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3c[i]: 20th Century: Fundamentalism


Teacher Support Materials - Background information.

Historical Context for Religious Fundamentalism

Origin of the term ‘Fundamentalist’ in Protestant Christianity.

The term fundamentalist originated in a religious context. The term was used originally at the beginning of the 20th Century for the authors of a series of booklets, published in the USA called ‘The Fundamentals’. These sought to confront the current theories of biblical criticism regarding the authorship and reliability of the Bible (Higher Criticism) and to take issue with scientific theories, especially evolution. The main concern of the booklets was to re-state what the authors believed were the fundamentals of Christianity. These beliefs included emphasising that the Bible as the inspired Word of God and that Jesus was the Son of God. They asserted that Jesus had a virgin birth, worked miracles, died for mankind’s sin and rose bodily from the dead. Although not all the authors of these booklets were obscurantists, the term fundamentalist has come to be used as a term of abuse. Even in the early days fundamentalists were usually associated with anti-intellectual, culturally backward, rural folk.    

The writers of ‘The Fundamentals’ were not wholeheartedly opposed to science. In fact they insisted that the Bible is not intended to be a textbook of science. They accepted the great age for the Earth and one of the writers, a distinguished geologist named George Wright, believed evolutionary theory strengthened the design argument. Another author, B.B.Warfield, believed that evolution could be God’s method of creation.  

Fundamentalists and the Bible.

The original Protestant fundamentalists regarded the Bible as the foundation for faith in contrast to the liberal wing of the church, which was putting more emphasis on the primacy of reason and religious experience. For fundamentalists the Bible was:

(1) Unmediated -  the words of the Bible are the very words of God and not tainted by human error. This was often called Plenary (full) verbal inspiration because Scripture was ‘breathed into’ (inspired) by God’s Holy Spirit. It was, however, admitted that the Bible was written by human authors, who used their own words and may not even have been aware of being inspired by God. Nonetheless they were kept from error.

(2) Inerrant (without error) or ‘infallible’. By this fundamentalists meant it was not only free from mistakes regarding spiritual matters, but factually accurate. They admitted that the manuscripts of the Bible that we possess are copies and contain copying errors and therefore only the originals (the autographs) are inerrant.

(3) Perspicuous (readily understood). The ‘plain’ sense of the Bible could be understood by the ‘man in the street’ without the help of commentaries.  

(4) Self-authenticating - the Bible claims all the above characteristics for itself. Some of the verses cited are :

(a) 2 Timothy 3:16 - “All Scripture is God-breathed (inspired by God) and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.” 

(b) 2 Peter 1:20-21 - “Above all you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophets own interpretation. For prophecy never had its origins in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.” 

This view of the Bible seems to many like a form of circular reasoning and, in spite of claiming to subject their reasoning powers to Scripture, fundamentalists, in fact, make reason foundational. Their argument is both deductive (the Bible is entirely trustworthy because God is the author and God cannot lie) and inductive (the Bible is the Word of God because it has been proven true by archaeology and fulfilled prophecy.)

Modern Biblical Fundamentalism.

Although Professor James Barr has asserted that (conservative) evangelical Christians are fundamentalist, most evangelicals would dispute his claim. It is perhaps best to see fundamentalism as the extreme form of evangelicalism. There are some who are proud to be labelled fundamentalist. For instance the Bob Jones University in the ‘Bible Belt’ of the south eastern USA teaches fundamentalism and has nothing to do with other mainstream churches. It is important to note that the term ‘fundamentalism’ has changed its meaning over time and is no longer used by many because of its pejorative overtones (see below). 

Christian Fundamentalism and Isolationism.

Some fundamentalist groups are totally inward looking, like the Closed (Exclusive) Brethren and others, like Bob Jones, are merely concerned to propagate their views (to evangelise) because they believe that the Second Coming of Christ in imminent and there is no point in getting involved with the world. However others have been deeply involved in political action. The Moral Majority, founded by Jerry Falwell in 1979 and Pat Robinson’s Christian Coalition, were deeply involved in right wing politics and moral issues in the USA. When it comes to scientific matters fundamentalists are invariably creationists deeply opposed to evolutionary theories. (Creationism is dealt with in depth in topic 4c.)

The Wider Use of the Term ‘Fundamentalist’.

In recent years the term has often been linked to militant terrorist groups who have religious affiliations. In what ways do these groups compare with the original fundamentalist? The ‘Fundamentalist Project’, conducted between 1988 and 1993 drew up a list of ‘family resemblances’. These are:

(1) Scripturalism - This is where beliefs are organised around texts whose status is regarded as absolute. This applies particularly to the ‘Abrahamic’ faiths - Judaism, Christianity and Islam.

(2) Absolutism - Where there is an absolute principle that followers adhere to. This is particularly significant in Far Eastern Religions. The Sinhalese Buddhists have as an absolute principle the maintenance of the Buddhist purity of Sri Lanka, which is based on their belief that the Buddha visited Sri Lanka and consecrated it.

(3) Reaction to Marginalisation - This is usually a reaction to the marginalisation of religion by the growth of secularisation, including science.

(4) Selectivity - Fundamentalism is selective in emphasising particular aspects of their tradition to the neglect of others.

(5) Messianism or Millennialism - There is generally a belief that we are living in the last days and that an anointed leader is about to appear to lead believers into victory.

(6) Elect Membership - fundamentalists see themselves as exclusively the true believers, who are chosen out of the rest of humanity (the faithful remnant). They make sharp divisions between themselves (the saved) and the others (the lost sinners).

(7) Authoritarian Organisation and Behavioural Requirements - Most fundamentalist organisations have strong, charismatic leaders, who expect members to be totally willing to give their time, and sometimes even their lives for the cause.

Jewish Fundamentalism.

Some Orthodox groups within Judaism most readily fit into the pattern of fundamentalism. They believe that the Bible, as interpreted in Rabbinical tradition, is infallible. They believe that the Torah (the Law of Moses) as well as the Oral Law (the interpretation of Torah by the rabbis) came directly from God and is binding for all time. They also profess foundational beliefs, such as that God is creator, eternal, omnipotent and acting in the world. They also believe in God’s specific choice of Israel to be his chosen people. The foundational belief in God’s eternal promise to Abraham that he and his descendants should inherit the land of Israel has led to the formation of religious/ political organisations that seek to implement this by making the Land of Israel a Jewish State. This can either be achieved by consent, which was the aim of the early Zionist Movement or by force, which is the aim of terrorist organisation like Gush Emunim (the Bloc of the Faithful). 

Islamic Fundamentalism.

Islam shares some beliefs in common with fundamentalist Protestantism, particularly with regard to the Scriptures. The Qur’an and Sunna (the traditions of the prophet Muhammed) are regarded as the only genuine source of all information and knowledge, because everything else is infected by human error. The believer mustn’t come to the Qur’an with preconceived ideas but must hear God speak through it and then put it into practice. Whereas Christians acknowledge that the present text of the Bible is only a copy of the original, the fundamentalist Muslim believes that all editions of the Qur’an in Arabic are exactly the words spoken to the Prophet. Both Christians and Muslims stress the need to interpret the Scriptures for oneself without the need of professional experts. Both stress the need to put the Scripture in its historical context and look to the literal meaning first before attempting to see a deeper meaning or to apply it to a contemporary situation. Shia Muslims, however, tend to regard the text in a less literal way than the Sunnis. 

Islam also has foundational beliefs that can erupt into violence. They believe that God originally chose the Jews to be his heralds, but that they failed to implement God’s decree. Additionally the Jews are said to have altered the Torah, especially the reference to the Prophet Muhammad (Deut.18.18 where Muslims interpret ‘brothers’ as Arabs) They believe the Jews will be the first to be punished on Judgement Day. Like the Jews they also lay claim to the land of Palestine (Israel) on the grounds of continuous occupation and the belief that Muhammad had been taken to heaven from Jerusalem. Some fundamentalist Islamic groups like Hamas believe it is right to destroy the Jews in an armed struggle (Jihad) to regain their land.  

Hindu Fundamentalism.

For most of its history India has been dominated by invading races and has not had a sense of nationhood. However in the last couple of centuries fundamentalist movements have awakened a sense of Hindu identity (Hindutva). It has taken different forms and it is interesting to contrast the ‘pacifist’ form advocated by Gandhi with the violent form expressed by his assassinator, Nathuram Godse. Both of these men were fundamentalist with regard to their beliefs about the holy books and the foundations of a true Hindu state, but their methods and aims were very different.   Gandhi wanted a return to the ancient spirituality of the and by reconciling the different religious traditions, whereas Godse wanted to bring back into Hinduism those who had been ‘tainted’ by conversion to Islam or Christianity. Godse saw Christians and Muslims as undesirable aliens who needed to be targeted. Both men wanted to restore the Gita and Vedas as authoritative holy books, but Gandhi wanted to use the Vedic Code to restore the rights for women and to remove ‘untouchability’. In addition Gandhi saw in the poor the suffering of God and believed in the coming of God’s kingdom on Earth (Rama-rajya).

These two strands of fundamentalist teaching have found expression in politics and ideologies. Godse’s views are reflected in the aims of the BJP which wants to purge the Indian languages of foreign (Persian and Arabic) words, reconvert Indian Muslims and Christians and to re-unify India. The aim of Hindutva is to emphasise national identity by encouraging Indians to be less reliant on western products and technology and to re-establish pure Sanskrit as a national language. Its most important aim is to establish a unifying social and cultural background for all Indians of any religion that would discourage them from seeking anything outside the borders of India. 

Fundamentalism in Science.

In recent years the term ‘scientism’ has been given to a view put forward by a group of popularisers of science that everything can be explained in terms of science. This form of reductionism may seem to have little in common with religious fundamentalism, especially as its advocates are almost invariably atheists who are implacably opposed to religion. However scientism does conform to a number of family resemblances drawn up in the Fundamentalist Project. For instance it is absolutist, selective and authoritarian. Its origins lie in the empiricist tradition of science, which elevates the role of experience and particularly the empiricism of the sceptical philosopher, David Hume. Perhaps the more immediate precursor is the now discredited Logical Empiricism or Logical Positivism which was popular in the early decades of the twentieth century. The Logical Positivists argued that statements are only factually significant if one can specify what observations render them either factually true or false or, at least, show them to be true or false in principle. Religious statements like ‘God is good’ cannot be tested in this way and thereby shown to be true or false. They are therefore  literally nonsense. Critics were able to show that there was an internal inconsistency within this approach. First it could be shown that many statements that are factual are not verifiable in fact or in principle. For example how is it possible to verify the statement, “Some people now living will not die”? Secondly it was shown that the criterion used to test whether a statement is verifiable is itself an unverifiable statement. Furthermore it was realised that this approach was based on an inadequate caricature of science itself regardless of the merits of using science as the sole model for epistemology. 

Forms of Scientific reductionism (Scientism).
(1) Methodological Reductionism - this is simply a research tool whereby complex units are broken down into simpler one for study purposes. While this is a necessary procedure it must be complemented by a holistic approach because the whole is not simply the sum of its parts. Francis Crick, who is a reductionist, pointed out that in addition to breaking down a cell to study its component DNA it was also necessary to study it as a living unit because the breaking up process can itself lead to spurious effects. 

(2) Epistemological Reductionism - this is the belief that one science can be reduced to another science in a way that makes it more fundamental. For instance, it means that biology can be explained in terms of chemistry and chemistry in terms of physics.

(3) Ontological Reductionism - this is the view of scientism that scientific explanations of any phenomena are the only valid explanations. 

Examples of Scientism.

Examples of scientific reductionists are the Oxford scientists, Richard Dawkins and Peter Atkins. Both are atheists and contrast science with religion. Dawkins wrote, in a letter to The Independent, “What has ‘theology’ ever said that is of the smallest use to anybody? When has ‘theology’ ever said anything that is demonstrably true and not obvious? … What makes you think that ‘theology’ is a subject at all?” Science, by contrast, has the answer to all questions. In his 1991 Royal Institution Christmas Lectures he said, “… if science has nothing to say, it’s certain that no other discipline can say anything at all.” 

Peter Atkins maintained that, “Historically, the unstopped flow of science gives us reason to believe that it is omnicompetent.”  He makes no secret of his contempt for religion and his belief in the vast superiority of science.  He writes, “Religion claims total understanding, but fails to deliver anything but sweet words; science claims cautious progress and is able to demonstrate success at every stage. That science limits its domain of discourse is a manifestation of its honesty and the springboard of its success. It does not mean that science has rejected any domain of enquiry from its method: their time till come. Science’s cautious, publicly monitored gnawing at the cosmic bun is a far more honest approach to universal competence than religion’s universal but empty gulping and the verbal flatulence that passes for theistic explanation.” 

A Critique of Scientism.

Professor Donald Mackay coined the phrase ‘nothing buttery’ to describe scientism. His phrase emphasised the reductionist claim that something could be entirely explained in terms of simpler components. It was nothing-but the parts. However it is not possible to describe everything in terms of chemical reactions and physical forces. Sometimes it is necessary to use more than one explanation to describe something. For example we could explain a novel as ‘nothing but’ the arrangement of ink spots on a piece of paper or a symphony as a variety of sound waves of different frequencies. Neither of these descriptions, though accurate as far as they go, tells us why the characters in the novel behave as they do nor why the author wrote it nor why the music gives aesthetic pleasure to the one who hears it. A similar problem arises for those who say that consciousness is nothing-but a brain process. Haldane, many years ago, pointed out, “If my mental processes are determined wholly by the motions of atoms in my brain, I have no reason to suppose that my beliefs are true … and hence I have no reason for supposing my brain to be composed of atoms.” In other words scientific reductionism ends up by being self-defeating. Dawkins has persisted, throughout his books, in insisting that humans, as well as other living creators, exist for the sole purpose of passing on their genes. In his Christmas Lectures in 1991 he seemed to go back on this by suggesting that, “Some of life must be devoted to living itself, some of life must be devoted to doing something worthwhile with one’s life, not just perpetuating it.”  When challenged about this he admitted that, “ …the reason there has got to be more than this is simply that the universe would be a kinder and more comfortable place to live in if there were more to it than that!”   

Key Quotations

Scientism


“ ... there is nothing that cannot be understood, that there is nothing that cannot be explained, and that everything is extraordinarily simple. A great deal of the universe does not need any explanation. Elephants, for instance. Once molecules have learnt to compete and to create other molecules in their own image, elephants and things resembling elephants, will in due course be found roaming around the countryside ... Suppose you prefer to be an infinitely lazy creator: what is the minimum  specification you can get away with? Need you really go to the trouble of specifying a hundred or so different kinds of atom? Is it possible to specify a mere handful of things, which, if they exist in the appropriate amounts, lead first to elements and then to elephants? Can the whole of the universe be taken back to a single thing, which, if it is appropriately specified, leads inevitably to elephants? Could you (being infinitely lazy) avoid, in fact, specifying and making even that? If you could (and we shall come close to seeing that you can), there would be no role for you in the creation of your universe.”  

Peter Atkins Creation Revisited London Penguin 1994 5,7)

“We are survival machines - robot vehicles blindly programmed to preserve the selfish molecules known as genes. This is a truth that still fills me with astonishment.” 

Richard Dawkins The Selfish Gene Oxford OUP 1989

“Science cannot answer the questions that philosophers - or children - ask; why are we here, what is the point of being alive, how ought we to behave? Genetics has almost nothing to say about what makes us more than just machines driven by biology, about what makes us human. These questions may be interesting, but scientists are no more qualified to comment on them than anyone else.” 

Steve Jones The Language of the Genes - Introduction to 1991 Reith  Lectures

Aims of the Topic

To enable the student to answer the following questions:

· What is fundamentalism?

· How is fundamentalism represented in different religions?

· What is special about fundamentalism in science and how does it differ from fundamentalism in religion?

· What are the dangers of fundamentalism and how can fundamentalist views be challenged?

Learning Objectives/Outcomes

At the end of the topic most students will have:

· Understood what is meant by fundamentalism in science and religion

· Be able to trace the history of fundamentalism.

· Understood why people are fundamentalist

· Know how fundamentalism affects one’s view of the world and of other people

Some will not have progressed as far but will have

· Understood what is meant by fundamentalism

· Understood why people are fundamentalist.

Others will have progressed further and will have

· Been able to show why fundamentalism is fatally flawed and to be able to argue against it. 

· Been able to work towards a more constructive approach to the relationship between science and the Bible without compromising the distinctive features of each.

Resources

· Teacher Support Materials
Historical Context
· Student Resource Sheet 1
Statements of belief

· Student Worksheet 1
Statements of belief

· Student Resource Sheet 2
Extension activity
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Scientism
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· Holder Rodney
Nothing but Atoms and Molecules? Tunbridge Wells Monarch 1993
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