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‘For those anxious to understand contemporary fundamentalism (of whatever complexion), but are weary of incessant political and media oversimplifications, this book will be warmly welcomed by specialists and non-specialists alike. It consistently combines cultural breadth with scholarly precision and depth. Sometimes refreshingly combative, often grounded in recent primary research, and always stylistically accessible, the various chapters are presented within a generously cross-disciplinary framework. The book outclasses certain rival overviews currently in print. More crucially, it will also help many of us to avoid the process whereby (as Linda Woodhead describes it in a thoughtful Epilogue) “the joining up of the dots of varied fundamentalist groups to produce a unified global threat oversimplifies and exaggerates what it seeks to contain”.’

– Graham Howes, Emeritus Fellow in Social and Political Sciences, Trinity Hall, Cambridge

‘This welcome addition to the literature on fundamentalism offers a variety of perspectives on a highly complex phenomenon. The appearance of militant religiosity as a counterpoint to the secularity and pluralism consequent on globalization deserves to be recognized as one of the key issues of our time, and the book makes a valuable contribution to this vital intellectual project.’
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PREFACE




For many years fundamentalism has been quite a narrow, specialist issue, important in more conservative circles of Christianity, but more an historical curiosity than a subject for substantive scholarship. But in recent years fundamentalist beliefs and policies have become major issues in several world religions and major factors in several international crises. The questions and challenges they pose demand an attention that has hitherto been largely confined to specialist studies and limited to university classrooms. Do all ideologies have forms that simplify beliefs and demand unquestioning commitment? Is fundamentalism an unavoidable expression, in at least some cases, of strongly held beliefs and convictions? Are all fundamentalisms a threat to more moderate expressions of belief, as well as to those outside the belief system?

Somewhat surprisingly, fundamentalism has not received the scholarly attention it deserves – and requires. This volume seeks to remedy that deficit. The following essays focus on several contemporary fundamentalisms, the beliefs they express, the attitudes they foster, and the policies they promote. They bring together an amazing range of information and experience, insight and critique, and should make a significant contribution to understanding the fundamentalist phenomenon as it impinges on traditional religions, on national priorities and on international policies.

The chapters here published are the principal fruit of a focused consultation organised by the British Academy in London in February 2013, edited and refined in the light of the consultation itself, and well reflecting its value. The conversations would not have been possible without the energetic organisation of Tim Brassell of the British Academy, and the concluding discussion was chaired by Sir Adam Roberts, President of the British Academy. To all concerned: for a memorable day, many thanks. As also to Alex Wright of I.B.Tauris for making the fruits of these labours more widely available.
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INTRODUCTION

THE IMPORTANCE OF STUDYING THE PHENOMENON OF FUNDAMENTALISM

Diarmaid MacCulloch


In the history of Christianity, several well-known group identities started as sneers or belittling terms: a familiar example is ‘Methodism’, and another is ‘Quaker’. It is indeed implied by no less an authority than the New Testament that the word ‘Christianity’ itself, when first used in Syrian Antioch, was another instance.1 Such pejorative uses are external descriptions of the other, which have gradually been proudly adopted by the subject: ‘them’ have become ‘us’.

The history of the word ‘fundamentalism’ takes the opposite direction: from ‘us’ to ‘them’. It took its name from a defiant but confident Protestant Evangelical initiative in publishing, uniting mainstream Evangelicals either side of the Anglophone Atlantic in confrontation with liberalising moves in Protestant theology. Among the 64 authors of The Fundamentals were respected mainstream Christian theologians such as the Scottish Free Church Professor James Orr and the Anglican Bishop of Durham Handley Moule, whom it is not too fanciful to see as possible candidates for Fellowships of the British Academy, which was founded in the same decade. There are still Evangelical Christians who glory in the description ‘fundamentalist’, but now for the most part, it is used as a put-down, not least in many Christian circles. Particularly for journalists, it has also become a vaguer put-down with much wider reference, like another former in-term which has turned into a scattergun term of abuse, ‘Fascist’. Methodists, Quakers and Christians have achieved a certain social respectability; Fundamentalists and Fascists have lost it.

Indeed, the present state of the two labels ‘fundamentalist’ and ‘fascist’ has defeat built in: fascism, once widely hailed as the way forward for millions of people, failed in its bid for power. When it is used today, by all save a happily unrepresentative handful, it is a word intended to discredit. As with fascism, once upon a time, fundamentalist outlooks could plausibly have been seen as the future for Western Christianity. Only a decade ago, it seemed as if the power of fundamentalism really would return as the decisively shaping agent in the electoral politics of the United States of America, but that moment appears to have passed. While Christian fundamentalism is a powerful phenomenon across world Christianity, it is plain that it has not succeeded in its original address to the societies and establishments of the West. That may not, of course, mean that it has failed in a wider sphere.

There is no point in being squeamish about saying that fundamentalism negates all the principles on which a scholarly community like that of the British Academy is founded. Not surprisingly, Christian fundamentalists rail against ‘The Academy’, by which they mean something wider than our own beloved institution. The fundamentalist mindset detests open enquiry; it dismisses as irrelevant or is baffled by many of the concerns that preoccupy scholarship in the humanities and social sciences. The concept of ‘The Academy’ embodies an attitude of liberal scholarship that is always poised to act as a destructive solvent on the certainties that the authors of The Fundamentals championed, and which is inherent in the ethos of Western universities – for all that fundamentalists have habitually founded teaching institutions that ape the structures of traditional Humboldt-style universities, in an attempt to develop a distinctively fundamentalist scholarly and rational tradition free from liberal taint. ‘Liberalism’ has indeed always been a primarily theological term of pejorative art for fundamentalists, which is why Europeans find its usage so puzzling in the secular politics of a still pervasively Protestant traditional culture in the United States – particularly when Europeans see obviously liberal American politicians fighting shy of calling themselves liberals.

If fundamentalism is a declining (even risible) phenomenon in the Christian cultures of its birth, what might be the point of devoting a collection of essays to it? I am sure that 40 years ago, when I was an undergraduate, most academics would have raised eyebrows at the idea of the British Academy symposium on fundamentalism from which these essays sprang; or at best, they would have seen it as a specialist event for those interested in internal Christian arguments. The future of world cultures then seemed set by models of ‘secularisation’, and religion was apparently poised to wither away as a decisive social force. As James Dunn points out in his contextual essay on origins and outcomes, geopolitical events from 1977 made a mockery of this sanguine outlook. In our society's efforts to understand those huge changes in global politics, the ‘fundamentalist’ label has
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