
As we enjoy the last weeks of 2025, let us take a moment to reflect on the significance of a
trial that took place 100 years ago and the meaning it offers.  In 1925, what became
known as the “Monkey Scopes Trial” took place, when John Scopes, a science teacher in
the state of Tennessee, was fined for teaching evolution, violating the Butler Act, and
highlighting the tension between science and religion. This trial underscored cultural
unease around religious beliefs and the teaching of science. One could approach this case
from many frameworks, whether through the cultural lens of traditional beliefs versus
modern advancement, or by seeing schools as arenas where culture wars were fought.

One hundred years later, ideological tensions that impact student learning remain, as
cultural divisions have expanded and deepened. Civic education offers an antidote to not
only providing frameworks for navigating philosophical tensions but also equipping
students with the tools for navigating the world, from their neighbor or colleague who sees
the world from a different value system. This is something that even AI cannot offer.

The accompanying resource provides a framework for thinking about moral complexity,
clarity, and courage. Looking towards celebrating the holidays ahead, let us consider how
to bring increased light into this sphere as we invite our students to these conversations
and as we foster the skills for them to lead these charges with distinction. 
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Source 1: Nathaniel Hawthorne. “Young Goodman Brown.”
The New-England Magazine, vol. 8, no. 10, 1835. Excerpt. 

This short story by Hawthorne is about a young Puritan named Goodman Brown who sets
out into the forest at night and imagines a satanic gathering involving his wife and the
respected people of his community. The experience destroys his faith in human goodness,
leaving him distrustful, isolated, and spiritually broken.

My Faith is gone!’ cried he, after one stupefied moment. ‘There is no good on earth; and sin
is but a name. Come, devil; for to thee is this world given.’

And maddened with despair, so that he laughed loud and long, did Goodman Brown grasp
his staff and set forth again, at such a rate that he seemed to fly along the forest path rather
than to walk or run...

In truth, all through the haunted forest, there could be nothing more frightful than the figure
of Goodman Brown. On he flew, among the black pines, brandishing his staff with frenzied
gestures, now giving vent to an inspiration of horrid blasphemy, and now shouting forth such
laughter, as set all the echoes of the forest laughing like demons around him. The fiend in
his own shape is less hideous, than when he rages in the breast of man. Thus sped the
demoniac on his course, until, quivering among the trees, he saw a red light before him, as
when the felled trunks and branches of a clearing have been set on fire, and throw up their
lurid blaze against the sky, at the hour of midnight. He paused, in a lull of the tempest that
had driven him onward, and heard the swell of what seemed a hymn, rolling solemnly from a
distance, with the weight of many voices. He knew the tune; it was a familiar one in the choir
of the village meeting-house. The verse died heavily away, and was lengthened by a chorus,
not of human voices, but of all the sounds of the benighted wilderness, pealing in awful
harmony together. Goodman Brown cried out; and his cry was lost to his own ear, by its
unison with the cry of the desert. 

..."There," resumed the sable form, "are all whom ye have reverenced from youth. Ye
deemed them holier than yourselves, and shrank from your own sin, contrasting it with their
lives of righteousness, and prayerful aspirations heavenward. Yet, here are they all, in my
worshipping assembly! This night it shall be granted you to know their secret deeds; how
hoary-bearded elders of the church have whispered wanton words to the young maids of
their households; how many a woman, eager for widow's weeds, has given her husband a
drink at bed-time, and let him sleep his last sleep in her bosom; how beardless youth have
made haste to inherit their father's wealth; and how fair damsels-- blush not, sweet ones--
have dug little graves in the garden, and bidden me, the sole guest, to an infant's funeral. 
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By the sympathy of your human hearts for sin, ye shall scent out all the places--whether in
church, bed-chamber, street, field, or forest--where crime has been committed, and shall
exult to behold the whole earth one stain of guilt, one mighty bloodspot. Far more than this!
It shall be yours to penetrate, in every bosom, the deep mystery of sin, the fountain of all
wicked arts, and which inexhaustibly supplies more evil impulses than human power--than
my power at its utmost!--can make manifest in deeds. And now, my children, look upon each
other."
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Discussion Questions:

1. How can Goodman Brown’s allegory about goodness and his struggle with facing
the realities of human imperfection shed light on how we can understand
historical moments in our nation’s history?

2. What does Goodman Brown realize, and how can this help us understand societal
failings or evaluate historical figures?

3. How do we acknowledge human fallibility, encourage empathy and critical
thinking, while still upholding shared values in civic society?

Source 2:  Ralph Waldo Emerson. “Self-Reliance.” Essays:
First Series, 1841. Excerpt. 

There is a time in every man's education when he arrives at the conviction that envy is
ignorance; that imitation is suicide; that he must take himself for better, for worse, as his
portion; that though the wide universe is full of good, no kernel of nourishing corn can come
to him but through his toil bestowed on that plot of ground which is given to him to till. The
power which resides in him is new in nature, and none but he knows what that is which he
can do, nor does he know until he has tried. Not for nothing one face, one character, one
fact, makes much impression on him, and another none. This sculpture in the memory is not
without preëstablished harmony. The eye was placed where one ray should fall, that it might
testify of that particular ray. We but half express ourselves, and are ashamed of that divine
idea which each of us represents. It may be safely trusted as proportionate and of good
issues, so it be faithfully imparted, but God will not have his work made manifest by
cowards. A man is relieved and gay when he has put his heart into his work and done his
best; but what he has said or done otherwise, shall give him no peace. It is a deliverance
which does not deliver. In the attempt his genius deserts him; no muse befriends; no
invention, no hope. 
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Trust thyself: every heart vibrates to that iron string. Accept the place the divine providence
has found for you, the society of your contemporaries, the connection of events. Great men
have always done so, and confided themselves childlike to the genius of their age, betraying
their perception that the absolutely trustworthy was seated at their heart, working through
their hands, predominating in all their being. And we are now men, and must accept in the
highest mind the same transcendent destiny; and not minors and invalids in a protected
corner, not cowards fleeing before a revolution, but guides, redeemers, and benefactors,
obeying the Almighty effort, and advancing on Chaos and the Dark.
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Discussion Questions:

1. How does Emerson convey that each person is their own representative of civic
agency?

2. What is the role of Divine Providence in Emerson’s message about self reliance?
3. To what extent is seeing oneself as the master of one’s own fate helpful? In what

ways can it be daunting?
4. Where in American History has this message propelled America forward, and

where has it not?

Source 3: Calvin Coolidge. “Address at the Celebration of
the 150th Anniversary of the Declaration of Independence.”
July 5, 1926, Philadelphia. Excerpt. 

We are too prone to overlook another conclusion. Governments do not make ideals, but
ideals make governments. This is both historically and logically true. Of course the
government can help to sustain ideals and can create institutions through which they can be
the better observed, but their source by their very nature is in the people. The people have
to bear their own responsibilities. There is no method by which that burden can be shifted to
the government. It is not the enactment, but the observance of laws, that creates the
character of a nation.
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Discussion Questions:

1. What do you think President Calvin Coolidge means when he says, “Governments
do not make ideals, but ideals make governments”?

2. What is the role of government in sustaining a harmony between ideals and
reality? Identify several historical examples where ideals and realities were in
harmony and where they were not. 

3. What factors or circumstances might explain when these ideals and realities
were aligned and when they were not?

4. How do Emerson and Hawthorne provide insight into this question?

For Younger Students:

Create scenarios that highlight moral dilemmas. For example, “You notice someone
being excluded from your lunch table.” Students respond to these dilemmas by
writing or illustrating how they would act. This exercise can also be connected to
historical moments. 
 
For example, ask:

Women could not vote. What could you have done to change that?
Schools were segregated. How would you respond?
Many Americans struggled with poverty. How could you help?

Students Responses: 
A historical perspective: What they might have done if they lived during that time
period.
A modern response: What would they do if this happened today? Examples can
include letter writing to elected officials, raising awareness about the issue,
contributing to a food, clothing, or book drive etc. 
Students share their choices with the class and respond to the following:

Why did you make that choice?
Was it easy or hard?
How does this show courage or a moral compass?


