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Tradition and Fundamentalism: Moving beyond the Modern Bias 

 

 “Fundamentalism, in my view, is the religion of the stressed and disoriented, of 

those for whom the world is overwhelming” (Brown 175-176).  Thus begins Karen 

Brown’s essay “Fundamentalism and the Control of Women.”  It is a statement that 

reveals a bias that runs through the entire essay to be moderated only at the end with the 

idea that ultimately “fundamentalists are simply extreme versions of the rest of us” (197).  

All of us have been duped by the “failed promise of enlightenment rationalism.”   

 While this is perhaps a noble postmodern attempt at fairness, it none the less fails 

to balance the many unsupported statements aimed at those whom she considers 

dangerous—those anti-woman, pro-life “fundamentalists.”  These are the emotionally 

imbalanced, intellectually inconsistent people who aggressively defend “brittle truths” 

(176-177, 180).  Furthermore, it would seem that these “fundamentalists” are incapable 

of understanding their own motivation; yet thanks to Brown’s adept Freudian analysis we 

now know that this all comes from the need to control life and overcome the stress of a 

world out of control. 

 It is interesting to note that there is no similar analysis of Karen Brown’s own 

motivation for her liberal views.  She states that “control issues loom so large that many 



of us . . . have chosen to deny and control the flesh” (189).  If this is a valid analysis of 

pro-life “fundamentalists,” then it would be equally valid to say that liberals are so 

blindly committed to abortion rights because women cannot handle the stress of modern 

society; they feel so out of control that they must aggressively defend their rights to their 

bodies and claim the right to destroy the fetus as a part of that body.  This of course is 

only an objectifying of the “other” (the baby in the womb) in order gain a sense of 

empowerment because women feel beset in a patriarchal society.  In the end, however, 

this act only serves to further alienate the woman in question, for in the act of aborting 

the fetus she is either destroying a part of herself, the “other,” and/or both. 

 As a traditionalist, I have no interest in pursuing the above argument further.  It is 

rather an attempt to display the hypocrisy of a modernist aversion to the perceived 

“biased” nature of “fundamentalism,” and to show that it is their own bias that has 

divested the word “fundamentalism” of any real meaning.  It is more to the purpose here 

to answer Karen Brown’s accusations with something of a tongue in cheek mention of 

her Freudian slip.  Her disdain for what she sees as a “fundamentalist” tendency to deny 

the flesh has blinded her to the fact that self denial is not a modern innovation in the 

realm of religion.  It has been a key to the traditional understanding of religion for 

centuries as a means to achieving balance in life—a balance that Huston Smith and 

Eliade would both contend is present in traditional people.  In fact the statement of 

traditional Muslim scholar Seyyed Hussein Nasr would seem to apply to Brown in this 

instance: “One of the features which characterize modern man is that he always seeks to 

reform everything . . . but rarely is he willing to reform himself” (Nasr 153).  



 This pointed remark is not meant as an ad hominem attack.  Rather, it is to bring 

to the forefront the inability of many modern critics to distinguish “fundamentalism” 

from traditional expressions of faith that they happen to dislike.  In fact, the primary 

argument here is that the bias of modern critics against traditional elements in religious 

life leads to a failure to understand fundamentalism, and only by recognizing the depth of 

historical interaction between traditional thought and modernism can we come to any 

useful definition of fundamentalism. 

The Fundamental Bias of Modernism 

 The point of departure for this discussion is the critique of modern views of 

fundamentalism by Jay Harris in his contribution to the collection of essays called 

Fundamentalism and Gender and an overview of the definitions he critiques as offered 

by the modern scholars in that work—especially Karen Brown and John Hawley.  To 

paraphrase Harris, the vast majority of the conversation is given to definitions that fail to 

say anything positive and, more importantly, definitions that fail to say anything useful. 

 According to Harris, thanks to academics and the media, “fundamentalism” has 

come to imply “orientation to the world that is anti-intellectual, bigoted, and intolerant.”  

The term is used as a label “that delegitimates” political enemies as “out of the 

mainstream” and worthy of “ad hominem dismissal.”  Furthermore, these views assume 

that opposition to modernity is “inherently irrational” (138-139).  Harris continues: 

What we intend to suggest through this effort to diagnose their underlying 

mentality is that these people do not deal with anxieties of stress and 

disempowerment as well as we moderns do.  They need to flee to irrationality, 

while we boldly advance to meet the challenges of the day rationally (139). 



Through the use of such tactics, the modern critic is free to dismiss all critique of modern 

society; we can “ignore the ugly imperialistic side of modern culture” (139).   

 Beyond ignoring the “ugly” side of modernism, there is a tendency to ignore the 

facts.  Looking again at Karen Brown’s description of fundamentalism we see this 

process of ad hominem dismissal without substantiation.  She argues against the 

“emotional defense of the fetus’s right to life” by people who are totally unconcerned 

with the plight of children outside the womb and whose inconsistent position is 

“compromised” by the support of military spending and the death penalty.  Her 

implications are that these “others” are heartless bigots who just want to control women 

and care nothing about children once they are born.  She fails to address the reality that 

religious people involved in pro-life movements are far from monochromatic on other 

political views.  She also neglects facts such as religious conservatives tend to give more 

to charitable causes to help the poor, and she fails to recognize the numerous pro-life 

people involved in foster care and adoption services. 

 Along similar lines, Brown’s implication that fundamentalists are somehow 

emotionally unstable or dangerous is unsubstantiated.  A 2004 UCLA study of college 

students found that strongly religious students tended to have conservative views on 

issues of sex and abortion and other “fundamentalists” issues.  These students also tended 

to be more emotionally and mentally healthy.  This point is not intended as any attack on 

the irreligious—it is simply to note that while the study mentioned does not single out 

“fundamentalists,” the description of students as conservative, pro-life, strongly religious 

with some “spiritual anxiety” seems to fit Brown’s chosen demographic, and the findings 

seem to contradict her perception of mental and emotional health.  Brown is not the only 



guilty party, John Hawley uses Freudian analysis to delegitimize “fundamentalists,” and  

the use of quotation marks around descriptive phrases such as “backward looking” only 

slightly veil his bias (34). 

 Concerning the point of definitions that fail to say anything useful, it should be 

noted that all the definitions of “fundamentalism” offered in Hawley’s essay focus on 

elements such as a reaction to modernism, male dominated leadership, a strong 

dependence on scripture,  a sense of besetment, and a desire to reestablish “pristine 

morality” (20-21).  Characteristics such as dependence on scripture and a focus on 

morality are consistent with most traditional religious views, and male dominated 

leadership describes a vast majority of traditional societies throughout history.  While the 

idea of fundamentalism as a reaction to modernism and a product of it seem to contain a 

level of truth, Harris’s critique here is valid—that the advent of “modernism” (whatever it 

may mean) is not the first “Copernican revolution,” and people in general have a 

tendency to resist change (144).  This raises the question of whether “fundamentalist” 

manifestations of religions are strictly modern phenomena. 

Fundamental Elements in Tradition 

 Originally “fundamentalism” referred to the early 20th century movement that 

grew up as a campaign against liberal theology, higher criticism of the Bible, and moral 

changes in culture and society (Hawley 12).  In that context the term was useful and had a 

rather exact meaning.  Reference to “fundamentalist” theology was as meaningful as a 

reference to Reformation theology; it focused the conversation on a specific movement 

within the context of the larger Christian tradition.  The broadening of the term has 

threatened to rob it of any meaning.  Harris’s initial critique of “fundamentalism” as a 



pejorative statement gains credence.  After all, how many movements in history could fit 

under many of the definitions given in Fundamentalism and Gender?   

 Simply looking at movements within the Christian tradition, the Reformation was 

a reaction to the stresses of the time by a return to primacy of scripture, and the religious 

wars of Europe and policies of Calvin’s Geneva point to elements of Brown’s idea of 

control issues as a root of “fundamentalism.”  There are genuine besetment issues for 

historic groups such as the puritans.  Why are they not considered “fundamentalists”?  

“Fundamental” reactions to issues within the Christian tradition and stresses from without 

are in a very real sense a part of the Christian tradition.  This point, in fact, brings us to an 

issue that modern critics fail to understand adequately.  Fundamentalism and modernism 

both have roots in Western religious tradition. 

Traditional Elements of Fundamentalism 

 I am not concerned here with issues of gender or morality and how they are 

derived from tradition and inform “fundamentalism.”  Rather, I hope to show that both 

“modern” thought and “fundamentalism” have deep historic roots in the western 

tradition.  In fact, what modern critics fail to notice is that “fundamentalists” are often as 

reactionary towards tradition as they are towards modernism. As such, “fundamentalism” 

in one sense is a healthy self critiquing system within a tradition.  The fundamentalist 

calls adherents within the tradition to the primitive roots (real or perceived) of the faith, 

and in turn is open to the critique of the larger tradition. 

 This is the de-alienating effect of religion as discussed by Berger in The Sacred 

Canopy (99-100).  Like the Old Testament prophets, “fundamentalists” (in the original 

sense) and reformers challenge and purify the tradition from within.  They call followers 



of the faith back to principles or scriptures that have been eclipsed, ignored, or rejected.  

They challenge elements that may not be consistent with the faith as received.  In turn, 

the reformer is opened to criticism from within the tradition, and sometimes, due to the 

imperfection of humanity, is subjected to oppression or persecution. 

 As a case in point I present the work of Sara Sumner, theology professor at Azusa 

Pacific, a Christian college in California.  Modern critics tend to ignore works such as her 

Men and Women in the Church.  Her statement that tradition “should always be subjected 

to the God inspired authority of the Word . . . Scripture should prevail if tradition ever 

seems to contradict it” (39) is offensive to most modernist thinkers because they reject 

the idea of revelation.  However, considering that Sumner is arguing for more open 

leadership of women in ministry, it would be interesting to see how someone like Karen 

Brown would address her.  Is Sumner a fundamentalist because she believes in the 

primacy and inerrancy of Scripture?  After all, Hawley tells us that fundamentalism at its 

most basic has to do with texts (3).  Is Sumner a modern feminist for believing a woman 

can be a pastor?  This is just one of many such examples that can caution us against the 

hasty use of labels. 

 More to the point, the “fundamentalism” of Sumner here is an internal check on 

the traditional treatment of women within Christianity.  At the same time, she is open to 

critique from within the tradition that says this is not a question of tradition verses 

scripture, but of traditional interpretation verses contemporary interpretation of scripture.  

Furthermore, she does operate from a certain fundamentalist standpoint that is open to the 

critique of Leslie Newbigin  who argues that since Descartes we in the West have been 

seduced by the search for knowledge which, “could not be doubted, in which we would 



be absolutely secure from personal risk” (48-49).  The two forms of the search, he states, 

are scientism and fundamentalism.  

This brings us back to the question of defining fundamentalism.  Newbigin was a 

Christian theologian and missionary and critiqued fundamentalism as a system closely 

tied to modernism—from a religious perspective, not a modern one.  While I have stated 

that the broadening of the term “fundamentalism” has caused the loss of its meaning, this 

broadening none the less has happened, and the term will be used.  We must therefore 

deal with the term as we find it and try to clarify its meaning. 

The Modern Bias of Fundamentalism 

The “fundamentalism” of Sara Sumner is in no way negative, but rather consistent 

with the most precise definition discussed above—that theological movement within 

Protestantism that was a critique of both liberal and traditional Christianity.  However, 

there is a sense of something that is strictly Modern in manifestation; as Karen Brown 

said it is something hard to define but that we know when we see it (175).  Of course, I 

would argue that Brown and other modernists, due to lack of precision in definition and 

the presence of a bias against the traditional worldview, see it everywhere.  Nevertheless 

there is something of a “family resemblance” in what is now called “fundamentalism” 

that is open to a critique from within the religious traditions.  On this point, Hawley’s 

discussion seems to be partly correct—there is a quintessentially modern element to it. 

In a work discussing a growing tendency within evangelical Christianity toward 

anti-intellectual faith, evangelical scholar Os Guinness discusses the “Problem of 

primitivism.”  Guinness delves much deeper than the issue of the attempt to achieve a 

perceived “golden age.”  He outlines two impulses of primitivism.  First is “the bias 



towards the simplistic,” and second is “the bias against history.”   Like Hawley he 

discusses the “overly simple either/or solutions” to complex problems (42).   

In regards to the bias against history, this is something “fundamentalism” has 

inherited directly from modernisms rejection of past traditional society as medieval and 

bad as opposed to our much more “enlightened” understanding of today.  One may 

wonder how a call to return to the past is a bias against history.  Hawley’s discussion on 

this point is actually quite insightful; he states that the call for return to a golden age in 

fundamentalism is “rooted in nostalgia for an earlier way of life . . . not the life of Jesus 

and primitive Christianity . . . but an idealized version of home and community life in the 

small rural towns of 19th century America” (16). 

Since it is in the context of the bias against history that the fundamentalism we are 

discussing is most reactive to tradition let me note one other example.  The book The 

Eternal Church is a church history written from within an evangelical framework.  In it 

nearly 1300 years of church history are condensed into 72 pages of a 386 page book.  

These are, of course, “the Dark Ages” of Christian History from Constantine to the 

Reformation.  Like modern religious scholars, most “fundamentalists” can find little 

positive to say about the medieval period.  It is an age of ignorance in relation to our 

enlightened understanding of theology. 

Still, the discussion is open to the same critique.  Is it now alright to use 

“fundamentalism” pejoratively because it is a modern manifestation contrary to tradition?  

Hawley is right in this, “Fundamentalism is a loaded word.  In the present context of 

discussion it is rarely used by people who want to describe themselves” (18).  I 

mentioned earlier the Puritans as a critique of the modernist point about “besetment.”  



They could be used to critique the points about bias against history.  The Puritan faith 

was an attempt to reject all things “traditional” in the name of purified Christianity even 

to the point of rejecting the names of saints and deferring to the use of Old Testament 

names and names based on virtues 

So, must we drop the use of the term “fundamentalist” as pejorative?  Hawley 

makes a reasonable point here as well.  “Fundamentalism” has permeated the popular 

discussion about religion.  Religious scholars therefore need to deal with it seriously and 

adequately (19). 

“Fundamentalism” Re-defined    

 If we are to adequately define “fundamentalism” we should start with Jay Harris 

questions: 

Does the term illuminate diverse cultural phenomena and allow them to be 

understood better, by virtue of calling attention to other human manifestations of 

essentially the same thing? Or does the term obfuscate, leveling important 

distinctions that must be maintained if we are to understand the world about us? 

(137) 

 To start, I argue that we should use the terminology “classical fundamentalism” to 

discuss the historical movement of the early 20th century.  It is a distinct movement in the 

history of protestant Christianity.  In a sense it is in the line of a great reforming tradition 

within Christianity that has both positive and negative elements.  Furthermore, it carries 

with it the potential for inner critique—to be a de-alienating force as discussed by 

Berger—as our example with Sara Sumner illustrates.  Finally, there are currently groups 

within Christianity that would fit within this “fundamentalist” tradition that none the less 



cannot fairly be critiqued as Hawley and Brown critique the broad group they are 

referencing when they speak about “fundamentalists” with a “family resemblance” to 

various violent groups around the world. 

 In order to discuss more deeply this broader grouping that has a negative 

connotation, I will briefly discuss Islamic “fundamentalism” as explained by traditional 

Muslim scholars and then see what we can find as a defining element that encompasses 

the expanded use of “fundamentalism.”  First, it is important to note that Seyyed Nasr 

uses, though hesitantly, the term “fundamentalism” in several works to describe a certain 

violent reaction to modernism within Islam.  In his discussion we find that central to his 

understanding of fundamentalism is the rejection of the larger Islamic tradition for a very 

narrow interpretation while embracing scientific rationalism of the modern west.  

Another scholar, Murratta, defines this tendency succinctly: 

Implicit in fundamentalism is a rejection of unveiling and of a philosophical 

reasoning, and a rejection of most of the great thinkers and sages of the Islamic 

tradition.  At the same time [fundamentalists] feel quite at home with the 

scientific rationalism of the modern west (247). 

 The key to understanding this fundamentalism, at least within Islam and 

Christianity, is that it is more than just about texts.  Countless followers of both of these 

faiths believe in the reality of scripture as revealed by God.  They seek to pattern their life 

after it.  Some, like the “classical fundamentalist,” believe in inerrancy.  Still, these 

cannot fairly be called “fundamentalists” complete with the implications of today’s 

meaning. 



 The “fundamentalist” as understood by Nasr, Murratta, Newbigin, and Guinness 

is not merely concerned with text, but with interpretation.  To explain I turn to Jay Harris 

once more: 

The first claim is that scripture is the “inerrant” word of God; that is, God as 

author certifies the correctness of the entire text.  Second, the doctrine of 

scriptural inerrancy, if it is to have any practical meaning, must be predicated on 

the assertion that “we”—the interpreting community—are capable of inerrantly 

ascertaining the inerrant claims of scripture, whether through literalism (where 

appropriate) or through “common sense” or through the action of divine grace 

bestowed on the elect.  Third, one must presume that scripture constitutes a 

strictly monosemic text (157). 

 To sum up in conclusion, fundamentalism in the negative sense that the word has 

taken is not merely the belief in revelation, inspiration, or inerrancy.  Nor is it the strict 

adherence to it in personal life; nor is it even the desire to have religious belief active in 

public and political life.  If these were accepted as definitions then the vast majority of 

human history would be an expression of fundamentalism.  Furthermore, there are many 

good people of various backgrounds who bring their personal and religious beliefs to bear 

on political action—to refuse to do so is not being open minded but being disingenuous.  

Also, the derogatory label of fundamentalism on grounds of political disagreement is the 

tyranny of modernism. 

 “Fundamentalism” as worthy of the connotation that the word now carries should 

be reserved for groups which set themselves as the only interpreters of their respective 

scriptures and use it to oppress others without the potential for correction from the larger 



faith community.  The historical “fundamentalist” movement does not fit that description 

and therefore needs a new appellation such as “classical fundamentalism” to distinguish it 

from the loaded connotation the word “fundamentalism” now carries. 
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