
Fundamentalism And
American Culture The
Shaping Of Twentieth
Century Evangelicalism
1870 1925

Fundamentalism and
American Culture: The
Shaping of Twentieth-
Century Evangelicalism
(1870-1925)
The period between 1870 and 1925 witnessed a
seismic shift in American Protestantism, giving rise to
a powerful movement known as fundamentalism.
This article explores the complex interplay between
fundamentalism and American culture, examining how
this period shaped the trajectory of twentieth-century
evangelicalism. We will delve into the key theological
tenets, social context, and lasting impact of this
transformative era, focusing on keywords such as
*biblical inerrancy*, *the Scopes Trial*, *prohibition*,
and the rise of *evangelical social activism*.

The Seeds of Fundamentalism:
Theological Roots and Social



Fundamentalism And American Culture The Shaping Of
Twentieth Century Evangelicalism 1870 1925

Fundamentalism And American Culture The Shaping Of Twentieth Century
Evangelicalism 1870 1925

2

Context (1870-1900)
The late 19th century saw rapid industrialization,
urbanization, and immigration in America, leading to
social anxieties and a perceived decline in traditional
morality. This backdrop fueled a conservative reaction
within Protestantism, leading to the articulation of
"fundamental" beliefs. These core tenets, often
codified in a series of twelve pamphlets titled *The
Fundamentals*, emphasized *biblical inerrancy* – the
belief that the Bible is without error in its original
manuscripts – and a literal interpretation of scripture.
This contrasted with the emerging liberal theological
perspectives that sought to reconcile faith with
scientific advancements and modern critical
scholarship. The emphasis on *biblical inerrancy*
became a central battleground in denominational
conflicts, particularly within Presbyterianism and
other mainline Protestant churches.

Several key figures played a crucial role in shaping
this movement. Princeton theologian Charles Hodge
and his successors, like Benjamin B. Warfield, fiercely
defended traditional doctrines. Their teachings
profoundly influenced seminaries and theological
discussions, laying the groundwork for the future rise
of fundamentalism. This period also witnessed the rise
of powerful evangelical preachers and revivalists who
effectively communicated these fundamental beliefs to
wider audiences. The emphasis was often on personal
conversion and a lived-out faith, reflected in the
burgeoning holiness and Pentecostal movements.

The Rise of Evangelical Social
Activism and the Prohibition
Movement
Fundamentalism wasn't simply a theological
movement; it also manifested in significant social and
political activism. One prime example is the strong
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support for *prohibition*, reflecting a belief in the
moral imperative to curb alcohol consumption.
Fundamentalists viewed alcohol as a significant
contributor to societal ills, aligning their social
activism with their theological convictions. The
movement to prohibit alcohol garnered significant
public support, culminating in the passage of the 18th
Amendment in 1919. This demonstrates how religious
beliefs intersected with political action, highlighting
the social impact of fundamentalism.

The focus on morality extended beyond prohibition.
Fundamentalists also actively engaged in campaigns
against other perceived social evils, such as gambling,
dancing, and immodest dress. These actions, often
perceived as restrictive by some segments of society,
served to consolidate the identity and social influence
of fundamentalist groups. This period showed the
powerful intersection of faith and public life, shaping
the political landscape and influencing social norms.

The Scopes Trial and the
Cultural Clash (1925)
The *Scopes Trial* of 1925, also known as the
"Monkey Trial," epitomized the cultural clashes
between fundamentalism and modernism. John
Scopes, a Tennessee schoolteacher, was prosecuted
for teaching evolution, a theory directly challenging
the literal interpretation of Genesis found in
fundamentalist circles. The trial became a national
spectacle, pitting William Jennings Bryan, a prominent
fundamentalist, against Clarence Darrow, a celebrated
defense attorney. Although Scopes was found guilty,
the trial highlighted the deep societal divisions and the
growing tension between religious tradition and
scientific progress. The *Scopes Trial* remains a
significant cultural touchstone, illustrating the
enduring legacy of the fundamentalist-modernist
conflict within American culture.
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The trial's media coverage amplified the debate
surrounding evolution, highlighting the growing
influence of fundamentalism in American society and
its increasing confrontation with secular ideas. The
trial didn't resolve the conflict but rather solidified the
opposing positions, setting the stage for future clashes
over science, education, and religious freedom. The
case also highlighted the growing power of media in
shaping public opinion and influencing social debates.

The Lasting Legacy: Shaping
Twentieth-Century
Evangelicalism
The period between 1870 and 1925 profoundly shaped
the course of twentieth-century evangelicalism. The
core tenets of fundamentalism – *biblical inerrancy*, a
literal interpretation of scripture, and a strong
emphasis on personal conversion – continue to
influence evangelical Christianity today. The social
activism of this era also left a lasting mark,
demonstrating the inextricable link between religious
belief and social engagement. Although the specific
forms of activism have evolved, the commitment to
moral reform and social justice remains a significant
characteristic of many evangelical groups. The legacy
of this period is complex, marked by both
achievements and conflicts, but its influence on the
religious and social landscape of America remains
undeniable.

Conclusion
The rise of fundamentalism between 1870 and 1925
was a complex phenomenon deeply intertwined with
the social and cultural transformations of America.
This period witnessed the articulation of key
theological tenets, the emergence of powerful social
movements, and significant cultural clashes. The
legacy of this era continues to resonate in
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contemporary evangelicalism, shaping its theological
perspectives, social activism, and ongoing dialogues
with the wider culture. Understanding this historical
period is crucial to comprehending the diversity and
dynamism of American Christianity in the 20th and
21st centuries.

FAQ
Q1: What exactly is meant by "biblical
inerrancy"?

A1: Biblical inerrancy is the belief that the Bible, in its
original manuscripts, is completely free from error in
all that it affirms, including matters of history, science,
and geography. This contrasts with other perspectives
which recognize the possibility of errors or
interpretative challenges in the text. It's important to
note that the precise definition and implications of
inerrancy have been subjects of debate within
evangelical circles themselves.

Q2: How did fundamentalism impact the political
landscape of the United States?

A2: Fundamentalism significantly impacted the
political landscape through its involvement in social
and moral reform movements. The support for
prohibition is a prime example, showcasing the power
of religious conviction to shape public policy.
Furthermore, fundamentalists often engaged in
political activism on issues they saw as directly related
to biblical morality, such as education and family
values. This influence continues to be felt in
contemporary American politics.

Q3: What were some of the criticisms leveled
against fundamentalism during this period?

A3: Critics argued that fundamentalism's literal
interpretation of scripture was incompatible with
scientific advancements and modern scholarship. They
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also challenged its often rigid and exclusionary social
stances, perceiving them as intolerant and restrictive.
The emphasis on a narrow interpretation of biblical
authority was also seen as a barrier to broader
ecumenical dialogue and interfaith understanding.

Q4: How did the Scopes Trial contribute to the
ongoing debate between science and religion?

A4: The Scopes Trial dramatically intensified the
debate between science and religion, highlighting the
tensions between evolutionary theory and literal
interpretations of Genesis. While the trial itself didn't
resolve the conflict, it brought the issue into the
national spotlight, influencing public perception and
shaping the subsequent discourse around science
education and religious freedom.

Q5: Did all evangelicals embrace
fundamentalism?

A5: No, not all evangelicals embraced fundamentalism.
While fundamentalism represented a significant and
influential stream within evangelicalism, there was
significant diversity of opinion and practice. Many
evangelicals maintained a more progressive or
moderate theological stance, engaging with modern
scholarship and seeking a more nuanced approach to
biblical interpretation.

Q6: What are some of the lasting effects of the
fundamentalist movement on American culture
today?

A6: The emphasis on biblical authority, personal
conversion, and moral reform continues to shape
American evangelicalism and its influence on broader
society. The legacy of the fundamentalist movement
can be seen in contemporary debates on issues such as
abortion, same-sex marriage, and the role of religion in
public life.
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Q7: How did the social context of the era
contribute to the rise of fundamentalism?

A7: Rapid industrialization, urbanization, and
immigration created social anxieties and a sense of
uncertainty. Many people looked to religion for
answers and stability, leading to a surge in religious
movements, including fundamentalism, which offered
a sense of certainty and order amid rapid change.

Q8: What are some further avenues for research
on this topic?

A8: Further research could explore the role of women
in fundamentalist movements, the diverse expressions
of fundamentalism across different denominations, and
the global impact of American fundamentalism.
Analyzing the relationship between fundamentalism
and other social movements of the era, such as the
progressive movement, could also provide valuable
insights. Examining the evolving definitions of
"evangelicalism" and how fundamentalism shaped that
identity would also be a fruitful area of study.

Fundamentalism and American Culture: The Shaping
of Twentieth-Century Evangelicalism (1870-1925)

The period between 1870 and 1925 witnessed a
significant transformation in American spiritual life.
This era saw the emergence of modern evangelicalism
, a movement deeply intertwined with the burgeoning
phenomenon of fundamentalism. Understanding this
era requires examining the multifaceted interplay
between societal shifts, theological debates, and the
evolution of American nature.

The beginnings of twentieth-century evangelicalism
can be traced back to the latter decades of the
nineteenth century. The rapid industrialization and
city expansion of America created profound societal
changes. Traditional country values were tested by the
new realities of urban life, fostering a sense of anxiety
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among many citizens . This anxiety was further
exacerbated by the effect of Darwinian concept and
advanced biblical scholarship, which seemed to
undermine the literal reading of the Bible.

In reaction to these perceived perils, a group of
conservative religious leaders and scholars began to
express a set of core tenets they termed
"fundamentalism." These "fundamentals," as they were
known, encompassed the inerrancy of Scripture, the
virgin birth of Christ, his atoning death on the cross,
his bodily resurrection, and the reality of the Second
Coming. These tenets were seen as vital for
maintaining the purity of the Christian faith in the
light of current problems.

The dissemination of a series of twelve pamphlets,
collectively titled *The Fundamentals*, between 1910
and 1915, played a key role in spreading these
concepts . These pamphlets, supported by wealthy
benefactors , were widely disseminated throughout
America, influencing a vast audience . The
*Fundamentals* aided to solidify the diverse collection
of conservative Protestants into a more cohesive
movement.

However, the story of fundamentalism isn't simply one
of uniform doctrines and actions . Internal conflicts
and debates emerged within the movement,
particularly regarding issues such as belief and tactics
for evangelism. Some fundamentalists supported a
more assertive approach to evangelistic work, while
others favored a more emphasis on teaching and social
engagement.

The impact of fundamentalism extended past the realm
of religious thought . It played a crucial role in shaping
American governance, civilization, and cultural
movements. The rise of the anti-alcohol movement, for
example, was strongly linked to the moral anxieties of
many fundamentalists. Similarly, fundamentalist
perspectives on instruction led to the rise of
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independent Christian schools and colleges.

The period culminated in the infamous Scopes Trial of
1925, a dramatic court battle that pitted evolutionary
theory against creationism . The trial transformed into
a national event , highlighting the deep social and
faith-based rifts within American society. Although the
trial finished with a conviction for John Scopes, the
occurrence ultimately served to increase the profile of
fundamentalism and to further divide American
national opinion.

In conclusion , the period between 1870 and 1925 was
a key moment in the formation of American
evangelicalism and fundamentalism. This era
witnessed the emergence of a influential movement
that molded the faith-based landscape of America and
persisted to leave an persistent heritage on national
culture well into the 20th century. Understanding this
past is crucial to comprehending the complex interplay
of American faith and society .

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

Q1: What were the main theological differences
between fundamentalists and other Protestants
during this period?

A1: Fundamentalists emphasized the literal truth of
the Bible, including accounts of creation, the virgin
birth, and miracles. Other Protestants often adopted
more liberal theological interpretations, accepting the
findings of modern science and biblical criticism.

Q2: What was the impact of the Scopes Trial?

A2: The Scopes Trial highlighted the growing cultural
conflict between religious fundamentalists and those
who embraced modern scientific theories. It brought
the debate over evolution and creation into the public
spotlight, further polarizing American society.
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Q3: How did fundamentalism impact American
social movements?

A3: Fundamentalism fueled the Prohibition movement,
advocating for the ban of alcohol based on moral
grounds. It also influenced the development of private
Christian schools and colleges as an alternative to
what they perceived as secular public education.

Q4: What are some of the long-term
consequences of the fundamentalist movement?

A4: The fundamentalist movement shaped the political
and social landscape of the United States, contributing
to the rise of conservative political movements and the
continued debate over the role of religion in public life.
It also led to the growth of various evangelical
denominations and organizations.
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