense”.1 

It’s an ironic request, since it echoes the 
exact rhetoric used by those who 
framed the original Tennessee statute 
against teaching evolution on which 
John Scopes was prosecuted. Do not 
teach as true, the parents of Tennessee 
demanded, these unproven ideas which 
damage our children. 

Daniel C. Dennett, Darwin’s Dangerous 
Idea: Evolution and the Meanings of Life, Penguin, 
Harmondsworth, 1995, p. 516. 

However, few people today would 
ever have heard what the parents of 
Tennessee said. The real arguments of 
the people involved in the Scopes Trial 
have all but disappeared. Somehow, the 
safety-grids for preserving truth in our 
society have slipped, and what people 
now know or think about the Scopes 
Trial is not what really happened. 
Instead of truth, an anti-religion 
rhetoric has survived, and apparently 
has survived for no better reason than 
that it is anti-religion. Those who 
should have known better—academics 
who should have researched original 
documents before teaching their stu
dents, education boards who should 
have reviewed the material they recom-
mended—failed to live up to their 
positions. The guardians of truth failed 
to realise that what they were teaching 
was inaccurate, because they were com
fortable with it. 

1 
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If our usual understanding of the 
Scopes trial is illusion, then what was 

the reality? William Jennings Bryan, 
advocate of anti-evolution laws and 
counsel for the prosecution during the 
trial, was essentially a career politician. 
He was a one time Secretary of State 
who negotiated fiercely for a series of 
international treaties before World War 
I, designed to avert war by requiring 
the arbitration of disputes among 
nations. He resigned from his office at 
the start of World War I, but continued 
to campaign for constitutional amend
ments, and was successful in four par
ticular amendments: the direct election 
of senators, a progressive federal income 
tax, Prohibition, and female suffrage. 
He was no fool, and no stranger to 
fierce public political argument. His 
opposition to Darwinism was largely 
on moral grounds; although he 
accepted the possibility of a long 
process of creation as being consistent 
with the Bible, he objected to the impli
cations of Darwinistic philosophy. 

I object to the Darwinian the
ory because I fear we shall lose 
the consciousness of God’s pres
ence in our daily life, if we must 
accept the theory that through 
all the ages no spiritual force has 
touched the life of man and 
shaped the destiny of nations… 
But there is another objection. 

The Darwinian theory repre
sents man as reaching his pre
sent perfection by the operation 
of the law of hate—the merci
less law by which the strong 
crowd out and kill off the weak 
(quoted p. 39). 

When two scholarly works were pub
lished after the First World War which 
attributed German militarism to mis
guided Darwinian thinking, Bryan 
became even more opposed to Darwin
ism. It was argued that the idea of 
natural selection based on violent com
petitive struggle strongly influenced 
German intellectualism; Darwin’s 
influence on Nietzsche was also consid
ered significant. Bryan also saw a con
nection between Darwinism and the 
breaking down of Christian belief in 
the universities. Darwinism, Bryan 
believed, was a danger to individuals, 
to society and to world peace. He was 
not alone, and probably persuaded 
many more through his itinerant 
speaking. When the Tennessee House 
of Representatives was presented with 
the bill against teaching evolution—or 
rather against teaching “any theory that 
denies the story of the Divine Creation 
of man as taught in the Bible, and to 
teach instead that man had descended 
from a lower order of animal” (quoted 
p. 50), the bill was passed seventy-one 
to five. 
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It was the American Civil Liberties 
Union who provided the initiative 

for the trial to challenge this bill. The 
ACLU had fought a wide range of 
issues, including the right to conscien
tious objection during the war—in fact 
to a large extent it had been founded 
and financed by Quakers to protect 
religiously motivated pacifists from 
compulsory military service. After the 
First World War, the ACLU turned its 
attention to protecting labour unions 
(including school teachers), and the 
issues of academic freedom, and free
dom of speech. 

When the Tennessee law was 
enacted, the ACLU saw it as a chance 
for a legal victory for freedom of 
speech. The leaders sent out a press 
release offering to challenge the law, 
and calling for any Tennessee teacher to 

51


volunteer as a test case. They would 
provide the legal defence and cover all 
costs, and were sure that the teacher 
concerned need not lose his or her job. 

This was not a battle over religion. 
If anything, it was a battle over differ
ent forms of democracy. Bryan, who 
had spent his life campaigning for 
democracy as the fairest and most 
humane way to govern society, passion
ately believed that what the majority 
had voted for was what the law should 
uphold. In this particular case, he had 
further moral reasons for his convic-
tion—he had seen that Darwinism did 
actually harm the moral development 
of young people and of society as a 
whole. His democracy was built upon 
the “virtuous citizen”, and he worried 
that Darwinism would justify an “eco
nomic jungle” and discourage “those 
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who labour for the improvement of 
man’s condition”.2 He wanted to stop 
evolution, an unproven hypothesis, 
from being taught as true, especially as 
it was claimed to disprove Christian 
belief and establish materialism. When 
such an overwhelming majority agreed 
with him, he considered it merely an 
application of democracy to insist 
upon this being followed. 

Quoted in Carol Iannone, ‘The truth about 
Inherit the Wind’, First Things, 1997, 70, pp. 
28-33. It hardly needs pointing out that Bryan 
was quite right; the economic rationalism we see 
around us today is the working-out in society of 
a Darwinistic view of business. 

The ACLU members, on the other 
hand, did not consider democracy in 
this light. They considered the protec
tion of freedom of speech as one of the 
most important aspects of enlightened 
government. Wary of censorship which 
could stifle dissent and the pursuit 
of knowledge, they considered it a 
democracy’s duty to allow all citizens to 
hold their opinions—and follow their 
consequences—in a peaceful way. The 
majority vote should not be allowed to 
silence the minority view. 

Neither side wished to debate 
whether evolution contradicted the 
Bible. However greater forces than the 
original combatants were moving. The 
motivations of the initial conflict were 
to be lost once other personalities with 
other interests entered the fray. 

In a small town in East Tennessee, a 
few young professionals gathered at 

the local drug store to discuss the offer 
from the ACLU. It seems they were 
struck with the possibilities of free 
publicity for their town. One of the 
group invited a close friend of his, 
24-year-old John T. Scopes, to join 
them in one of their drug store get
togethers. He was asked if he would be 
willing to let his name be used for a test 
case. Although he was not actually a 
biology teacher, he had filled in for the 
regular teacher during an illness using 
the state-approved biology text, which 
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had a section on human evolution. It 
was enough for the trial. 

At that stage, local lawyers assumed 
they would be conducting the trial. 
However Clarence Darrow, who eventu
ally was to be counsel for the defence at 
the trial, came to hear of what was going 
on. He was, at the time, probably the 
most famous trial lawyer in America. He 
specialised in defending criminal cases 
in bitterly hostile communities. One 
case which gained him a great deal of 
publicity was his defence of two wealthy 
and intelligent Chicago teenagers who 
had murdered an unpopular school
mate. He managed to save them from 
the death penalty using arguments of 
psychological determinism. 

Darrow’s personal interests included 
public disparagement of Christianity. 
“In the courtroom, on the Chautauqua 
circuit, in public debates and lectures, 
and through dozens of popular books 
and articles, Darrow spent a lifetime 
ridiculing traditional Christian beliefs” 
(p. 71). He believed he was doing 
good—he considered the Christian 
doctrine of salvation dangerous. “It is 
not the bad people I fear so much as the 
good people. When a person is sure that 
he is good, he is nearly hopeless; he gets 
cruel—he believes in punishment” 
(p. 71). He was not a scientist, but he 
used science when it suited his pur
poses, just as he rejected it on other 
occasions when it did not. 

When the Scopes trial came up, 
Darrow volunteered his service for the 
defence for free. Later he was quite 
open about his motivation at the time: 
“My object was to focus the attention 
of the country on the programme of Mr 
Bryan and the other fundamentalists in 
America” (p. 73). Many within the 
ACLU leadership were uncomfortable 
about Darrow’s help, since he clearly 
had no particular interest in Scopes nor 
free speech in general. The ACLU had 
never been hostile to religion as such, 
and feared that Darrow’s opinions 
might jeopardise Scope’s defence. How
ever the lawyers in Dayton welcomed 
such a distinguished ally, just as they 
welcomed Bryan as an assistant to the 
state for the prosecution—it just made 
the whole show bigger. 

So what was the trial about? The 
defendant and his local counsel were 

eager for the publicity. Suddenly their 
small town was national news, and the 
local businessmen expected the visitors 
to boost revenue considerably. Bryan 
considered the trial to be mainly about 
majority rule; about the democracy he 
had spent his political career defending 
and nurturing. It was not just a matter 
of whether evolution should be taught; 
the fact was, a large majority of the vot
ers of Tennessee did not want it taught, 
and had the right to have their democ
ratic decision abided by. The ACLU 
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saw it as a matter of freedom of speech. 
Intellectual freedom must be respected 
in order for democracy to work at all, as 
they saw it. Two models of democracy 
were clashing. 

Clarence Darrow, on the other 
hand, saw a chance to ridicule Chris
tianity on a scale previously unfore
seen. He gathered a battalion of 
professional witnesses who would tes
tify that evolution was true. The 
ACLU’s desire for a simple test trial 
disappeared under Darrow’s much 
broader aim of having out his battle 
with Bryan. In the end, the ACLU was 
not in control of the defence at all. 

Darrow nearly missed out on his 
wish. The expert witnesses were ruled 
unnecessary, the case was decided 
within three days. John Scopes was 
guilty—he had freely admitted what he 
taught—and there was nothing more 
to it. However Darrow was not to be 
denied all his fun. His team called 
Bryan as an expert on the Bible. Up 
until then the prosecution had strictly 
limited the use of expert witnesses, 
wanting a legal battle, not a scientific 
or theological one, but Bryan wel
comed the opportunity to have his say 
and his reputation was weighty enough 
that he prevailed. It was the last day of 
the trial, and the proceedings had to be 
moved outside the courthouse onto the 
lawn to accommodate the crowds. 

Darrow questioned Bryan as a hos

tile witness, and Bryan answered 
poorly. He simply did not know the 
answers to many of the questions on 
biblical detail; he was not an expert, 
and it became obvious under Darrow’s 
questioning. Bryan was infuriated, and 
refused to step down despite his co-
counsel’s urging. It turned into an abu
sive shouting match before the judge 
adjourned—after two hours of interro
gation. That was essentially the end of 
the trial; the next day the defendant 
was found guilty, after a few minutes 
deliberation by the jury. 

Already it is easy to see that the trial 
was a very complex matter. From 

the beginning strong personalities and 
private concerns were enough to distort 
any legal issues, and the ideological 
battle only made it more complicated. 
Perhaps the best question, then, is not 
to ask what was the trial about, but 
why did it come to be seen as a simple 
battle between evolution and religion, 
with evolution winning? 

In 1931, Harper’s magazine editor, 
Frederick Lewis Allen, published a 
best-selling book, Only Yesterday: An 
Informal History of the Nineteen-Twen-
ties. It was not meant to be serious 
history; in the gloom of the Great 
Depression, Allen was nostalgically 
remembering the fun of the twenties. 
The Scopes Trial featured as one of the 
largest stories of 1925. Allen pictured 
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Darrow battling Bryan in a farcical 
encounter. Reducing the trial to the 
triumph of reason over revelation, he 
ignored all the wider issues, even mak
ing several factual errors in the origins 
of the trial, and in what Bryan said. It 
was the beginning of widespread mis
understanding of the trial, for Allen’s 
book was a huge best-seller and even 
became widely used as a college history 
text. A number of later writers accepted 
Allen’s depiction of events (p. 228). 

The most serious misreporting of 
the trial, however, came in 1955 when 
Inherit the Wind, the play by Jerome 
Lawrence and Robert E. Lee, opened 
on Broadway. Ostensibly, their play 
was about the dangers of Macarthyism. 
Like The Crucible, the authors pre
sented their ideas under the guise of a 
‘parallel’ event in American history— 
this time, the Scopes Trial. Also like 
The Crucible, Christianity was taken as 
the parallel to mindless, irrational 
oppression of individuals. The funda
mentalist opposition to teaching evolu
tion was the ‘metaphor’ for the 
Macarthy opposition to freedom of 
writers and actors. 

History was altered in several signif
icant ways for the sake of the play. 
Inherit the Wind did not portray the 
trial as a comic farce, as Allen’s book 
had, but as a dramatic, serious threat to 
progress and freedom. In the play— 
and in the later film of the same title— 

the ACLU and the actual reasons for 
the trial disappeared altogether, and 
a romantic interest was introduced 
between Scopes and the pretty daugh
ter of a (fictitious) fire-breathing fun
damentalist local pastor. There were 
also some major idealistic changes: 

1. Scopes in the movie became the 
victim of a mob-enforced anti-evolu-
tion law. He was just going about his 
business, faithfully teaching from the 
textbook, when the town fathers 
dragged him out of the classroom and 
threw him into gaol, with the whole 
town against him. This was quite dif
ferent from the real case where the 
defence actually instigated the trial. 

2. The character representing Bryan 
was portrayed as a mindless, reaction
ary creature of the mob. He attacked 
evolution on narrow biblical grounds 
only (there was no mention of his 
wider social concerns) and was against 
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all science as godless. He babbled on 
about the earth being created on 13 
October 4004 BC at 9 am, and ended 
up crying to his wife in public, as well 
as ranting against the smallness of the 
fine against Scopes. (In reality, Bryan 
had always been opposed to there 
being any fine attached to the anti-evo-
lution law. He even offered to pay the 
imposed fine for Scopes.) 

3. Darrow was uplifted in character. 
He was presented as agnostic, not as a 
crusading materialist. In the play, Dar
row angrily criticises another character 
who ridicules ‘Bryan’s’ religion. This 
exchange, in which the other character 
joked that Bryan “died of a busted 
belly” (referring to Bryan’s corpulence), 
is one of the few lines taken directly 
from real life. In real life, however, it 
was Darrow who said it, upon learning 
of Bryan’s death just a few days after the 
trial. In stark contrast to such callous
ness, the Darrow of the play and film 
defends Bryan’s right to his religion, 
and chastises his colleague: “You smart
aleck! You have no more right to spit 
on his religion than you have a right to 
spit on my religion!” (pp. 242-243). He 
walks off with The Origin of Species and 
the Bible side-by-side in his briefcase, 
the model of the tolerant liberal. 

The play and the movie were criti
cised for their inaccuracies in published 
reviews. Nonetheless, both remained 
extremely popular: the play was the 

then longest-running drama on Broad
way, and became the accepted version 
of the trial. In 1994 the National Cen
ter for History in Schools published 
instructional standards, which recom
mended using excerpts from Inherit 
the Wind as part of educating students 
about the twenties. This process had its 
effect on the American consciousness, 
and gradually the idea that the play was 
actually a ridiculously distorted trav
esty of history drifted away. In 1996, 
when the play was restaged on Broad
way, newspapers which had criticised 
the original play as “much too elemen
tary” now praised it as “a thoughtful, 
powerful explication of religious and 
political issues”. The play had not 
changed in the meantime—but review
ers had. They had actually come to 
accept that what they were seeing was 
a faithful representation of the issues 
involved in the trial. The myth had 
triumphed. 

When the Tennessee anti-evolu-
tion law was finally overturned 

by federal supreme court in 1967, cre
ationists responded by demanding 
equal time for creationist theories. It 
was a logical response; the statement 
attributed to Darrow—“It is bigotry 
for public schools to teach only one 
theory of origins”—was now widely 
quoted by the creationist side. Interest
ingly, this statement was fictitious— 
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part of the Scopes legend, now used by 
the creationists themselves. The state
ment is actually wrong on two counts. 
Not only did Darrow not say it, but 
creationism was never taught in schools 
in the twenties, because of the separa
tion of church and state—this was even 
part of Bryan’s attack, that if creation 
could not be taught then neither 
should evolution. The legend had well 
and truly by now overtaken reality. 
Three states attempted to have ‘equal 
time’ laws, but were all defeated—and 
the opponents made use of rhetoric 
from the Scopes legend to affect the 
decision. 

What we have in the Scopes story 
is a real-life example of how his

tory was rewritten to the detriment of 
Christian belief, and in a surprisingly 
short space of time. I can remember 
marking a university essay about the 
Scopes trial. The student described it as 
Inherit the Wind had—not even realis
ing, apparently, that his research had 
totally failed to report reality rather 
than fiction. His education had been 
taken over by Hollywood. 

The debate between science and 
religion is a philosophically serious 
one. How can we proceed, however, 
when the discourse has been so seri
ously hijacked by false reporting? We 
may hope that this weighty book might 
have an impact—the fact that it won a 

Pulitzer Prize might mean that its ideas 
have been fairly well publicised. 

Nonetheless so far I have found 
rather a paucity of reviews of the book; 
none of the main history of science 
journals appear to have reviewed it.3 

Those reviews which have appeared 
show a sad deference to the myth. 
While the review in The New York 
Times Book Review 4 admits that Inherit 
the Wind “loosely fictionalized” the 
trial, it still ends with the recommen
dation “For the trial of the century, 
rent the movie”—no doubt tongue-
in-cheek, but an annoying refusal to 
emphasise how misleading the movie 

3 In fairness, because of the long delays in 
publication often associated with academic 
journals, it is possible reviews might yet be 
published. 
4 5th October, 1997. 
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is. A review in The Journal of American 
History 5 comments “Though Darrow’s 
cross-examination of Bryan and the 
verdict in the case are already well 
known in American history”—ignor-
ing Larson’s demonstration that the the 
story is obviously not well known. No 
review I have seen takes seriously the 
challenge to the teaching and under
standing of ‘true’ history provided by 
this book. 

84 (4), March 1998, pp. 1553-1554. 

In the case of evolution and cre
ationism, it will probably be a long time 
before the issues are untangled suffi
ciently from their fictitious representa
tion to move forward with genuine 
education on the matter. In the mean
time, however, Summer for the Gods 
reminds us to maintain a suitable level 
of skepticism in all science-religion dis
cussion. The slate is far from clean.� 
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The voice of the author

David Scarratt 

Then I looked, and I saw a hand 
stretched out to me. In it was a 
scroll, which he unrolled before 
me. On both sides of it were 
written words of lament and 
mourning and woe. And he said 
to me, “Son of man, eat what is 
before you, eat this scroll; then 
go and speak to the house of 
Israel.” So I opened my mouth, 
and he gave me the scroll to eat. 
Then he said to me, “Son of 
man, eat this scroll I am giving 
you and fill your stomach with 
it.” So I ate it, and it tasted as 
sweet as honey in my mouth. 
(Ezekiel 2:9–3:3) 

These words from the book of Ezekiel 
are cited by Alberto Manguel in his 
book A History of Reading as perhaps 
the earliest recorded instance of eating 
as a metaphor of reading. This may be 
so, but I must confess that Manguel’s 

A History of Reading 
Alberto Manguel 
Flamingo, London, 1997 

book puts me more in mind of the 
New Testament version of this motif in 
Revelation 10, where John also eats a 
scroll which is as sweet as honey in his 
mouth—but in John’s case the scroll is 
described as sour to his stomach. 

Manguel talks about reading as eat
ing in a chapter entitled ‘Metaphors of 
Reading’. The way Manguel has struc
tured his chapters suggests to me a 
complementary metaphor: the text as 
food—or, more specifically, as pie. 
Each chapter deals with a particular 
theme, generally expressed at both the 
beginning and end of the chapter by 
means of an anecdote or an associated 
idea, that can be considered the pastry 
crust of the chapter-pie, giving it its 
shape and providing a space to hold the 
filling. The filling consists of various 
other stories associated with the theme 
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of the chapter, ingredients gathered 
from around the globe and throughout 
history. On occasion the crust is so 
thick that there is no filling, just 
embellishments to the crust; some
times the filling is rich and spicy. 

In consuming this selection of pas
tries, I found them for the most part 
edible, but not delicious. There were 
a few quite tasty mouthfuls. I was 
amused by the story, recounted in 
‘Stealing Books’, of Count Guglielmo 
Libri, who during his appointments as 
overseer of various collections of man
uscripts and rare books made a fortune 
by stealing the very things he was sup
posed to be looking after. I was very 
interested—and somewhat envious— 
to read in Manguel’s highly personal 
introduction, ‘The Last Page’, about 
his discussions with the Argentinian 
writer Jorge Luis Borges. The young 
Manguel was among those whom 
Borges engaged to read to him after he 
went blind. 

There were also rather insipid por
tions. At times Manguel fails to restrain 
a whimsical fancy that can lead to odd 
assertions; for example, how does one 
take a statement like “Mysteriously, we 
continue to read without a satisfactory 
definition of what it is we are doing”? 
This might be better applied in a mod
ified form to Manguel himself: he con
tinued to write about reading without a 
satisfactory definition of what he was 

doing. There are digressions on topics 
only remotely associated with the activ
ity of reading: ‘Private Reading’ seems 
to be as much about the history of 
beds as of books, and ‘The Book Fool’ 
spends a lot of time talking about eye
glasses. While this is fair enough, it 
occasionally leads to somewhat awk
ward perspectives, as every activity 
Manguel feels an urge to talk about is 
considered somehow an aspect of read
ing. This leads to frequent equivoca
tion, not least regarding the word 
‘reading’ itself. This word can refer to 
the activity of reading, to interpreta
tion, to a whole range of texts that 
someone has read (as in, for example, 
Kim’s reading has been quite eclectic 
recently), to one’s investigation of some 
topic (my reading in mathematics), and 
no doubt to other things as well. The 
trouble is that Manguel sometimes 
doesn’t distinguish these senses, with 
the result that occasionally ideas that 
relate specifically to one or other of 
these senses are associated inappropri
ately with some general notion of 
‘reading’. 

There is one aspect of this which is 
worrying, mainly because it seems 

to reflect an attitude with wider and 
generally negative connotations: a dis
dain for the intention of the writer. 
Manguel sometimes seems to be some
what unthinkingly adopting a view 
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popular in literary studies that the 
author’s intention is irrelevant to the 
“meaning” of a text.1 Take, for exam
ple, the following passage from the 
introduction: 

I too, for the longest time, 
attributed purposes to the 
books I read, expecting, for 
instance, that Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s 
Progress would preach to me 
because it was, I was told, a reli
gious allegory—as if I were able 
to listen to what was taking 
place in the author’s mind at the 
moment of creation, and to gain 
proof that the author was 
indeed speaking the truth. 
Experience and a degree of 
common sense have not yet 
completely cured me of this 
superstitious vice. (p. 14) 

For such a counter-intuitive claim— 
that attributing purposes to books is a 
superstitious vice—one could reason
ably expect an argument. But Manguel 
“argues” not by what he says, but by 
the way he says it. For example, the 
parenthetical remark “I was told” sug
gests the imposition of a view, a nega-

I put the word ‘meaning’ in scare quotes 
because it has a fairly wide range of senses, but 
Manguel rarely if ever gets any more specific 
about what he means.) 
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tive thing in the current pluralistic cli
mate. Experience and common sense 
(generally highly regarded) can “cure” 
one of the “superstitious vice”—a spir
itual disease afflicting narrow-minded 
people, as it were—of attributing pur
poses to books. 

The word ‘purpose’ can refer to 
something intended by the performer 
of some action, or it can mean some
thing like “function”: for example, the 
purpose (in the latter sense) of a straw 
is to suck liquid through, while my 
purpose (in the former sense) in suck
ing liquid through a straw may be to 
have a drink. Attributing purpose to 
books could involve either sense, so 
Manguel might mean that attributing 
purposes to authors is a vice, or that 
believing that books have functions is a 
vice, or both. But it is hard to see how 
attributing purposes to authors is any 
more of a vice than attributing pur
poses to builders or computer pro
grammers. It is also hard to see how, for 
example, believing that the function of 
a dictionary is to indicate how to pro
nounce and use words could be a 
superstitious vice. 

Manguel also doesn’t seem to notice 
that attributing purposes to authors is 
not the same thing as claiming to know 
“what was taking place in the author’s 
mind at the moment of creation”. Pre
sumably all sorts of things were taking 
place in the author’s mind, possibly 

1 
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including things like “gee, I’m hungry”, 
or a general sense of well- or ill-being. 
But in any case, while it is impossible 
to have direct knowledge of what 
passes through someone else’s mind, it 
is in general quite easy to make infer
ences about the intended purpose of 
something from information readily 
available. And in his own acknowledg
ments Manguel says that “the notion of 
writing a history of reading began with 
an attempt to write an essay”; he then 
thanks any number of people who 
helped him achieve one or other of 
these purposes. 

Apart from the functions things 
have and the purposes of their design
ers, there are the uses to which they are 
put. Often these will be very closely 
tied together: the function of a thing 
will coincide with the intention of the 
designer and will be reflected in the 
typical use to which the thing is put. 
On the other hand, the connection 
might not be that close. I might con
sider that the function of a dictionary is 
to prescribe how to use words; the pur
pose of the dictionary designers may 
have been simply to describe the way 
words were used in a particular (pre
sumably large) set of texts. However, I 
might use a dictionary in quite differ
ent ways: I might (like Gabriel García 
Márquez, according to Manguel) read 
it as an example of terse style, or use it 
to suggest different ways of saying 
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something, or even prop open a door 
with it. I can read a book for pleasure, 
or display it for show, or use it as a 
paper weight. It may not be possible to 
circumscribe the range of potential uses 
of an object or text. Yet this does not 
necessarily alter the fact that things— 
including texts—will tend to have a 
particular function or range of func
tions, nor does it affect at all the fact 
that things are designed for a purpose. 

The uses to which I put texts will be 
determined by my own current inter
ests and goals (which may depend on 
just about anything conceivable). I 
might not be interested in author’s 
intentions at all; I might be interested 
in the intentions of someone else asso
ciated with the text, such as a translator 
or an editor. With a legal document I 
may be less interested in the intention 
of the actual author (presumably a 
lawyer) than in the intention of the 
person on behalf of whom the docu
ment was written. Or I might be inter
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ested in the way some community 
tended to use a text. But while my 
interest in one of these concerns over 
another may influence the way I treat 
the text, in itself it neither undermines 
the validity of any of the other con
cerns (though for a given text some 
might not be valid, of course), nor 
requires other people’s interests to coin
cide with my own. 

There are various versions in literary 
theory of the idea that the author’s 

intention is irrelevant to the meaning 
of a text, but the point I want to make 
is simply that Manguel gives no reason 
for treating all texts as if the author’s 
intention can be disregarded. The more 
careful literary theorists (or perhaps lit
erary theorists in their more careful 
moments) recognize that there is a dif
ference between reading a text in the 
light of literary (stylistic) concerns and 
reading a text in the light of other con
cerns. To put it very simply, reading a 
poem is different to reading a recipe or 
a letter from your mother. Yet 
Manguel’s explicit statements about the 
nature of reading seem to be overly 
concerned with the literary view. 

Manguel does use different kinds of 
texts differently. He frequently attrib
utes beliefs and views to people on the 
basis of things they have written, sug
gesting he is reading these texts for the 
writer’s intention in a common sense 
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way. He presents information derived 
from other written sources (histories 
and the like) as factual, not as a personal 
interpretation. On the other hand, he 
might suggest various interpretations of 
a poem, or describe associations that it 
evokes for him personally. But when it 
comes to talking about reading, the liter
ary ideas are what come across: the 
author has no authority to determine 
meaning, which gives the reader a free-
dom—presumably to give meaning to 
texts (Manguel is never very clear about 
what the reader is free to do). 

Thus when Manguel talks about 
the origins of writing in ancient 
Mesopotamia in his chapter ‘Begin
nings’, he discusses the earliest texts in 
terms of the writer “dying”: 

The primordial relationship 
between writer and reader pre
sents a wonderful paradox: in 
creating the role of the reader, 
the writer also decrees the 
writer’s death, since in order for 
a text to be finished the writer 
must withdraw, cease to exist. 
While the writer remains pre
sent, the text remains incom
plete. Only when the writer 
relinquishes the text, does the 
text come into existence. At that 
point, the existence of the text is 
a silent existence, silent until the 
moment in which a reader reads 
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it. Only when the able eye 
makes contact with the mark
ings on the tablet, does the text 
come to active life. All writing 
depends on the generosity of the 
reader. (p. 179) 

The sorts of expressions Manguel uses 
here echo those of literary criticism. 
But it is hard to see the relevance of 
such notions to inventories of stock, 
which are the earliest texts we know of 
and which are the subject of the sur
rounding paragraphs. These ideas sim
ply don’t apply in many non-literary 
uses of texts. They are not general fea
tures of language use, only of some 
kinds of language use. In fact, uses of 
texts in which the reader is at liberty to 
interpret in multiple ways seem to be 
in the minority. To mention just a few 
non-literary uses, there is browsing the 
newspaper, following recipe directions, 
consulting software documentation, 
determining the ingredients of some 
packaged food product, studying a sub
ject textbook, and carrying out a law
suit. In many instances it is precisely 
the author who has the authority to 
determine meaning. If I receive email 
from a colleague trying to arrange a 
meeting at a suggested time and place, 
and the text seems to be ambiguous, it 
is not up to me to decide which way to 
take it; it is entirely up to my colleague. 
In other cases it may be someone other 
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than the author, or it may be a com
mittee. 

Of course, Manguel might just be 
saying that until the writer has fin
ished, a text is just a “text in progress”, 
and that once the writer has finished a 
text the writer as writer “dies”. The text 
remains a bunch of marks on some 
material until a reader—a person 
adopting a particular role with respect 
to the text—makes some sense of it by 
turning the marks into words and sen
tences. But these seem somewhat trivial 
ideas, that hardly merit the mystical 
language used here—particularly given 
the association of such language with 
ideas about literary reading. 

It also needs to be said that the 
form of things tends to limit their use
fulness for some goals. It would be hard 
to use a hammer to clean dishes, or a 
dish-mop to drive nails into wood. 
Similarly it is unlikely anyone would 
try to interpret a typical video player 
manual as a religious tract, or a reli
gious tract as instructions for video 
operation. If one’s purpose in reading a 
text is to determine what someone 
meant or means by it, then the text 
itself carries a great deal of information 
that must be taken into account. 
Hypotheses about the text’s meaning, 
in this derivative sense, can be evalu
ated according to how well they 
account for all the data. An interpreta
tion that explains the wording of the 
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text as given, as well as taking into 
account all that is known about the 
text (such as, for example, its manner 
of publication or other knowledge con
cerning the person whose meaning we 
are interested in), is better in this con
text than one that leaps from certain 
words in the text to some subject the 
interpreter had been thinking about 
recently. The latter may be appropriate 
in another context, but not when one 
has the purpose of understanding 
someone else’s meaning. 

Taking a look beyond Manguel’s 
book for a moment, this attitude 

is occasionally seen when people say 

things like “you can make the Bible say 
anything you want”, or “that’s just your 
interpretation”. Such statements are 
generally used to undermine any 
appeal to the Bible as an authority for 
belief or behaviour. The suggestion is 
that it is possible to read the Bible in 
different ways, and that these are all 
equivalent, so that whatever I have 
claimed may not be right, so they feel 
no obligation to accept what I have 
claimed. Usually such a statement 
works well to end a potentially awk
ward conversation. 

But the position expressed by such 
statements is at best inadequate and at 
worst untenable. It is simply not true 
that you can make the Bible say any
thing you want; it has its own peculiar 
difficulties to do with language, style 
and context, but it is not different in 
essence from any other written text, 
and the same techniques that apply to 
the interpretation of other texts apply 
just as well to the Bible. Again, the 
claim that “that’s just your interpreta
tion” hides a premise that interpreta
tions can’t be better or worse, and that 
there isn’t any such thing as ‘close 
enough’ interpretation. The claim will 
only carry any weight if the person can 
come up with an alternative interpreta
tion that makes better sense of all the 
data than the one already offered. Yet 
one gets the impression that the claim 
is sometimes made simply to avoid 
having to look at the data—that is, 
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While one can use the Bible in all 
sorts of different ways, just as one can 
other texts, if one believes that God 
speaks in the Bible, then it is perfectly 
legitimate (and presumably potentially 
very rewarding) to read the Bible to 
hear what God is saying. In this case, 
God is ultimately the one who deter
mines the meaning; our interpretation 
tries to answer questions like “What 
does God mean by this or that?” and 
“Does God here mean this, or does he 
mean that?”. There is no way to avoid 
this sort of effort with the Bible if you 
want to listen to God. If you don’t 
want to listen to God, or if you don’t 
think God communicates in the Bible, 
that is your choice. But you must be 
prepared to accept the consequences of 
your choice. 

Somewhat bizarrely, Manguel actu
ally attempts to appropriate the transla
tors of the King James Version to 
support his view of the freedom of the 
reader. He quotes from the ‘Preface to 
the Reader’, where the translators 
attempt to justify their new translation 
in the face of strong opposition to the 
work: 

In their “Preface to the Reader”, 
the King James translators wrote, 
“Translation it is that openeth the 
window, to let in the light; that 
breaketh the shell, that we may 
eat the kernell; that putteth aside 

the curtain, that we may look 
into the most holy place; that 
removeth the cover of the well, 
that we may come by the water.” 
This meant not being afraid “of 
the light of Scripture” and 
entrusting the reader with the 
possibility of illumination; not 
proceeding archeologically to 
restore the text to an illusory pris
tine state, but to free it from the 
constraints of time and place; not 
simplifying for the sake of a shal
low explanation, but allowing the 
depths of meaning to become 
apparent; not glossing the text in 
the scholastic manner, but con
structing a new and equivalent 
text. “For is the kingdome of 
God become words or syllables?” 
asked the translators. “Why 
should we be in bondage to them 
if we may be free...?” The ques
tion was still being asked several 
centuries later. (p. 275) 

Once again Manguel wafts into 
whimsy, but the way the last quotation 
is used(“Why should we be in bondage 
to them if we may be free...?”) suggests 
that the translators of the KJV are sym
pathetic to his views about the freedom 
of the reader. But the translators are 
not talking about that at all; rather, 
they are justifying their decision to 
translate different occurrences of the 
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same Greek or Hebrew word using dif
ferent English words. The full sentence 
is “Why should we be in bondage to 
them if we may be free, use one [word] 
precisely when we may use another no 
less fit, as commodiously?” For exam
ple, they say, are we obliged, if “we 
translate the Hebrew or Greek word 
once by purpose, never to call it intent, 
or by journeying, never to call it travel
ling ?” The translators of the King James 
Version were every bit as concerned to 
hear what God is saying in the Bible as 
modern Bible readers. They were not 
interpretive pluralists, if that is what 
Manguel means by ‘freedom’. 

It is probably this sort of considera
tion that has led to my frustration 

with A History of Reading. It is perhaps 
somewhat unfair to Manguel to criti
cize his book in the way that I have, 
taking exception to what really amount 
to off-hand remarks or frequent but 

minor conceits. I guess that is the free
dom of the reviewer. 

What is interesting about this book 
is the anecdotes; what I found disap
pointing is that that is all that is inter
esting. Manguel has read extraor
dinarily widely, and A History of 
Reading could be considered his per
sonal tribute to an activity he enjoys 
immensely. But while I share his enthu
siasm for reading, I am dismayed by 
some of his attitudes towards it, which 
do not seem very well thought out. 
This is why, as I mentioned at the start 
of this review, I am reminded of John’s 
“sweet and sour” scroll (to use a text for 
another purpose than gleaning the 
writer’s intention): Manguel’s feast has 
a superficial pleasantness, but is rather 
difficult to digest. � 

David Scarratt has recently 
completed his Master’s degree 
in linguistics. 
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“History records that whenever science and orthodoxy have been fairly 
opposed, the latter has been forced to retire from the lists, bleeding 
and crushed, if not annihilated; scotched if not slain.” So argued Thomas 
Huxley, one of the nineteenth century’s great champions of science 
against Christian belief. 

Was he right? Are science and Christianity destined to be bitter ene
mies? Is it possible to be a Christian and a good scientist? 

In this compellingly readable introduction to the subject, Kirsten 
Birkett looks at both science and Christianity, clearly explaining what both 
are about, and dispelling many common confusions and misunderstand
ings. She argues that while there are no necessary grounds for the two to be 
at war, there is still reason to think that the conflict might continue. 

For all interested in science—Christian or non-Christian, profes
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of them died. 

he Reformation was one of the most tumultuous periods 
of history, within the church and within society at large. The battles 
fought then are still affecting our thinking today. 

In her new book, Kirsten Birkett taps into the essence of 
the Reformation— the social and religious soil in which it grew, the 
events and people which shaped it, and the ideas for which many 

If you have always wanted to know more about names like 
Luther, Calvin, Cranmer and Ridley, this short introduction is the 
ideal place to start. 

This volume is the first in a new series from Matthias Media. 
The Modern Beliefs series aims to present a short summary and analysis of the 
beliefs and ideologies of our world, presented from a Christian viewpoint. 
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