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Fundamentalism is a complex and multifaceted phenomenon that has
played a significant role in American history and culture. In his
groundbreaking work, "Fundamentalism and American Culture," historian
George Marsden provides a comprehensive analysis of this religious
movement, tracing its origins, beliefs, and impact on American society and
politics.

Origins of Fundamentalism

Marsden argues that fundamentalism emerged in the late 19th century as a
response to the perceived threats of modernism and secularism. The rise
of scientific rationalism, biblical criticism, and social and cultural changes
challenged traditional religious beliefs and values. In response,
conservative Christians sought to reaffirm the inerrancy of the Bible and the
authority of traditional Christian doctrine.
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The term "fundamentalism" was first coined in 1920 by Curtis Lee Laws,
who used it to describe a set of five doctrinal "fundamentals" that he
believed were essential to Christianity. These fundamentals included the
belief in the virgin birth of Jesus, his substitutionary atonement, his bodily
resurrection, his second coming, and the infallibility of the Bible.

Beliefs of Fundamentalism

Fundamentalists believe that the Bible is the literal, inerrant word of God.
They reject the idea of biblical criticism and hold to a strict interpretation of
biblical texts. They emphasize the importance of personal salvation through
faith in Jesus Christ and believe in the imminent return of Jesus to earth.
Fundamentalists are typically conservative in their social and political
views, adhering to traditional family values and opposing abortion,
homosexuality, and other perceived threats to Christian morality.

Impact of Fundamentalism

Fundamentalism has had a profound impact on American culture and
politics. Marsden argues that it has shaped American attitudes towards
religion, science, education, and social issues. Fundamentalists have been
instrumental in the rise of the Religious Right and have played a significant
role in the Republican Party. They have also influenced the development of
evangelicalism and continue to be a force in American society today.

Marsden acknowledges that while fundamentalism has had both positive
and negative effects on American culture, it is important to understand its
historical roots and the role it has played in shaping American society. He
argues that fundamentalism is a complex and multifaceted phenomenon

that cannot be easily dismissed or labeled.



Positive Contributions of Fundamentalism

Marsden highlights some of the positive contributions of fundamentalism to
American culture. He argues that fundamentalists have played a role in
preserving traditional religious values and beliefs. They have also been
active in social welfare programs and have provided a sense of community
and belonging for many Americans. Fundamentalists have also been
instrumental in the spread of Christianity around the world.

Negative Effects of Fundamentalism

Marsden also acknowledges some of the negative effects of
fundamentalism on American culture. He argues that fundamentalism can
lead to intolerance and prejudice towards those who hold different beliefs. It
can also stifle intellectual inquiry and creativity. In addition, fundamentalism
has been used to justify violence and discrimination against minority
groups.

George Marsden's "Fundamentalism and American Culture" is a seminal
work that provides a comprehensive and nuanced analysis of this important
religious movement. Marsden argues that fundamentalism is a complex
and multifaceted phenomenon that has had a profound impact on American
history and culture. While it has made some positive contributions, it has
also had some negative effects. Understanding the history and beliefs of
fundamentalism is essential for understanding American society today.
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