
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

FUNDAMENTALISM AND THE FIGHT FOR ACADEMIC FREEDOM: 
The Dismissal of Dr. Henry Fox from Mercer University in 1924 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 1 

When Dr. Henry Fox accepted a professorship at Mercer University in 1918, he did 

not know that in just six years the Christian fundamentalist movement would significantly 

alter the trajectory of his life and career. The American South became a battleground for 

academic freedom in the 1920s. The Christian Fundamentalist movement gained 

momentum in the early years of the twentieth century, and it eventually reached its height 

in the 1920s.1 One expression of the movement can be seen in Dr. Fox’s dismissal from 

Mercer University’s faculty in October of 1924. An extremely accomplished and respected 

scholar in the field of biology, Dr. Fox served as a field investigator for the U.S. Bureau of 

Entomology, acted as president of the Georgia Society of Biologists for 1923, and 

previously taught biology at the University of Wisconsin and Temple University before 

coming to Mercer University.2 After the school’s Board of Trustees investigated his 

teachings and religious beliefs, school officials cited theological differences as the reason 

for his dismissal, but many others suspected his teachings on evolutionary theory were the 

primary motivator. A multitude of voices soon raised concerns about the implications of 

the decision on academic freedom at Mercer.  

Although President Rufus Weaver, students of Mercer University, and supporters of 

Dr. Fox tried to preserve academic and intellectual freedom at Mercer University in the 

1920s, religious fundamentalism ultimately thwarted their efforts. The Henry Fox 

controversy holds significance because it demonstrated a major assault on academic 

freedom at a notable institution of higher education. While other universities and colleges 

explicitly cited evolution as the origin of their controversies, Mercer University 

downplayed the role of evolution in the Fox case. Regardless of the reasons for Dr. Fox’s 

                                                           
1 Furniss, The Fundamentalist Controversy, 1918-1931 (New Haven: Yale University Press), 1954, 14–34. 
2 E. G. Conklin, “Dismissal of Dr. Henry Fox from the Faculty of Mercer University,” Science 61, no. 1572 
(1925): 176–78. 
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dismissal from the school, fundamentalists within the Georgia Baptist Convention stifled 

academic freedom at Mercer University. 

From its origins, fundamentalism was a religious movement among evangelical 

Christians. Fundamentalists put their complete trust in the Bible, and they heavily 

emphasized the biblical message of God’s salvation of sinners through the death of Jesus 

Christ. Fundamentalists believed that sincere acceptance of this message was the only 

pathway to virtue and eternal life in heaven. Above all, fundamentalists were extremely 

conservative evangelicals who lived by deep religious commitment and a literal 

interpretation of scripture.3 Another characteristic of the movement was its 

uncompromising view of the world as a battle between good and evil. They reasoned that 

all evil was a result of Satan, so as Richard Hofstadter wrote, “who would compromise with 

Satan?”4 Therefore, any idea or concept that differed from their own required a swift and 

aggressive response from fundamentalists. For fundamentalists, anything that threatened 

orthodoxy also jeopardized the entire Christian faith, and they needed to launch an all-out 

ideological assault on the perceived threat. These assaults gained the most momentum in 

the 1920s. 

Although the Christian fundamentalist movement reached its peak in the second 

decade of the twentieth century, its roots stretched as far back as the late nineteenth 

century. Historians of the likes of Richard Hofstadter, Norman Furniss, and George 

Marsden attribute the rise of fundamentalism in the 1920s to incompatibility of 

nineteenth-century orthodoxy with the immense scientific and intellectual advancements 

of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Fundamentalists, characterized by 

radical evangelical Christians, denounced any ideologies or concepts which challenged the 

                                                           
3 George M Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2006). 
4 Richard Hofstadter, Anti-Intellectualism in American Life. (Alfred A. Knopf, Inc. and Random House, 
Inc., 1966). 
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Christian doctrines that they considered eternal truths. Evangelical Christians came to 

view a group of “antithetical affirmations” as serious threats to their religion, and this 

group of perceived threats included modernism, communism, and evolution among other 

things. Furniss and James Thompson both argue that some conservative evangelicals were 

less opposed to the teaching of modern concepts than fundamentalists, but despite this 

difference, these conservatives certainly still rejected them at a moral level.5 

Fundamentalists naturally perceived evolution as one of the most threatening concepts to 

the movement.6 

Fundamentalists saw evolution as a danger to their religion on many fronts. On a 

basic level, evolutionary theory threatened the plausibility of any higher spiritual power. 

One fundamentalist wrote of the potentially damaging effects of evolution, "No Adam, no 

fall; no fall, no atonement, no Savior. Accepting Evolution, how can we believe in a fall?"7 

For fundamentalists, believing in evolution negated the Genesis story of creation, and 

without the biblical account of creation, the rest of the Christian faith was essentially 

moot. These worries began to permeate within the realm of higher education when 

fundamentalist parents feared for the faith of their children. Professors openly taught 

evolutionary theory in the 1920s, and although they usually presented evolution alongside 

the Genesis creation story, fundamentalist parents and leaders did not want their children 

to return home as, “skeptical, infidels, or agnostics, or atheists.”8 Although select 

denominational universities and college avoided controversies associated with 

                                                           
5 James Thompson, Tried as by Fire: Southern Baptists and the Religious Controversies of the 1920s 
(Macon, Georgia: Mercer University Press, 1982), 61–82; Furniss, The Fundamentalist Controversy, 
1918-1931, 120–26. 
6 Hofstadter, Anti-Intellectualism in American Life.; Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture; 
Furniss, The Fundamentalist Controversy, 1918-1931. 
7 Furniss, The Fundamentalist Controversy, 1918-1931, 16. 
8 Hofstadter, Anti-Intellectualism in American Life. 
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fundamentalism, many others faced the movement head-on, and Mercer University was 

certainly one of them. 

Mercer University was a small, Baptist institution of higher education founded in 

1833 in Penfield, Georgia. The school eventually migrated to Macon, Georgia in 1871, and 

Mercer University carried its denominational affiliations to its new home. Because the 

Georgia Baptist Convention oversaw all aspects of the school’s operations, its Board of 

Trustees and Alumni Association strongly advocated for the convention’s agenda at Mercer 

University.9 Therefore, Baptist leaders within the state of Georgia largely limited President 

Weaver’s actions, and when the forces of fundamentalism infiltrated the denomination, 

there was not much he could do to stop the dismissal of Dr. Henry Fox. While the Georgia 

Baptist Convention never officially endorsed fundamentalism, many individual Baptists in 

the state aligned their views with the movement. These radical evangelicals lead the anti-

evolution crusade in Georgia, and President Weaver strove to keep these fundamentalists 

from influencing the entire state convention.10 

As the president of a denominational institution emerging as a recognizable 

academic power in the American South, Rufus Weaver faced an onslaught of complaints 

from fundamentalists. Jasper C. Massee, president of the World’s Christian Fundamentals 

Association, became a spearhead in the fundamentalist movement against false teachings 

in Baptist institutions across the United States. When he heard rumors that Mercer’s 

faculty taught evolutionary theory, he wrote to president Weaver in 1923 with considerable 

concern and urgency on the issue.11 Massee had to ensure that Mercer University’s faculty 

                                                           
9 Rufus Weaver to Edward T. Matthews, January 14, 1927, Rufus Washington Weaver Collection, Box 4, 
Folder 144, Archives and Digital Initiatives, Mercer University Library, Macon, GA. 
10 Thompson, Tried as by Fire: Southern Baptists and the Religious Controversies of the 1920s, 128–29. 
11 J.C. Massee to Rufus Weaver, November 20, 1923, Rufus Washington Weaver Collection, Box 5, Folder 
244, Archives and Digital Initiatives, Mercer University Library, Macon, GA; John Davies, “Science and 
the Sacred: The Evolution Controversy at Baylor, 1920-1929,” East Texas Historical Journal 29, no. 2 
(September 1991): 41–53. 
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was not teaching anything contrary to fundamentalist orthodoxy before he could pledge 

money to the school, so president Weaver felt pressure to satisfy him for monetary 

purposes.12 In 1919, the Southern Baptist Convention adopted the Seventy-Five Million 

Campaign. They hoped to raise $75,000,000 to fund their plan to evangelize the world, 

and their efforts would in turn bestow victory and blessings on the Baptist denomination.13 

The plan required each state to meet a certain quota, and Dr. Fox even donated to the 

campaign multiple times. As Mr. Massee’s correspondence indicates, donors contributed 

to states and organizations that aligned with their theology. President Weaver assured 

Massee of Mercer’s stature as a Baptist school, and he likely felt pressure to keep its 

current donors and also attract new ones.14 Massee was not the first and certainly would 

not be the last person to raise concerns about Dr. Fox. 

Complaints and rumors circulated concerning Dr. Fox’s teachings for nearly a year 

before Mercer University took official action on the subject. Mercer University’s Board of 

Trustees assigned Dr. William Owen and Rev. W.A. Hogan to investigate Dr. Fox’s 

orthodoxy in April 1924.15 This committee then interviewed him regarding his religious 

views on June 5, 1924. President Weaver was unable to attend the interview, and he was 

shocked to learn that Dr. Fox's religious beliefs were out of alignment with the Southern 

Baptist denomination. 16The United States government employed Dr. Fox as an 

etymologist each summer, so President Weaver made arrangements for him to prepare a 

                                                           
12 Rufus Weaver to J.C. Massee, November 13, 1923, Rufus Washington Weaver Collection, Box 5, Folder 
244, Archives and Digital Initiatives, Mercer University Library, Macon, GA. 
13 Thompson, Tried as by Fire: Southern Baptists and the Religious Controversies of the 1920s. 
14 Weaver to Massee, November 13, 1923. 
15 Edwin Davis and N.L Stapleton, “Mercer University Board of Trustees Minutes,” October 9, 1924, 
Archives and Digital Initiatives, Mercer University Library, Macon, GA; Rufus Weaver to Administration 
Committee of the Executive Committee of the Georgia Baptist Convention, October 8, 1924, Rufus 
Washington Weaver Collection, Box 1, Folder 41b, Archives and Digital Initiatives, Mercer University 
Library, Macon, GA. 
16 Henry Fox, “Dr. Henry Fox’s Religious Views Interview,” June 5, 1924, Rufus Washington Weaver 
Papers, 1923-1926., Archives and Digital Initiatives, Mercer University Library, Macon, GA. 
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statement of his religious beliefs upon his return to Mercer. After deliberating on Dr. Fox’s 

statement, the Board of Trustees made a recommendation to Weaver for his resignation on 

October 9, 1924.17 President Weaver gave him the option to resign, but Dr. Fox refused to 

let go of his position. Ultimately, Weaver officially dismissed Dr. Fox on October 20, 

1924.18 This case may look like simple theological differences between a man and his 

employer, but a larger and more controversial issue underscored the events surrounding 

Dr. Fox’s dismissal. 

The pressures of fundamentalism proved to be a threat to academic freedom at 

Mercer University, and President Weaver was fully aware of this reality. Weaver faced the 

daunting task of upholding academic freedom but also appeasing influential 

fundamentalists in the Georgia Baptist Convention. Until the controversy regarding Dr. 

Fox arose in 1924, Weaver managed to find a middle ground between academic freedom 

and fundamentalism. Weaver himself opposed fundamentalism, and he denounced 

fundamentalists who he considered, “…controversial, bitter, narrowminded, and 

domineering” men.19 In regards to evolutionary theory, he maintained in the years 

surrounding the Fox case that professors at Mercer University, "…[distinguished] always 

between facts and theories."20 President Weaver strove to lead a university that upheld 

intellectual freedom, but he knew that the Board of Trustees and ultimately the Georgia 

Baptist Convention controlled most of Mercer University’s affairs. President Weaver was 

certainly not alone in his concerns about the state of academic freedom at Mercer 

University. 

                                                           
17 Weaver to Administration Committee of the Executive Committee of the Georgia Baptist Convention, 
October 8, 1924. 
18 Davis and Stapleton, “Mercer University Board of Trustees Minutes.” 
19 Rufus Weaver, “The Baptist Opportunity in A Scientific Age” (February 5, 1932), 2, Rufus Washington 
Weaver Papers, Box 11, Archives and Digital Initiatives, Mercer University Library, Macon, GA. 
20 “President Puts Trustees Order Up to Biologist,” The Macon Daily Telegraph, October 12, 1924, Macon 
Telegraph Archives, https://macon.newsbank.com. 
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Students of the university could sense that academic freedom at Mercer University 

was under attack, and they argued passionately for their professor's place at the university. 

In a unanimous resolution adopted by Mercer's student body, students tactfully explained 

that Dr. Fox always encouraged them in their faith, never taught evolution as a fact, and 

greatly impacted the university's science department. Published only one day after the 

Board of Trustees recommended his resignation, the students seemed to view the situation 

as an urgent issue. Similarly, Mercer students worried that their college would become, 

"…retrogressive rather than progressive…" in an article from Mercer's student-run 

newspaper, The Cluster.21 Fundamentalism reached its peak, and those evangelical 

Christians who subscribed to the movement had already caused numerous controversies at 

other institutions across the nation.22 Students at Mercer did not wish to see the academic 

integrity of their institution threatened as it had been at other colleges and universities, 

and they certainly did not sit idly by as the influences of fundamentalism found its way 

into Mercer University.23 Others concerned with Mercer’s academic freedom could not stay 

tight-lipped either. 

The perceived attack on academic freedom eventually caught the attention of 

groups and individuals outside the reach of fundamentalists and Southern Baptists. In the 

months after the Fox dismissal, Mercer faced an investigation by the Committee on 

Academic Freedom of the American Association of University Professors. This committee, 

headed by Johns Hopkins professor Edward B. Matthews, expressed concerns with the 

                                                           
21 Mercer University, “Dr. Fox Expected to Give Answer To-Day,” The Mercer Cluster, October 17, 1924, 
http://libraries.mercer.edu/ursa/handle/10898/2746; T.A. Dyer, “Resolution Passed by the Mercer 
Student Body in Student Chapel,” October 10, 1924, Rufus Washington Weaver Papers, 1923-1926., 
Mercer University  Research, Scholarship, and Archives. 
22 Jon H. Roberts, “Conservative Evangelicals and Science Education in American Colleges and 
Universities, 1890-1940,” Journal of The Historical Society 5, no. 3 (Fall 2005): 297–329, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5923.2005.00132.x; Davies, “Science and the Sacred”; Kimberly 
Marinucci, “God, Darwin, and Loyalty in America: The University of Tennessee and the Great Professor 
Trial of 1923,” History of Intellectual Culture 1, no. 1 (January 2001): 1. 
23 Weaver to Matthews, January 14, 1927. 
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threats to “intellectual individuality” not only at Mercer University but also at all 

denominational colleges in the South.24 Because of these conflicting agendas, President 

Weaver attempted to juggle academic freedom and the wishes of the Georgia Baptist 

Convention. However, Mercer officials certainly made it difficult for these inquirers to 

know the genuine reason why they removed him from his post. 

Mercer University continually cited Dr. Fox’s theological differences with those of 

the Baptist denomination as the reason for his dismissal. Unfortunately, limited 

documents exist from the perspective of the Board of Trustees and Georgia Baptist 

Convention. Minutes from their meetings largely consisted of clerical information and not 

internal discussions about the Fox case. President Weaver maintained that the university 

dismissed Dr. Fox for his religious differences with the Georgia Baptist Convention and 

not his teachings on evolution. He reiterated that Dr. Fox did not teach evolution and 

therefore was in compliance with academic policy, but President Weaver could not 

definitively say that Dr. Fox’s teachings had no role in the case.25 In a letter to Dr. Fox 

informing him of the results of the investigation, Weaver wrote, “As I endeavor to interpret 

the reasons which have led to this, I am persuaded that it does not involve the question of 

evolution.”26 Weaver inserted evolution into the discussion, acknowledging that he was 

unsure of the motives behind the investigation of Dr. Fox.  

However adamantly Mercer officials maintained that theological differences were 

the sole reason for Fox's dismissal, its own student body, and the media suspected that 

evolution did play a role in the controversy. Press releases from Mercer University pushed 

that evolution was not a relevant role in the Dr. Fox controversy, but the media refused to 

                                                           
24 Rufus Weaver to Edward B. Matthews, May 29, 1925, Rufus Washington Weaver Collection, Box 1, 
Folder 41b, Archives and Digital Initiatives, Mercer University Library, Macon, GA. 
25 Rufus Weaver to Henry Fox, October 11, 1924, Rufus Washington Weaver Collection, Box 1, Folder 41b, 
Archives and Digital Initiatives, Mercer University Library, Macon, GA. 
26 Weaver to Fox, October 11, 1924. 
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accept this narrative.27 The Macon Daily Telegraph published a local history edition on 

November 11, 1924, and this edition detailed recent events in the Macon area.28 Even a 

month after the conclusion of the event, the article cited Dr. Fox’s teachings of evolution as 

the reason for his dismissal. Although the article did not list its sources, the local media 

and populous did not buy Mercer’s narrative of Dr. Fox’s dismissal. Students of the college 

also did not subscribe to the story that Georgia Baptist Convention and Mercer University 

told.29 

As was the case at other Southern Baptist colleges, fundamentalists fought to 

extinguish any flame of perceived heresy at Mercer University. President Weaver repeated 

argued that Mercer professors taught concepts well-aligned with the Christian faith. 

However, when one considers the numerous inquiries Georgia Baptists and others made 

into Dr. Fox, it is difficult to believe that his teachings played no role in his dismissal. A 

local newspaper wrote of the Fox case “…the committee nevertheless considered his 

presence a menace to the religious morale of the students.” Fundamentalists worried that 

their young people might become proponents of evolutionary theory, so the prospect of 

having a professor who taught the theory in any capacity raised concerns from many 

conservative evangelicals.30 Even if Dr. Fox’s teachings were not the sole reason for his 

dismissal, fundamentalists saw anything that deviated from orthodoxy as a threat to 

Christianity. The fundamentalist mind rejected compromise and tolerated no ambiguities 

in theological conflict, and Dr. Fox’s personal religious views walked a fine line that 

fundamentalists and even conservative evangelicals did not accept.31 Additionally, Georgia 

                                                           
27 “Baptists Review Dismissal of Fox,” The Atlanta Constitution, October 11, 1924, Atlanta Journal-
Constitution, Newspapers.com; "Fox's Place Is Filled by Bibb County's Board," The Macon Daily 
Telegraph, October 10, 1924, Macon Telegraph Archives, https://macon.newsbank.com. 
28 “Local History Is Presented in Table,” The Macon Daily Telegraph, November 25, 1924, Macon 
Telegraph Archives, https://macon.newsbank.com. 
29 Mercer University, “Dr. Fox Expected to Give Answer To-Day," The Mercer Cluster, October 17, 1924 
30 Hofstadter, Anti-Intellectualism in American Life., 122–29. 
31 Fox, “Dr. Henry Fox’s Religious Views Interview.” 
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Baptists were in the midst of reaching their quota for the Seventy-Five Million Campaign, 

and a controversial professor like Dr. Fox potentially lost them donors and donation 

money. 

Fundamentalists sparked controversies at numerous colleges and universities in the 

1920s, so how does the Fox case compare with those at other institutions? While the Fox 

case occurred largely within the span of a few months in 1924, a string of evolution 

controversies plagued Baylor University for nearly a decade. John Davies wrote that the 

controversy began in 1920 when a Baylor sociology professor published a contentious 

textbook. Fundamentalists were alarmed over two lines in the textbook that expressed 

evolutionist leanings, and although the professor soon retracted the controversial lines of 

the textbook, fundamentalists within the Southern Baptist Convention called for his 

resignation. Davies argued that J. Frank Norris, a prominent fundamentalist leader in 

Texas, lead the charge against the teaching of evolution in all Texas schools. A cycle 

emerged at Baylor in the 1920s in which Norris or other fundamentalists accused 

professors of teaching evolution, and Baylor president Samuel Brooks laid these 

accusations to rest as quickly and efficiently as possible.32 

Mercer’s situation bore some resemblance to Baylor University’s various evolution 

controversies, but the two universities approached and dealt with their situations in 

different ways. Rufus Weaver and Samuel Brooks both faced the daunting task of 

balancing academic freedom and the wishes of their denominational conventions, but 

Brooks firmly held on to the academic integrity of his institution. Despite numerous 

requests from fundamentalists, Brooks never called for the resignation of even one of his 

faculty members. However, under orders from Mercer’s Board of Trustees, president 

Weaver reluctantly asked Fox for his resignation. Students at both institutions advocated 

                                                           
32 Davies, “Science and the Sacred: The Evolution Controversy at Baylor, 1920-1929." 41-43 
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for their professors through the use of petitions, resolutions, and personal testimony. 

Perhaps the most striking difference, however, between the two schools’ situations was the 

approach used by fundamentalists to advance their agendas. While J. Frank Norris and 

fundamentalists in Texas used evolution as the primary weapon in their assault on Baylor 

University, fundamentalists in Georgia steered clear of citing Darwin’s theory as the 

reason for the dismissal of Dr. Fox. However, fundamentalists in both Texas and Georgia 

raised their accusations in response to rumors of professors who were sympathetic to 

evolution. However, whereas Texas fundamentalists used evolution as the spearhead of its 

battles, those in Georgia adamantly dismissed the role of Darwin’s theory in the Fox 

investigation. 

Regardless of their reason, the Board of Trustees gave for Dr. Fox’s dismissal, their 

decision comprised the academic integrity of the institution. His teachings on evolution 

ultimately placed him in the negative light for fundamentalists, and the investigation into 

his religious beliefs soon followed after rumors circulated of his teachings. The media, 

students of the school, and even the president of Mercer University sensed that an assault 

on academic freedom occurred. James Thompson argued that Weaver and other Baptist 

educational leaders kept fundamentalist extremism from enveloping the entire state, and f 

Mercer University as an individual institution fell prey to the influences of 

fundamentalism. The Fox case serves to demonstrate how religious fundamentalism 

affected an institution that chose not to acknowledge evolution as a contributing factor. 

The fundamentalist movement kept its momentum for much of the 1920s, and one opposer 

of the movement wrote that by 1927, “of the nearly three hundred so-called educational 

institutions under southern Baptist control—some called colleges, but many in reality 

inferior to most country high schools— virtually all are ‘citadels of orthodoxy.’”33 

                                                           
33 Roberts, “Conservative Evangelicals and Science Education in American Colleges and Universities, 
1890-1940.” 
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Fundamentalism found its way into many denominational schools in the American South, 

but with rare exceptions, institutions of higher education fought to maintain academic 

freedom in an age of fundamentalism. 

Mercer University encountered another fight for academic freedom in the 1930s. In 

1939, a group of thirteen students associated with fundamentalism accused various faculty 

members of heresy and challenging the infallibility of the Bible. These thirteen students 

became known as the “unholy thirteen,” and their accusations launched a controversy on 

Mercer’s campus far greater than that of the Fox case. However, their efforts to remove the 

accused faculty members from Mercer failed, and the Board of Trustees soon halted all 

proceedings in the trial of the accused professors.34 The Mercer Cluster wrote of the 

controversy, “We learn with amazement that such crass, medieval bigotry exists on the 

campus.”35 Just fifteen years earlier, however, the same fundamentalist mindset won out 

in the eyes of the Board of Trustees, and therefore they preserved academic freedom at the 

institution. The prospect of compromising academic freedom at Mercer University in 1939 

seemed criminal to most, so Dr. Henry Fox’s dismissal in 1924 provides historians with a 

touchpoint to track the ideological advances at the university. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
34 Terry Lautz, John Birch: A Life (Oxford University Press, 2016), 56–60  
35 Mercer University, “Students Jeer Heresy Trial,” March 31, 1939, Mercer University Research, 
Scholarship, and Archives, http://libraries.mercer.edu/ursa/handle/10898/2168. 
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