
SECULAR WORLD: VICTORIAN SECULARISM AS A GLOBAL 

IDEOLOGY IN ITS IMPERIAL CONTEXT, 1840-1880 

 

 

 

by 

 

Patrick John Corbeil 

 

 

 

 

 

A thesis submitted to the Graduate Program in History 

in conformity with the requirements for 

the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

 

 

 

 

 

Queen’s University 

Kingston, Ontario, Canada 

June, 2017 

 

Copyright ©Patrick John Corbeil, 2017 



ii 

 

Abstract 

This thesis examines the development of British secularist ideas of morality and social ethics, 

and how those ideas informed secularist views of non-Europeans and the imperial civilizing 

mission. I investigate the relationship between secularism as an ideology and the development of 

secularity as one of the defining characteristics of modernity. Secularism was founded by G. J. 

Holyoake, a whitesmith and Owenite lecturer, in 1851. The movement served as a vital link 

between a pre-1848 artisan radical tradition and the socialism of the final decades of the 

nineteenth century.  

I investigate how imperial knowledge creation informed the development of secularist ethical 

and political ideas, and the impact of those ideas upon secularist interventions into imperial 

debates, particularly regarding the European civilizing mission. Previous historians of the 

secularist movement have neglected to demonstrate how the religious pluralism of empire and its 

attendant political and administrative challenges shaped secularism as a strain of liberal thought. 

Concomitantly, research into Britain’s uneasy negotiation of the religious diversity of its empire 

has not sufficiently incorporated the dynamics of domestic freethought. Secularism promoted 

belief in a rational, utilitarian morality that would unleash humanity’s innate capacity for moral 

and intellectual progress. My research contributes to scholarship on the impact of empire and 

globalization on European modernity and secularity. Faith in universal human progress was and 

remains a defining characteristic of secularism. I am interested in how ideas of progress have 

been both informed and challenged by difference and the implications of power. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction: Secularism and Secularization in a Secular World 

On the evening of Thursday, January 20, 1853, before an audience of some one 

thousand listeners, George Jacob Holyoake and Rev. Brewin Grant commenced a series 

of debates on the merits of Secularism versus Christianity.1 Held on six consecutive 

Thursdays at the Royal British Institution on Cowper Street in London, the debates were 

lively, the printed report peppered with references to interruptions, laughter, and shouts 

of “yes, yes!” and “no, no!” While neither speaker was able to sway the other’s partisans, 

the debates were unquestionably a success. Over one thousand people attended every 

evening, and the published transcript sold 45,000 copies. The publicity created by the 

debate thrust Secularism into the public consciousness. 

Holyoake coined the term Secularism in 1851, and was its leading exponent on the 

national stage. Grant, a Congregationalist minister, was an experienced debater whose 

career as an antagonist of religious heterodoxy and Secularism extended from the 1840s 

to the 1870s. In 1852, following a series of lectures in Bradford, the readers and editors 

of the British Banner induced Grant to “commence a general mission against infidelity.”2 

Grant took up the mission and challenged Holyoake on the question of “what advantages 

would accrue to mankind generally, and the working classes in particular, by the removal 

                                                      

1 The Victorian secularist movement capitalized Secularism. Throughout this thesis I use the capitalized 

form of Secularism to denote the movement initiated by G. J. Holyoake in the early 1850s. Where 

“secularism” appears without capitalization, I am referring to the ideological structures of secularity that 

developed in the twentieth century, particular after World War Two.  
2 Edward Royle, Victorian Infidels: The Origins of the British Secularist Movement, 1791-1866 

(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1974), 203-5. 
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of Christianity, and the substitution of Secularism in its place?”3 While Holyoake’s 

debate with Grant did not win Secularism a host of new converts, it was a turning point 

for establishing the movement in the public consciousness. In the six months following 

the debate, Holyoake’s periodical The Reasoner increased circulation by 1,500 copies per 

issue. Clergymen and religious periodicals increasingly declaimed against Secularism. By 

1854, Secularism was widespread enough to be included as an unremarkable category in 

Horace Mann’s report on the census of religious worship. Most importantly, Holyoake’s 

performance in the 1851 debates garnered him a reputation of honest integrity. Non-

partisan observers were repelled by Grant’s contempt for Holyoake’s honest doubt.4  

Holyoake, a former tinsmith, an Owenite lecturer, and one of the leading artisan 

radicals of his generation, rebranded organized freethought as Secularism in 1851 and 

1852.5 The “leading points” that Holyoake championed in his debates with Grant offer 

insight into what Holyoake meant by Secularism. Secularism held “that attention to 

temporal things should take precedence of considerations relating to a future existence”; 

“that Science is the providence of Life, and that spiritual dependency in human affairs 

may be attended with material destruction”; and “that there exists (independently from 

Scriptural Religion) guarantees of morality in human nature, in intelligence, and utility.”6 

In opposition to theology, Holyoake framed Secularism as truth; the truth of right conduct 

                                                      

3 Brewin Grant and G.J. Holyoake, Christianity and Secularism: Report of a Public Discussion (London: 

Ward and Co, 1853), iv. 
4 Royle, Victorian Infidels, 204-5.  
5 Lee E. Grugel, George Jacob Holyoake: A Study in the Evolution of a Victorian Radical (Philadelphia: 

Porcupine Press, 1976), 1-2; Royle, Victorian Infidels, 72-4; and David Nash, Secularism, Art and Freedom 

(Leicester, London and New York: Leicester University Press, 1992), 15-18; Michael Rectenwald, 

Nineteenth-Century British Secularism: Science, Religion, and Literature (Basingstoke, Hants.: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2016), 74. 
6 Grant and Holyoake, Christianity and Secularism, v. 
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and ethical action. In 1896, Holyoake clarified what made Secularism a departure from 

simple religious infidelity: “freethinkers commonly go no further than saying ‘We search 

for the Truth’” while “Secularists say we have found it – at least, so much as replaces the 

chief errors and uncertainties of theology.”7 Holyoake’s Secularism was a scientific and 

rational guide to a moral life.  

This thesis is concerned with how secularists devised their system of conduct and how 

they saw Secularism as a universally applicable program of progress. It conceives of 

Secularism as a branch of popular liberalism, rooted in artisan radicalism, and developed 

as a self-consciously outward-looking and global ideology. I argue that from its roots in 

late-Enlightenment radical philosophy, early English socialism, and religious infidelity, 

Secularism was founded upon a system of progressive moral universalism. In Secularism, 

progress was the inevitable result of properly applying scientific rationalism to civil life. 

Secularists aspired to general human improvement.  

The global and universal orientation of secularist progress developed in an age of 

European imperialism. Non-Europeans were understood through the logic of a European 

civilizing mission. This civilizing rationale prescribed the ways in which secularists 

understood colonized peoples as active participants in the realization of their own 

development. This study examines the largely overlooked relationship between Victorian 

Secularism and British imperialism. I show how knowledge derived from imperial agents 

in Asia influenced the development of secularist ideas of history and the non-theological 

grounds of progress. I then demonstrate how these ideas became a lens used to analyze 

                                                      

7 George Jacob Holyoake, The Origin and Nature of Secularism: Showing That Where Freethought 

Commonly Ends Secularism Begins (London: Watts and Co., 1896), 40-1. 
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and criticize both the imperial project as well as the empire’s colonized subjects. After 

1860, a strain of what might be termed racial fatalism appeared in the secularist press. 

This fatalism describes the outer limits of the universality of the secularist idea of 

progress. However, racialism was only an extreme form of a deeply rooted tension within 

Secularism surrounding the dissemination of freethought and secular progress across 

cultural and racial boundaries.  

1.1 Victorian Freethought and Secularism 

Secularism was part of a wider world of Victorian religious scepticism that 

encompassed a range of religious heterodoxy from deism to atheism and agnosticism. 

Secularism began as an expression of working-class freethought. It emerged from a 

tradition of artisan political and religious radicalism that had its roots in the revolutionary 

ferment of the 1790s and the ultra-radicalism that extended from the end of the 

Napoleonic wars in the 1810s through to the 1840s. Artisans were members of the skilled 

trades. They worked in urban trades such as printing, book selling, tinsmithing, and shoe 

making. The artisans managed to maintain relatively high levels of economic 

independence compared to people in other working-class trades and occupations, and 

many freethinkers appear to have owned their own shops rather than working as 

employees for other shop owners.8 This artisan tradition blended republican politics and 

early English socialism with ideals of educational and moral self-improvement, coupled 

with a vehement anti-clericalism that often found expression as atheism. When Holyoake 

formulated Secularism, he consciously sought to distance organized freethought from its 

                                                      

8 E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (London: Penguin, 1991), 259-96. 
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history of intemperate and vituperative atheism. Secularism was intended to move 

beyond the atheistic negation of faith in favour of a positive anti-theological moral 

system. 

Holyoake fostered personal relationships and political alliances with a number of 

leading middle-class and elite freethinkers, while artisan freethinkers drew on ideas 

developed by their formally educated and more philosophically systematic counterparts 

among the literary and intellectual elite. Nineteenth-century doubt was a welter of new 

ideas that opened numerous potential political, religious, and moral horizons. The lines of 

intellectual transmission were diffuse and multi-valent. Nevertheless, Secularism is best 

understood as the product of a coherent artisan intellectual tradition. This tradition 

marked Secularism with social and political concerns that – though they often overlapped 

with the concerns of the middle classes – gain greater coherence when Secularism is 

examined as its own distinct strand of Victorian thought. 

Victorian Britain was profoundly Christian. Victorians who embraced freethought did 

so in a context of strong social, cultural and even legal pressure to conform, at least 

outwardly, to religious orthodoxy of some form or another. For elite doubters, avowed 

unbelief could damage careers and social relationships. Harriet Martineau had a 

permanent falling out with her brother, the Unitarian theologian James Martineau, over 

her atheism.9 Sir Leslie Stephen and other middle-class freethinkers lost university 

positions because of their denial of the Thirty-Nine Articles of the Anglican 

establishment. The case of Leslie Stephen is instructive. Born to an upper middle-class 

                                                      

9 Caroline Roberts, The Woman and the Hour: Harriet Martineau and Victorian Ideologies (Toronto: 

University of Toronto Press, 2002), 177. 
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family, Stephen’s grandfather was a member of the elite evangelical Clapham sect and an 

intimate of William Wilberforce. A devout young man, Stephen attended Cambridge 

university where he was awarded a fellowship that required him to take holy orders. He 

was ordained at Christmas, 1854 and became a tutor. In 1862, he experienced a crisis in 

his religious belief. He resigned from his clerical duties when he found that he could no 

longer lead church services, and was compelled to resign his position due to fears for the 

morals of his students. Stephen made his subsequent career as a literary man. Among his 

major contributions, he conducted a thorough intellectual history of the preceding century 

in History of English Thought in the Eighteenth Century (2 vols., 1876, 1881), and he 

was the first editor of the Dictionary of National Biography (1885). Stephen became one 

of the leading exponents of agnosticism, publishing An Agnostic Apology in 1893. One of 

his most pressing concerns was to separate morality from religion and ground it in 

Darwinian evolutionary terms, a position he articulated extensively in his Science of 

Ethics (1892).10 Stephen’s experience was broadly representative, and parallels that of 

other agnostics such as T. H. Huxley, who gave agnosticism its name, and Herbert 

Spencer.11 A. O. J. Cockshut captures an important feature of the agnostic type: 

Able, industrious, successful, conscientious, the leading agnostics 

had few worries about their work and their position in the world, 

or about ordinary problems of conduct. But they needed 

desperately what Wordsworth and Carlyle could give, the sense 

that it all mattered, that suffering did have the nature of infinity, 

that, if they lived in the age of the great world’s burning, a strange 

and glorious phoenix-world would eventually arise.12 

                                                      

10 Noel Annan, Leslie Stephen: The Godless Victorian (New York: Random House, 1984), 1-47. 
11 Annan, Leslie Stephen, 282-6. 
12 A. O. J. Cockshut, The Unbelievers: English Agnostic Thought, 1840-1890 (London: Collins, 1964), 15. 
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These able, industrious and secure agnostics, alongside other freethinkers such as J. S. 

Mill, Harriet Martineau, George Eliot, and G. H. Lewes, were members of what Noel 

Annan labelled as a new “intellectual aristocracy.” Born into interconnected families 

dating to the beginning of the nineteenth century, this nouveau aristocracy of the mind 

was drawn from the middle and upper middle classes and was marked by literary 

distinction. Its ranks were permeable but, Annan argues, its members generally cohered 

around the doctrine that “the world could be improved by analyzing the needs of society 

and calculating the possible course of its development.”13  

The majority of secularists were not members of the intellectual aristocracy. They 

belonged primarily to the upper, artisan working class or the lower middle class.14 

However, the working men and women of the secularist movement were not, as David 

Nash notes, “typical of the rank and file” of Britain’s working classes. Among their most 

distinguishing features was their commitment to self-education as a means of self-

improvement.15 Working-class freethinkers faced different challenges than their middle 

class and elite contemporaries. Without the social and economic protection afforded by 

elevated social status, artisan radicals faced dismissal from work and legal sanctions that 

ranged from fines to imprisonment, all of which could be devastating to the physical 

health and material well-being of freethinkers as well as their families.  

                                                      

13 Noel Annan, “The Intellectual Aristocracy,” in J.H. Plumb (ed.), Studies in Social History (London: 

Longman’s Green & Co, 1955), 250. 
14 Susan Budd, Varieties of Unbelief: Atheists and Agnostics in English Society, 1850-1960 (London: 

Heinemann, 1977), 95-7; Royle, Victorian Infidels, 170-98; Edward Royle, Radicals, Secularists, 

Republicans: Popular Freethought in Britain, 1866-1915 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 

1980), 126-48; Nash, Secularism, Art, and Freedom, 74-81. 
15 Nash, Secularism, Art and Freedom, 81; Budd, Varieties of Unbelief, 12-14. 
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In the late 1840s, Holyoake made inroads into the ranks of the intellectual elite and 

gained social benefits of middle-class respectability. Other leaders of artisan radicalism 

also ascended to higher social positions. Charles Bradlaugh, Holyoake’s successor as the 

national leader of Secularism, rose from an artisan background as a largely self-taught 

autodidact to become a Member of Parliament in the 1880s.16 But however far these 

leaders traveled from their initial social positions, the main body of the movement 

remained grounded in artisan life. Consequently, secularist politics and activism 

remained rooted in an artisan intellectual tradition. 

The phenomenon of Victorian freethought both reflected and produced a crisis of faith 

among some members of British society.17 For a section of middle-class writers and 

social critics, the experience of religious crisis stemmed from the dynamism of the 

Victorian age and a welter of new scientific ideas that eroded Biblical authority. 

Industrialization, science, and political enfranchisement had its Janus face in anxiety 

about the dissolution of old certainties. These anxieties rattled an important cohort of 

middle-class intellectuals who felt keenly that the old foundations of certainty and 

stability were suddenly unsupportable and sought in science and reason new foundations 

for social stability. These anxieties were reflected in middle-class freethinking traditions 

                                                      

16 Royle, Radicals, Secularists and Republicans, 88-92. 
17 The idea of a general nineteenth-century crisis of faith, and the concomitant notion of a significant 

secularization of Victorian society, has been comprehensively dismantled by scholars over the last two 

decades, most notably by Callum Brown and Timothy Larsen. The moribund aspects of the crisis thesis 

arose from a misplaced generalization of the religious anxieties and losses of the intellectual aristocracy 

and certain pessimistic orthodox clergymen. Nevertheless, an influential stratum of British society did 

confront and experience anxiety about the challenges that industrial society and new scientific ideas like 

Lyell’s geology and Darwinian evolution posed for traditional faith. I use the term “crisis of faith,” in that 

more limited sense here. See, Callum Brown, The Death of Christian Britain: Understanding 

Secularisation, 1800-2000, 2nd ed. (Abingdon, Oxon.: Routledge, 2009), 16-34; Timothy Larsen, Crisis of 

Doubt: Honest Faith in Nineteenth-Century England (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 1-17; David 

Nash, “Reassessing the ‘Crisis of Faith’ in the Victorian Age: Eclecticism and the Spirit of Moral Inquiry,” 

Journal of Victorian Culture 16, no.1 (2011): 65-82.   
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such as agnosticism and the Comtean Religion of Humanity.18 For middle-class Britons 

whose faith in traditional Christianity remained intact, working-class irreligion presented 

its own crisis. The 1851 religious census showed that approximately 50% of the nation 

attended weekly church services. For evangelical reformers, this raised the specter of 

godless and immoral cities teeming with an un-churched and radicalized working class.19 

While these fears were ultimately unfounded, they formed an important component of the 

perception that Victorian Britain faced a crisis of faith.20 However, in the context of 

artisan freethought the crisis of faith is a misleading concept. Men and women like 

Holyoake, Bradlaugh, and Harriet Law ultimately experienced their departure from 

religion as an emancipation rather than a loss. 

1.2 Holyoake and the Secularists 

As the inventor and first national leader of Secularism, George Jacob Holyoake’s life 

and milieu are uniquely revealing for the development of organized freethought after 

1840. Holyoake was born in Birmingham in 1817. His father was a whitesmith in the 

Eagle foundry, and Holyoake followed his father into the trade. In 1836, he began his 

education at the Birmingham Mechanic’s Institute. A bright student, his education greatly 

expanded his view of the world. One of his tutors, Hawkes Smith, introduced Holyoake 

                                                      

18 See Bernard Lightman, The Origins of Agnosticism: Victorian Unbelief and the Limits of Knowledge 

(Baltimore, MD.: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987); and T.R. Wright, The Religion of Humanity: 

The Impact of Comtean Positivism on Victorian Britain (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986). 
19 The 1851 census of church activity in England and Wales furnishes the figure of 50% church attendance. 

That figure shocked Victorian contemporaries who saw it as an indication of religious decline. Scholars 

have, however, recently reconsidered the implications of the 50% figure, questioning both the degree to 

which church attendance discloses religious belief and also how representative the decline thesis is over 

time. For a general history of evangelicalism in Britain, see David Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern 

Britain: A History from the 1730s to the 1980s (London: Unwin Hyman, 1989).  
20 For an illuminating discussion of the cultural impact of the 1851 thesis, see Brown, The Death of 

Christian Britain, 16-34. 
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to Unitarianism, and this introduction spurred the young Holyoake to investigate 

scripture. His studies led him to reject Christian doctrines, and by 1837, Holyoake had 

become publicly known as an infidel in Birmingham. At the same time he became 

involved in radical politics and encountered Owenism.21 Owenism was a vitally 

important strain of early English socialism. It was initiated by the industrialist and 

philanthropist Robert Owen in the late 1810s, and grew into a significant working-class 

movement in the 1830s and 1840s. Owenism was chiefly distinguished by its emphasis 

on the moral regeneration of society as a precondition for political reform. The Owenites 

pursued reform through the establishment of cooperative communities, where land and 

goods would be held in common. The most controversial aspect of Owenite 

communitarianism was its emphasis on sexual equality between men and women, and on 

communal family life as opposed to traditional marriage.22  

In 1839, Holyoake sought an appointment as a tutor at the Birmingham Mechanic’s 

Institute. He had been an assistant to the previous tutor and was confident enough in his 

chances that he quit his job in anticipation of the appointment. He was denied the position 

by the directors due to his political radicalism and religious heterodoxy. However, by 

1840 he had acquired a position as an Owenite lecturer, and in 1841 was appointed as 

lecturer for the Sheffield Hall of Science and became the teacher in its day school.23 In 

1841, the radical atheist and dissident Owenite lecturer Charles Southwell was arrested 

and charged with blasphemous libel for the vituperative content of his newspaper The 

                                                      

21 Royle, Victorian Infidels, 72-3. 
22 Barbara Taylor, Eve and the New Jerusalem: Socialism and Feminism in the Nineteenth Century 

(London: Virago Press, 1983), xiii. 
23 Royle, Victorian Infidels, 72-3. 
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Oracle of Reason: Or, Philosophy Vindicated (1841-1843). After Southwell’s 

imprisonment Holyoake was offered the position of editor of the Oracle. He accepted. 

The decision was fateful.  

On May 22, 1842, Holyoake gave a lecture in Cheltenham titled “Home Colonization 

as a means of superseding Poor Laws and Emigration.” During the question period 

following the lecture, Holyoake commented that while Southwell, “the friend of my 

bosom”, remained in the Bristol jail on religious grounds, “I wish not to hear the name of 

god. I shudder at the thought of religion, I flee the bible as a viper, and revolt at the touch 

of a christian – for their tender mercies may next fall upon my head!”24 This statement 

was prophetic. The Cheltenham Chronicle declared his comments blasphemous and 

called for his arrest. On June 2, Holyoake returned to Cheltenham from Bristol to face his 

accusers. He was arrested and charged with blasphemy. He stood trial on August 15, and 

was convicted and sentenced to six months in the Gloucester jail. During his 

imprisonment, Holyoake’s two year old daughter Madeline, suffering from a fever 

compounded by malnutrition, died. This personal tragedy engendered in Holyoake a 

profound bitterness towards Christianity that, despite his later ecumenism, endured for 

the rest of his life.25 In his anger over Madeline’s death, Holyoake wrote A Short and 

Easy Method with the Saints (1843) during his imprisonment. He denounced Christianity 

as “a system clearly hostile to the best interests of humanity,” and deplored the efforts of 

his jailers to compel his conversion. He responded to their requests that he read Paley’s 

Natural Theology and inquire into the truth of Christianity by exclaiming that “inquiring 

                                                      

24 G. J. Holyoake, “The Progress of Religious Honesty,” The Oracle of Reason: Or, Philosophy Vindicated 

1, no.24 (1842): 200 (hereafter cited as Oracle).  
25 Grugel, Holyoake, 15-42, 27. 
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into Christianity … would be like inquiring into the best mode of discovering the plague, 

or of taking cholera morbus.”26  As a result of his confinement and the loss of his 

daughter, Holyoake became a martyr for freethought and was soon one of the leading 

voices of working-class infidelity.27 In later years, Holyoake would face criticism for his 

alliances with middle-class radicals and his efforts to make artisan freethought 

respectable by de-emphasizing theological controversy. However, his critics 

acknowledged Holyoake’s sacrifice and did not question his commitment to the cause of 

freethought.28  

In the summer of 1849, Holyoake published a review of G. H. Lewes’s biography of 

Robespierre. Holyoake sent a copy of his review to Lewes, who approved of his tone and 

literary acumen.29 This was Holyoake’s entrée to the world of respectable radicalism. He 

was soon on familiar and even intimate terms with a number of leading middle-class 

heterodox writers. In addition to Lewes and Hunt, Holyoake soon counted Harriet 

Martineau, the French radical émigré Louis Blanc, Herbert Spencer, F. W. Newman, 

Francis Place, and W. H. Ashurst – Robert Owen’s lawyer and an advisor to a number of 

radicals – as acquaintances and correspondents. He used these new connections to 

advance both his literary career and the artisan freethinking movement. In particular, 

under the name “Ion,” he contributed as the sole avowed atheist to Lewes’s The Leader, a 

                                                      

26 George Jacob Holyoake, A Short and Easy Method with the Saints (London: Hetherington, 1843), 27; 

Grugel, Holyoake, 26-7. 
27 Holyoake did not relish the honour of becoming a martyr. In his autobiography, he stated: “martyrdom 

was never to my taste. No person could be more disinclined than myself to acquire that unpleasant 

distinction … yet when [persecution] comes in consequence of doing what you think is your duty, it is to be 

accepted.” George Jacob Holyoake, Sixty Years of an Agitator’s Life, vol. 1, sixth impression (London: T. 

Fisher Unwin, 1909), 152. 
28 Royle, Victorian Infidels, 72-4; and Nash, Secularism, Art and Freedom, 15-18. 
29 Rectenwald, Nineteenth-Century British Secularism, 89. 
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major literary radical newspaper in the 1850s. Other contributors included the Positivist 

leader Richard Congreve and the painter, engraver, and republican agitator W. J. 

Linton.30 

Social and professional connections with middle-class radicals gave Holyoake access 

to respectability. These connections may also have served a more substantive end. 

Edward Royle argues that Ashurst was the source of Holyoake’s embrace of the term 

“secular.” In Royle’s telling, Holyoake wedded the language of the secular with the 

influence of Francis Newman’s religious thought and the recently anglicized positivism 

of Auguste Comte. This assemblage of ideas provided Holyoake with the key 

components for his articulation of Secularism as a moral system distinct and superior to 

both Christianity and atheism.31 However, Holyoake did not alight upon the term 

Secularism immediately. He had previously ventured to articulate his ideas under the 

names Naturalism, Rationalism, and Cosmism. These earlier ventures shared central 

principles with what he now called Secularism: “justification by conduct and sincerity, 

study of the order rather than the origin of Nature, trust in science as the providence of 

man, and belief in a morality guaranteed by human nature, utility and intelligence.”32 

Throughout this process of conceptualization, Holyoake sought to wed the critical and the 

constructive characteristics of early nineteenth-century freethought; Secularism attacked 

“error” and superstition while simultaneously proposing a new, positive system of 

                                                      

30 Joseph McCabe, George Jacob Holyoake (London: Watts and Co, 1922), 24; Rectenwald, Nineteenth-

Century British Secularism, 89-95; Royle, Victorian Infidels, 154. 
31 David Berman credits the inspiration for “Secularism” to Comte rather than Ashurst. It is likely that 

Royle’s argument is more precise, but the central point is that Holyoake drew his new terminology from his 

experience among more formally educated and erudite freethinkers from the middle class. Royle, Victorian 

Infidels, 154; David Berman, A History of Atheism in Britain: From Hobbes to Russell (London: Croom 

Helm, 1988), 212.  
32 G. J. Holyoake, Principles of Secularism, third edition (1871), 12-13. 
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morality. Without dismissing the importance of Holyoake’s middle-class connections, 

many of the ideas that shaped Secularism were already available to Holyoake and his 

artisan peers through their debts to a tradition of working-class radicalism dating from the 

Paineite radicalism of the late eighteenth-century, extending through the ultra-radicalism 

of Richard Carlile in the 1810s and 1820s, and emerging from the immediate milieu of 

Owenite socialism of the 1830s and 1840s.33 In Owenism in particular, Holyoake found a 

system that emphasized education and moral improvement instead of constitutional 

reform as the path to working-class emancipation. Holyoake would maintain this 

emphasis on education and self-improvement for the remainder of his life.34  

While Holyoake first formulated Secularism and, until about 1865, was its leading 

national spokesman, he did not act alone. At its peak in the 1880s, during Charles 

Bradlaugh’s fight to take a seat in Parliament without swearing a religious oath of office, 

the movement totaled some six thousand committed members. In other years, there were 

no more than two or three thousand. If we cast a wider eye and include Chartists and 

others who were sympathetic to specific secularist aims such as oath reform but who did 

not embrace Secularism as a system, the number rises to perhaps one hundred thousand. 

                                                      

33 See Royle, Victorian Infidels, 9-53, 150. 
34 Gregory Claeys has argued that the Owenite emphasis on moral alternatives to social progress marked 

socialism, from its inception, with a strain of “anti-politics”, the implications of which vary from an 

emphasis on moral perfectionism to an internal tension regarding how to accommodate legitimate dissent. 

The secularists certainly inherited an emphasis on moral rigour and the potential of human perfection. 

However, they were intensely committed to the freedom of dialogue and pursuing change both individually 

and through legislation. This suggests that Secularism could present a useful avenue for studying the 

complicated interaction between liberalism and early socialism. See Gregory Claeys, Citizens and Saints: 

Politics and anti-politics in early British socialism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 1-20; 

Grugel, George Jacob Holyoake, 1-11. Royle, Victorian Infidels, 31-58; W. H. Oliver, “Owen in 1817: The 

Millennialist Moment,” in Sidney Pollard and John Salt (eds.), Robert Owen: Prophet of the Poor (London: 

Macmillan, 1971), 166-87; Edward Royle, Robert Owen and the Commencement of the Millennium 

(Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 1998).  
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However, excluding those non-secularist sympathizers the numbers fall to approximately 

ten or twenty thousand throughout the 1850s and 1860s.35 

Who were the men and women in this hard core of two or three thousand secularists 

and their ten to twenty thousand sympathizers? The secularists were disproportionately 

artisans. That is, they were drawn from the skilled trades and represented the respectable, 

upper end of the working classes. Secularism thus had a narrow social base. Based on 

obituaries in the freethinking press, Royle concluded that the secularists came primarily 

from the upper reaches of the artisanal working class and only a quarter of the 

membership came from the ranks of semi- and unskilled labourers. However, in a 

localized study of the Leicester secular society, David Nash found that 39% of the 

membership was from the non-artisanal stratum of the working classes.36 Regardless of 

occupational background, the vast majority of secularists came from a devout religious 

background. In the period before 1880, the bulk of the movement was drawn from 

Protestant nonconformist denominations, principally Methodism. In the later decades of 

the century, a greater number were drawn from Catholicism. Susan Budd suggests this 

was because of a growing pool of members of Irish descent.37  

Finally, the secularists were disproportionately men. Nash found that only twelve 

percent of the Leicester membership were women.38 Though they were a minority in the 

movement, women played prominent roles. Eliza Sharples, Harriet Law, Sophia Dobson 

Collet, Annie Besant, and other women had leading roles as lecturers, writers and 

                                                      

35 Royle bases his estimation on data derived from the extant membership rolls of various provincial 

freethought organizations and the circulation of freethinking periodicals. Royle, Victorian Infidels, 236-7. 
36 Nash, Secularism, Art and Freedom, 74-6. 
37 Budd, Varieties of Unbelief, 97. 
38 Nash, Secularism, Art, and Freedom, 76. 
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activists.39 The presence of a minority of prominent women activists within an 

overwhelmingly male secularist movement represents a tension identified by Laura 

Schwartz between formal gender inclusiveness and an exclusive masculine culture. 

Following the lead of the Owenites, secularists opened their meetings and branches to 

women. Secularists made no distinctions between men and women within the 

movement’s organizational structures. Women were permitted to run for executive 

positions in both the National Secular Society and the later British Secular Union. 

Despite elements of formal gender inclusivity, Schwartz characterizes the culture of 

Secularism as exhibiting an intellectual machismo that emphasized “rationalist 

intellectualism and sharp ideological debate, which were at odds with Victorian and 

Edwardian constructions of femininity.”40 This thesis touches upon gender in Chapter 4.  

The role of gender in the development of Secularism is an area requiring further 

research and theorization, particularly in relation to ideas of manliness, womanliness, and 

freethinking debates about respectability. Respectability was a vitally important aspect of 

the internal debates that shaped the secularist movement, both intellectually and 

organizationally. How gender affected freethinking ideas of respectability is as yet 

uncertain.41 

                                                      

39 Laura Schwartz has made a significant contribution to scholarship with her study of the relationship 

between Secularism and nineteenth-century feminism. Approaching Secularism via the history of feminism 

and the movement for women’s civil rights and political suffrage illuminates a number of important 

themes, particularly in relation to the fraught topic of respectability that dogged the movement throughout 

the century. See Laura Schwartz, Infidel Feminism: Secularism, Religion and Women’s Emancipation, 

England 1830-194 (Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 2013), 41-72. 
40 Schwartz, Infidel Feminism, 43. 
41 Issues of respectability and manliness were a common feature of artisan politics in the nineteenth 

century, and were not, therefore, isolated to Secularism. Keith McClelland has undertaken research in this 

area. In a seminal 1988 essay in Gender and History, he argues that the “separation between the worlds of 

men and women” served to defend artisans from “descent into the rough and unrespectable.” Later, in a 

study of the class, race, and gender characteristics of the 1867 Reform Act co-authored with Catherine Hall 

and Jane Rendall, McClelland argues that artisan politics in the period after 1848 underwent an important 
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In addition to a relatively homogenous social makeup, the secularist membership 

reflected a body of men and women intensely concerned with morality, conduct, and self-

improvement. The biographical material that is available for the secularists comes 

primarily from obituaries published in freethinking periodicals, and from accounts 

published in pamphlets.42 This material shows that unbelievers typically moved from 

belief to doubt before arriving at Secularism as a system of morality that eschewed newly 

intolerable theological abstractions.43 Secularism placed heavy claims on the intellect, 

and made a virtue of careful reading and rational debate. As Budd has noted, these 

demands often alienated freethinkers from other members of their social class. Compared 

to the majority of their labouring compatriots, the secularists were disproportionately 

                                                      

shift in the way radicals and working-class suffrage campaigners conceived of labour and its value in 

relation to society and the economy. As the so-called “second phase” of industrialization took hold, artisans 

increasingly accepted the idea that urban, industrial capitalism had become a permanent reality. Between 

1848 and 1880, this corresponded with a greater acceptance among artisans of the strictures of laissez-faire 

political economy. Moral arguments for higher wages gave way to concessions to the “laws” of supply and 

demand, and workers increasingly sought to engage with employers as “bargaining agents of equal 

capacity.” For McClelland, this had the effect of making artisan politics more exclusively masculine than it 

had been prior to 1848, and this was exemplified by the stark decline of women’s roles in the fight for 

manhood suffrage in the 1860s. McClelland does not address the role of the freethought movement in these 

debates. Schwartz notes that the secularists generally supported the franchise reform bills of 1866 and 

1867, while agitating for a more expansive franchise than what was actually offered and achieved. Harriet 

Law was particularly active in these debates, and she shocked more conservative advocates for women’s 

suffrage by campaigning for an expansive franchise that would have encompassed married and working-

class women, in addition to single, property-owning women. However, Schwartz does not address in detail 

how the male majority of the freethought movement articulated their ideas of franchise reform in relation to 

gender. See, Keith McClelland, “Some thoughts on Masculinity and the ‘Representative Artisan’ in Britain, 

1850-1880,” Gender and History 1, no.2 (1988): 164-77; Keith McClelland, “‘England’s greatness, the 

working man’,” in Catherine Hall, Keith McClelland, and Jane Rendall, Defining the Victorian Nation: 

Class, Race, Gender and the British Reform Act of 1867 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 

71-118; Schwartz, Infidel Feminism, 167-70.  
42 Budd, Varieties of Unbelief, 94. 
43 Callum Brown has done interesting recent work examining the ways in which men and women in Britain, 

Canada, and the United States who came of age in the 1960s, experienced the process of becoming atheists 

and secularists. His research shows that doubt often came to them at a young age, and the rational 

arguments against theology and religious ethics often long post-dated the loss of belief. How twentieth-

century experiences of deconversion compare to those of the nineteenth-century freethinkers is an enticing 

but difficult question. See Callum Brown, Becoming Atheist: Humanism and the Secular West (London: 

Bloomsbury, 2017).   
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teetotalers and favoured abstinence. The secularists preferred reading, debates and 

lectures to the pub and sportsmanship. Sober, industrious, and literate, the secularists 

were often keen to dismiss the “mob” of the lower working classes.44  

At the national level, Secularism was a social movement that had its greatest success 

as a political pressure group.45 It was a branch of popular liberalism that took particular 

interest in questions of religious and intellectual liberty. This is one of the reasons why, 

when the great body of working people were mobilized by a new generation of socialists 

at the end of the nineteenth century, the radical, artisan freethinkers – liberals committed 

to ideals of respectability and self-improvement – were marginalized. Politically, this led 

many secularists to be suspicious of the revived socialism of the later decades of the 

century. They feared the loss of individualism to collectivism, and the religious-like 

fervour of popular, mass democracy.46 Bradlaugh in particular was dismissive of 

socialism and could not disentangle his faith in self-improvement from his commitment 

to liberal political economy. 47 As a pressure group, Secularism was most active and 

found its greatest success around campaigns of individual freedom and liberal reforms of 

social improvement. The two most important campaigns were for mandatory, national, 

secular primary education, and the alleviation of legal liabilities for non-believers. In the 

latter case, the focus was on legal oath reform that would allow atheists to make 

affirmations in court. The problem of oaths was also at the heart of Bradlaugh’s 

                                                      

44 Holyoake, however, preferred to induce individuals to embrace self-improvement without appealing to 

the coercive power of the state. For example, despite his commitment to temperance, Holyoake stood 

against the Maine Laws. Royle, Victorian Infidels, 127-8. 
45 Royle, Victorian Infidels, 287. 
46 Jeffrey Paul Von Arx, Progress and Pessimism: Religion, Politics, and History in Late Nineteenth 

Century Britain (Cambridge, Mass. and London: Harvard University Press, 1985). Such fears paralleled 

those of middle-class freethinkers such as Stephen, Lecky, Morley, and Froud. 
47 Royle, Victorian Infidels, 237-44 and Budd, Varieties of Unbelief, 63-8. 
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campaign to be seated as a Member of Parliament after he was elected for Northampton 

in 1880.  

Holyoake’s entrée into the world of middle-class freethought and his articulation of 

Secularism coincided with a general amelioration of social tensions and a relative decline 

in the supremacy of a strict, atonement-oriented evangelicalism within both the Church 

and broader society.48 Holyoake’s effort to legitimate artisan freethought was, therefore, 

more than expedience; it was a coherent reaction to changing circumstances and a 

reasoned method for advancing an internally coherent artisan ideology of social 

improvement through moral and religious reform. Secularism grew from an indigenous 

culture of working-class self-improvement. The emphasis among freethinkers on self-

improvement made them anxious about the moral character of proletarianized industrial 

labourers who they feared did not share their values.49 Alliance and cooperation with 

middle-class freethinkers and radicals offered an avenue for secularists to legitimize their 

program of liberal reform.50 This program had distinct limitations.  

                                                      

48 Royle, Victorian Infidels, 145. See also, Boyd Hilton, The Age of Atonement: The Influence of 

Evangelicalism on Social and Economic Thought, 1785-1865 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992),  340-72. 
49 Budd, Varieties of Unbelief, 35-7. 
50 While the reform of social ethics, the expansion of education, and the repeal of legal liabilities for 

freethinkers may be viewed as the primary aims of the secularist movement, those campaigns were not the 

only agendas that occupied freethinking radicals. Holyoake, for example, was a major figure in the English 

cooperative movement that developed after 1851. The Cooperative movement grew out of Owenite efforts 

to raise funds for their communities, but developed into its own strand of socialist endeavour, an endeavour 

meant to create a system of exchange outside and parallel to that of capitalist exploitation. Cooperation fit 

within Holyoake’s wider world view. As an exercise in rational actors exchanging goods and labour 

without exploitation, cooperation satisfied both Holyoake’s liberal individualism and the socialist political 

economy he imbibed via Owenism. Moreover, the cooperative movement was a space in which both 

freethinkers and Christians attempted to work together in a shared reform effort. In addition to Owenite 

freethinkers, the cooperative movement attracted the participation of Christian socialists inspired by F. D. 

Maurice and Charles Kingsley. There were tensions between the freethinking and Christian socialists, but 

Holyoake urged the freethinkers to set aside doctrinal disagreements in the favour of shared reforming 

agendas. See Royle, Victorian Infidels, 46-7, 147-50. 
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Because Secularism had, at its core, a program of social reform and moral 

improvement, secularists were eager to distinguish it from mere irreligion. The secularists 

actively separated themselves from the “masses” of the religiously indifferent. While 

Holyoake insisted that Secularism was distinct from mere atheism, he was challenged on 

this point by other freethinkers, first by Thomas Cooper and later, and more effectively, 

by Holyoake’s successor as the national leader of Secularism, Charles Bradlaugh. Cooper 

and Bradlaugh maintained that atheism was vital to Secularism.51 Despite this 

disagreement, all agreed that Secularism was about more than religious indifference and 

mere infidelity. It was, rather, a conscious rejection of religious orthodoxy and 

theologically-grounded social explanation in favour of an alternative moral system 

grounded in the natural and social sciences.  

Secularism was a positive ethical system. It coupled a libertarian faith in the power of 

free expression with a commitment to an empirical system of morality rooted in 

utilitarianism. Its empiricism was built upon an epistemological foundation supplied first 

by Owenite moral reformism and later informed by Comtean positivism, while its 

libertarianism was fueled by the belief that uninhibited criticism of religion would 

unshackle humanity from superstition. Freedom from superstition would in turn unleash 

the progressive character of science, furnishing society with the knowledge needed to 

develop a more perfect morality. Holyoake expressed his system as an affirmation rather 

than a negation: “The reasoning Affirmist now occupies ground, the value of which is not 

                                                      

51 Perhaps ironically, Holyoake remained a dogged atheist while Cooper returned to Christianity in the 

1860s. Timothy Larsen argues that Cooper’s return to Christian fold evidenced a crisis of doubt. However, 

David Nash contends that Larsen “overstates the alleged orthodoxy” of the freethinkers who departed 

Secularism and returned to Christianity. For Nash, men like Cooper embraced “a multiplicity of eclectic 

and pseudo-Christian viewpoints.” Larsen, Crisis of Doubt, 72-108; Nash, “Reassessing the ‘Crisis of 

Faith’,” 71. 
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yet estimated. Mr. J. S. Mill, in his great Essays, ‘On Liberty’ and ‘Utilitarianism,’ has 

taught that Individuality may be a public culture, under conditions which preclude 

freedom from licence – and that the capacity of Morality depends upon the extent and 

energy of personal intelligence, and not upon the amiable ignorance and indolence of 

faith.”52 Underwriting Secularism was a faith in humanity as a progressive species. This 

belief percolated throughout early British utilitarianism, liberalism, and socialism. 

Progress was conceived as an inherent human characteristic, hampered only by 

superstition and the tyranny of priests and kings. For Secularism to succeed, its adherents 

needed to overcome superstition and replace it with reason and science. 

1.3 Note on Terminology 

This thesis uses some terms in a manner peculiar to the historiography of Victorian 

Secularism. As noted above, Secularism is capitalized to distinguish the nineteenth-

century movement from the complex ideological constructs of twentieth and twenty-first 

century secularity. The terms freethought, freethinkers, freethinking movement appear 

throughout the secularist press as veritable synonyms for Secularism. I adopt that 

convention here. Terms like infidel and infidelity had a more complex relationship with 

Secularism. Holyoake employed the term Secularism to distance himself and the 

freethought movement from atheism and its associated term infidelity. In contrast, 

Bradlaugh conflated atheism and infidelity with Secularism. I use infidel and infidelity to 

denote atheism but it is also used to indicate Secularism when discussing Bradlaugh’s 

wing of the movement. To denote organized working-class unbelief before and after 

                                                      

52 Untitled Reasoner article., Holyoake Collection 3/3, 53, Bishopsgate Institute, London 
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Holyoake’s articulation of Secularism, I use the term “early.” When I discuss non-

believers from higher social positions such as J. S. Mill and Harriet Martineau, I 

generally note them to be middle-class freethinkers, or identify their specific doctrinal 

commitments, such as agnosticism in the case of Leslie Stephen or Positivism in that of 

Richard Congreve. Finally, the terms rationalism and rationalist were often used by 

Victorian freethinkers to describe themselves. I use these terms here to denote individuals 

who negatively contrasted religious faith with the use of reason and non-theological 

explanations of nature and society. The technical epistemological distinctions between 

rationalism, empiricism, and scepticism formed an underlying aspect of nineteenth-

century artisan usages of the term “rationalist”, but there was significant slippage in the 

meanings implied by the appellation. As such, unless otherwise stated, the use of 

rationalism in this thesis should be understood to denote the more imprecise meaning 

employed by nineteenth-century freethinkers, rather than a precise technical meaning.  

1.4 Conceptual Problems: Secularism and Secularization 

Historians have traditionally viewed Secularism as a separate and subordinate 

phenomenon within the larger process of secularization. The doyen of secularist 

historiography Edward Royle has argued that Secularism “had little in practice to do with 

modern notions of the secular.”53 However, in the past decade, Charles Taylor’s A 

Secular Age (2007) has provided historians with a new lens for evaluating the uncertain 

relationship between Secularism and secularization.54 Taylor locates secularization in the 

                                                      

53 Royle, Radicals, Secularists, and Republicans, xi. 
54 Nash, “Reassessing the ‘Crisis of Faith’,” 65-82; Schwartz, Infidel Feminism, 21-9; and Michael 

Rectenwald, “Secularism and the Cultures of Nineteenth-Century Scientific Naturalism,” BJHS 46, no.2 

(2013): 231-54. 
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development in modernity of a “buffered” form of selfhood.55 For Taylor, the buffered 

modern subject is historically bound with the appearance of a self-sufficient materialism. 

Adopting Taylor’s perspective, Secularism can therefore be investigated as an expression 

of a nascent and contingent modernity.  

For Taylor, secularization results in a “nova effect.” This entails the loss of a 

previously shared, theologically-grounded understanding of nature, and the proliferation 

of alternatives to traditional religion. Secularism was just one part of this new 

constellation. I read Secularism as an attempt to recuperate a unified moral world by 

appealing to the promise of human progress attained by materialist science. To use 

Taylor’s language, Secularism entailed embracing the “immanent frame” of materialism 

as a positive release from the transcendence of traditional faith. In Taylor’s view, the loss 

of the metaphysical background of religion results in anxiety about how to experience a 

full humanity without the transcendent. He tracks this “malaise of modernity” from the 

eighteenth to the twentieth century and identifies responses that vary from the search for 

more demanding methods of justice and humanism, to assaults on the buffered modern 

self.56 

The secularists, however, evinced no anxiety about buffered selfhood or non-

transcendental modernity. Instead, they actively pursued the erosion of transcendence and 

rooted human flourishing in empirical evidence and rational knowledge. My 

interpretation of Secularism in relation to secularization entails a reading of Taylor in 

conjunction with Hans Blumenberg’s re-occupation thesis of secularization and Ian 

                                                      

55 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, Mass. and London: Belknap Press, 2007), 539-93. 
56 Taylor, Secular Age, 310, 311-21, 542-77. 
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Hunter’s idea of secularization as a “combat concept.” Blumenberg is the axial figure in 

this trio. In the Legitimacy of the Modern Age, Blumenberg asserts the internal 

intellectual legitimacy of modernity in what he sees as its proper form. Like Taylor, 

Blumenberg views the idea of modernity as beset by crisis. Looking to monumental 

critical works by Karl Marx and Friedrich Nietzsche, Blumenberg argues against scholars 

who perceive a crisis in European modernity. Blumenberg is particularly critical of Karl 

Löwith’s Meaning in History (1949). Löwith diagnoses a foundational illegitimacy in 

modernity. Löwith asserts that key modern concepts – most importantly the idea of 

progress – were in fact secularized medieval Christian ideas.57 Both Blumenberg and 

Taylor characterize Löwith’s explanation as a subtractive thesis of modernity and 

secularization. To rephrase, in its generalized form, the subtractive thesis reduces modern 

phenomena to continuations of some older tradition, belief, or rite, but with the 

substantiating religious and metaphysical support of Christianity removed.  

Blumenberg argues that “once one has come to understand the idea of progress as a 

transformation of a providentially guided ‘story of salvation’ [...], then either the infinity 

of this progress will have to be given out as the secularization of the omnipotence that 

had reigned over history previously, or the expected final stage of progress ... will have to 

be a sort of ‘eschatology without God’.” Blumenberg asserts that this story of 

secularization is ubiquitous, found in “every literary supplement” and extending to every 

phenomenon. Thus even “the academic examination system is the secularized Last 

                                                      

57 Hans Blumenberg, The Legitimacy of the Modern Age, trans. Robert M. Wallace (Cambridge, Mass. And 

London: The MIT Press, 1983), 27-9; Laurence Dickey, “Blumenberg and Secularization: ‘Self-Assertion’ 

and the Problem of Self-Realizing Teleology in History,” New German Critique no.41 (Spring-Summer, 

1987): 153-5; and Robert M, Wallace, “Secularization and Modernity: The Löwith-Blumenberg Debate,” 

New German Critique no.22 (Winter, 1981): 63-79. 
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Judgement, or at least a secular variant of the Inquisition.”58 The key to Blumenberg’s 

argument is his critique of the concept of progress and his characterization of 

reoccupation as an alternative to the continuity of ideas expressed by the subtraction 

thesis. In brief, Blumenberg identifies a legitimacy in the modern age through the process 

of self-assertion instigated by the Renaissance and the scientific revolution. However, 

this legitimate modernity was perverted by the formulation of science as an ideology. 

This ideology had its roots in the Enlightenment and found its fullest articulation in 

philosophies of history ranging from Condorcet to Hegel to Auguste Comte.59  

Blumenberg suggests that in the shift to the ideological scientism of the philosophies 

of history, progress – which had been articulated as a human potential in the self-

assertive philosophy and science of legitimate modernity – was transformed into an 

intrinsic feature of history. Perhaps wryly, Blumenberg condemns nineteenth-century 

histories as theologies unto themselves. Blumenberg addresses the apparent continuities 

of Christian and medieval thought by arguing that modern people uncritically adopted the 

major and necessary questions of the past, treating them as questions which modernity 

must be able to answer immediately, and thus making those questions their own. He 

characterizes this process as the reoccupation of ideas, representing the breakdown of the 

legitimacy of modernity by marking a failure of modernity to approach the world on its 

own terms.60 Secularism, as one strand of Taylor’s nova effect, was predicated upon 

reconstructing a totalizing background frame. However, the secularists attempted to 

                                                      

58 Blumenberg, Legitimacy of the Modern Age, 15, 16. 
59 Wallace, “Secularization and Modernity,” 71.  
60 Blumenberg, Legitimacy of the Modern Age, 125-226.  
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reoccupy the space previously held by transcendental religion with their ideas of 

individual progress and human perfectibility.  

Ian Hunter, the third pillar in my reading of Victorian freethought, has challenged 

Taylor’s vision of secularization as un-historical and overly dependent upon Taylor’s 

commitment to a certain form of Catholic modernism.61 Hunter argues that 

secularization, rather than being an extant process in the nineteenth century, was in fact a 

“combat concept” deployed as a challenge to a remarkably robust social, political, and 

cultural religiosity.62 Hunter rejects Taylor’s concept of secularization as a continuation 

of an early nineteenth-century philosophical battle. We can incorporate Hunter’s idea of a 

combat concept into Taylor’s nova theory to understand why the secularists engaged in 

the reoccupation of ideas identified by Blumenberg.  

Secularism was a totalizing and combative conceptualization of an alternative mode of 

experience within a fragmenting cultural milieu. Understanding Victorian Secularism 

provides a means of appreciating a wider and more enduring set of tensions in modern 

Western secularity. Secularism is here characterized as an attempt to recapitulate an 

ontological totality through the apotheosis of reason and empiricist epistemology. This 

attempt resulted in the subordination of religion as an anachronistic, anti-historical – and 

therefore anti-progressive – force that had to be banished from both the metropole and, 

crucially, the colonies. This logic led the secularists to embrace the values of an imperial 

civilizing mission as well as more sinister logics that found articulation in the language of 
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race, racial fatalism, and the extinction of indigenous peoples. Religion, conceived as 

fundamentally anachronistic, was the explanation for native recalcitrance to British 

imperial progressiveness. I argue that we can identify a similar strain of thought in 

twenty-first century Western secularism, humanism, and atheism. The logics embedded 

in Victorian Secularism by its specific context and the radical milieu from which 

Secularism emerged continue to inform a language of secularity that has otherwise 

abandoned the particular moral program devised by the early secularists. 

1.5 Conceptual Problems: Imperial Contexts and the Limits of Universalism 

Approaching Secularism through the lens of its imperial connections compels us to 

examine how it was that the secularists came to know and understand the empire. How 

did the intellectual productions of empire reach artisan freethinkers? Why did colonial 

policy attract their attention? As we will see, emigration, travel, correspondence, and 

voracious reading habits brought empire to the attention of the secularists. Each of these 

avenues made the secularists “at home” with empire. As Catherine Hall and Sonya Rose 

have argued, in the nineteenth century there was a growing familiarity with and 

acceptance of empire as an unquestioned part of life in Britain.63 In the secularist press, 

the empire emerged as part of the everyday. The empire was often remarked upon by the 

secularists, and was at least partially taken for granted. Imperial policy was repeatedly 

and sharply criticized, though the fundamental legitimacy of empire was not seriously 

challenged. Empire was an integrated part of the fabric of British life and the secularists 

found within it avenues for the realization of their goals.   
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The new imperial scholarship has shown how the movement of goods, ideas, and 

people created networks and webs of relationships that shaped the character of the 

colonies while simultaneously shaping Britain and Britishness. Kathleen Wilson draws 

on J. R. Seeley’s 1883 observation that the history of Britain was to be found in America 

and Asia rather than in Britain. For scholars like Wilson, understanding empire “requires 

a revision of the model of metropole-to-colony diffusion.” The most important part of 

this revision is the need to “take sufficient account of the impact of developments ‘out 

there’ on the priorities, visions, and imaginations of those ‘in here’.”64 Similarly, the 

history of Secularism is partially in the empire, particularly in Asia. I argue that a vitally 

important part of the secularist critique is derived from the diversity of beliefs and 

customs that existed in the empire. Secularism, in some respects, needed Hinduism, 

Buddhism and Islam in order to exist. However, contrary to Hall and Rose, I argue that 

the secularists did not erect a barrier between the metropole and the colony. The 

secularist experience of “being imperial” was not “dependent upon a geographical 

imagination that bifurcated the political and economic space of empire in a bounded 

‘home’ which was physically and culturally separated from the colonised other.” 

Certainly, in moments of crisis, such as the Indian Mutiny of 1857 – a crisis that Hall and 

Rose describe as a period “when fears became rampant that ‘hordes’ of ‘aliens’ were 

threatening the national fabric” – the secularists were as prone to hawkishness and 

bellicosity as the rest of their countrymen.65 However, in the normal conduct of affairs, 
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secularists conceived of empire not as a separate sphere but as an integrated part of 

metropolitan problems. The empire was a space where the secularists sought confirming 

evidence of their calls for metropolitan reform. A representative example is this report of 

a speech by Holyoake: 

In this country there was a large number of persons who were 

without the pale of Christianity. The best Christians were always 

deploring the number of persons who did not belong to any 

congregation. Technically this was a Christian country, but the 

number of professing, to say nothing of possessing Christians was 

very few compared with the vast population of this land. Among 

the 300 millions of population in the British Empire there were not 

more than 50 million of nominal Christians. The English 

Government must therefore be conducted upon secular principles, 

and what was to be done with this immense proportion of 5 to 1 

who did not accept Christianity? How was it to be accomplished? 

The Christian minister can only raise expensive funds and convert 

them one by one, but whole generations must meanwhile pass 

down to eternal perdition before the words of the Gospel could 

reach them. The Christian has nothing to say to these people until 

he has converted them, but Secularism says there are principles 

independent of Christianity, which are derived from nature and 

experience, which can be commended by reason, and which 

address themselves to people of all languages, climes, and 

professions of religion.66 

The secularists approached empire in two registers. Their analysis of “out there” was 

always conducted with reference to their reformist interests at home. Rather than 

conceive of empire as strictly demarcated spheres, the secularists viewed both metropole 

and colony as sites that needed to be transformed to conform to their vision of secular 

modernity. 
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1.6 Literature Review 

This study focuses on the intellectual elements of Secularism. The historiography of 

Secularism has been dominated by social historians and sociologists whose primary 

interest has been to reconstitute Secularism as a social movement. A history of secularist 

ideas is not absent from these studies, but the intellectual history of Secularism has not 

been the primary concern for most historians of the movement. The relative neglect of 

ideas is reflected in Edward Royle’s observation that “Secularism as a philosophical 

system lacked originality, but attempted to repeat at a popular level the ideas of a 

rationalist elite.”67 While Secularism certainly lacked originality compared to the ideas of 

major figures like Mill, Huxley, and Spencer, it was not merely a dim reflection of the 

ideas of freethinking luminaries like J. S. Mill. The secularists articulated a popular 

rationalism that was rooted in and directed at the particular concerns of the artisanal 

working class. As an outgrowth of a tradition of artisan radicalism dating to the 1790s, 

the secularists integrated elite ideas into a pattern that paralleled but did not merely 

imitate the more systematic articulations of the elite. 

Wedged between early nineteenth-century radicalism and Chartism and the Fabian and 

Marxist socialism of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Secularism has 

been marginalized as the less-popular coda to the former, and the ineffective and minor 

preface to the latter.68 Recently, historians have begun to reconsider and recover the 

wider significance of Secularism. Laura Schwartz has claimed that Secularism played an 

important role in the making of nineteenth-century feminism.69 Michael Rectenwald has 
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made a strong case for Holyoake’s significance as an integral influence upon the 

development of scientific naturalism among middle-class freethinkers like Huxley and 

Spencer. Rectenwald argues that Holyoake’s efforts to make freethought respectable 

allowed a younger generation to embrace materialism and, ultimately, to formulate 

agnosticism, which Rectenwald sees as reflecting many of the values of Holyoake’s 

vision of Secularism.70  

These same scholars are also reassessing the relationship between Secularism and 

secularization. For Royle, Secularism too closely resembled the religious sects it 

criticized.71 In Royle’s view Secularism was “an extreme form of Nonconformity” that 

carried over the affective and communal characteristics of evangelicalism “without the 

burden of a dogma based on revealed religion.”72 Secularization thus made Secularism 

“redundant”, and “far from being a great force to change the world, it was a part of an old 

world being swept away.”73 In contrast, both Schwartz and Rectenwald have worked to 

untangle Royle’s conflation of Secularism with religion and have sought to integrate 

Secularism into the history of secularization.  

Schwartz conceives of “the religious” and “the secular” as “interdependent and 

mutually constitutive.” In her view, we must abandon the idea that secularity is a “mental 
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stance that is free from or untainted by religion and look instead at what positively 

constitutes a stance of ‘irreligion’ or self-proclaimed Secularism.” The secular thus 

emerges and takes form in relation to the religious culture in which it grows, and 

Secularism is best traced through the antagonistic dialogue between secularists and 

Christians, and the stereotypical caricatures that they made of one another.74 

Secularization must therefore be examined through the dynamics of this antagonism. 

Michael Rectenwald focuses on Holyoake’s vision of Secularism as a suspensive 

category between religion and atheism. He characterizes Secularism as “a local, albeit 

important, stage in the much longer and broader developments of European 

secularization.” He sees Holyoake’s Secularism as distinct from the emphatically 

atheistic emphasis of Charles Bradlaugh. Rectenwald argues that “for Holyoake the goal 

of Secularism was not strictly negative.” Rather, he “sought to supersede both theism and 

atheism with a new scientific, educative and moral system.” Compared to Holyoake’s 

Secularism, “the broader process of secularization that has followed and to a great extent 

preceded Secularism can be faulted for lack of these ‘positive’ elements adamantly 

insisted upon by Holyoake, and later jettisoned by Bradlaugh.”75 I do not follow 

Rectenwald’s sharp delineation between Holyoake and Bradlaugh’s visions of 

Secularism. A focus on the differences among national leaders obscures how secularists 

were unified by their faith in science as the true “providence of man.”76   

Both Schwartz and Rectenwald utilize Taylor’s Secular Age as a means of re-

evaluating Secularism and secularization. David Nash takes a similar tack. He argues that 
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“if we take up some of Taylor’s insights and assess them in relation to thinkers such as 

Annie Besant, we should be able to explore earlier periods, such as the Victorian age, 

when militant religious questioning and autonomy flourished and the individual 

(re)building of belief systems became an important occupation.”77 My own reading of 

Secularism through the lens of Taylor, Blumenberg, and Hunter represents a similar 

effort to reconstitute the distinct belief systems of the secularists. 

Such a project demands taking artisan working-class intellectual concerns seriously. 

When the secularists appear in the general historiography of Victorian doubt, they largely 

do so on the periphery. When they are not simply overshadowed by the intellectual elite, 

they are subsumed into the story of secularization as passive examples rather than active 

agents. Part of this marginalization stems from Secularism’s failure to become a mass 

movement. Cockshut, for example, characterizes Bradlaugh as possessing a “simplicity 

of intellect” that could not “tap the deepest feelings against religion nor threaten the 

deepest feelings in its favour.” Secularism failed as a mass movement because it lacked 

“colour, ceremony and human interest … that power shared by all of the world’s leading 

religions to make use of the high points of significant emotion in ordinary lives, birth, 

marriage and death.”78  

Owen Chadwick takes an even dimmer view. For him, Secularism failed to entertain 

apathetic workers who were more interested in “bread, and drink, and the next meal, and 

the pub on the corner.” Bradlaugh may have realized that “if you wished men to pay 

attention, it profited more to beat big drums that to blow upon flutes”; the movement was 
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doomed because “the worker was too tired for education and came, if he came, because 

he wanted entertainment.”79 For Chadwick, the problem is that the working class were 

insufficiently intellectually curious: 

The worker was not articulate. He read newspapers (sex and sport) 

but not books. If he were among the minority actively hostile to the 

churches, and if he were touched with secularism, he read a few 

books. But in Britain the author whom he read the most of all was 

Tom Paine. The arguments with which he beat the churches were 

derived from a book valid only against the narrowest forms of 

Biblicism. The kind of question he liked to ask was, who was 

Cain’s wife? It had little in common with the quest for intellectual 

truth. The typical convert to secularist doctrine was either an ex-

Methodist who got to hate the God of the Old Testament, or the 

social reformer persuaded that churches were lackeys of tyranny. 

He was no scientist. His arguments had nothing whatever in 

common with refined upper-class arguments over Science and 

Religion.80 

Jonathan Rose supplies a welcome and useful corrective to Chadwick’s 

condescension. Rose’s study of working-class memoirs reveals subjects who were 

intensely engaged in a project of self-improvement. Rose shows us an intellectual world 

where working-class education and the cultivation of the powers of self-description posed 

a worrying threat to elites who saw a challenge to their authority and power. Holyoake 

and the first generation of secularists emerged in a period of transformation that Rose 
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identifies within the working class in the 1830s and 1840s. The “dismally utilitarian” 

educational views of Richard Carlile, which had dominated the 1820s, had eschewed 

literary study in favour of a narrow emphasis on natural science. Rose contrasts this with 

the 1830s, when Chartists like William Lovett “made intellectual freedom their first 

political priority.”81 Secularism was marked by this same commitment to individual 

attainment and personal, intellectual freedom.82 In the 1860s, Mill’s On Liberty (1859) 

became a sort of bible for the secularists. However, we should read Mill’s influence as 

arising from his reaffirmation of existing artisan values rather than a novel pill swallowed 

whole. Mill provided the clearest and most robust articulation of views that the 

freethinkers had held dear since the 1840s. They were not passive recipients of elite 

wisdom. Holyoake is emblematic of an active artisan intellectual tradition. Royle 

describes him as “the ideal of the self-improved artisan: intelligent, industrious, 

economical; an educator and an organizer.”83 The secularists embraced a politics of 

reform informed by the ethos of self-improvement, and the independence of individual 

conscience. 

The secularists frequently sought to differentiate themselves from the mass of the 

industrial working class they viewed as unwilling or incapable of self-improvement. 

Royle argues that Holyoake suffered from anxiety caused by his departure from the 

cultural milieu of the working class and his uneven success in finding acceptance in the 

world of the middle class. This left him “pedantic and pretentious, a snob who readily 
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criticised his equals and eagerly sought to please his betters.”84 Holyoake’s anxieties 

drove him to associate with more respectable radicals like Lewes, Spencer, Mill and 

Martineau, and these associations garnered him respectability, and perhaps helped 

Holyoake legitimate his project. This may explain why Holyoake eschewed the language 

of atheism and infidelity in favour of Secularism. Nevertheless, Holyoake retained the 

language of artisan self-improvement and the values of independent, working-class self 

creation. The tensions that Holyoake’s efforts introduced into Secularism must inform 

any reading of Secularism as an artisan ideology. 

Susan Budd argues that the fissures which beset Secularism in the 1860s and 1870s 

“were not only arguments about the right beliefs, or how secularist meetings should be 

organized and what other aims secularism entailed. These debates were also implicitly 

arguments about how radical members of the working class should behave toward the 

ruling culture.” The secularists were not “merely aping the manners of the middle class, 

suffering from false class-consciousness,” but were attempting to bring to life a cultural 

vision that “sprang directly from their social experience.”85 David Nash makes a similar 

argument in his local study of the Leicester Secular Society. He argues that the local 

context offers insight into how secularists understood and responded to the changing 

dynamics of British society.  

Nash shows that in the 1890s the Leicester society’s membership shifted away from its 

artisan roots. In this later period, the society included more women and middle-class 

members attracted by the society’s promotion of Comtean Positivism. However, Nash 
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takes pains to argue that, when Secularism declined in the face of the mass electoral 

politics of socialism and Labour, the decline was not inevitable. Though Secularism had 

emerged out of early socialism, it was most closely bound to radical liberalism, and its 

fervent emphasis on the individual made the rise of socialism after 1880 contentious. 

Like Budd, Nash is careful to avoid a facile and teleological explanation of Secularism’s 

decline in the face of some more authentic working-class politics. He concludes that the 

secularists, “though threatened from above like all sub-cultures and democratic 

epistemologies, … represent a genuine attempt to recreate the person from the individual 

atomised by modern urban life.”86  

Budd and Nash both demand that we consider Holyoake’s navigation of alliance and 

collaboration with middle-class freethinkers as more than the scrambling of a sycophantic 

snob and pedant. Rectenwald develops this argument further. For him, the direction 

Holyoake took in articulating Secularism arose from his “cross-loyalties.” In brief, 

Holyoake’s success in appealing to middle-class readers and financial patrons created an 

incentive to further appeal to their sensibilities. At the same time, he remained committed 

to the importance of cultivating artisan intellectualism. Middle-class scholars may have 

achieved truth, but they had not circulated it among the working class. This work 

therefore needed to be undertaken by artisans for artisans.87 Holyoake sought to 

legitimate a program that would emancipate working men and women from religious 

superstition and its consequent moral corruption. Emancipation would spur their growth 
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as moral and political agents. Ultimately, emancipation from superstition was part of a 

project to legitimate and justify working-class participation in the political nation. 

The crucial avenue for emancipating the working class from superstition was science. 

The secularists self-consciously saw science publishing as an avenue for secularization. 

In some respects, it would therefore be fair to view Secularism as primarily a science 

popularization movement. The secularists had a deeply ingrained faith in science as a 

transformative power in moral reform. Indeed, that was the proper end of science. 

Science, as Holyoake repeatedly stated from the 1840s to the 1890s, was the “Providence 

of Man.” In the second half of the century, science became an increasingly important 

benchmark for the legitimacy of ideas. In the absence of the fully-formed body of 

professional scientists of the twentieth century, the decades after 1850 were a time of 

flux. As Bernard Lightman argues, the intellectual credibility of moral intuitionism and 

religious authority was under threat; “therefore those who could claim to speak on behalf 

of science gained immense cultural authority and intellectual prestige.”88 In their appeal 

to science, the secularists were trying to assert that Secularism had cultural authority, and 

they wanted to use that cultural authority to achieve the ends of moral improvement.  

In the 1870s, there was a split amongst elite liberals over Mill’s posthumously 

published essays on religion. Against those liberals who wanted to maintain room for 

idealism, writers like Huxley, Stephen, and Tyndall “found themselves rhetorically 

banishing metaphysics and morals to the realm of the ‘non-scientific’.”89 In contrast, the 
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secularists remained staunch materialists and empiricists but did not abandon morality as 

something unscientific when the scientific culture shifted in the 1870s. Faith in science 

was a key to moral improvement and that faith remained vitally important to the 

secularists. Secularist faith in science and its universal applicability to moral problems 

provides a means of understanding how secularists developed their ideas about the nature 

of progress and the realization of progress both in Britain and throughout the empire. In 

fact, the centrality of a discourse of moral progress explains why working-class 

freethinkers were interested in science popularization. In this respect, we can distinguish 

the purpose of secularist science popularization from that of their middle-class 

counterparts. 

The scholarly literature on Secularism and secularization reveals a set of interlocking 

problems that this study seeks to address. Secularism has been marginalized within the 

intellectual history of the nineteenth century. This marginalization stems from three 

primary causes: Secularism’s failure as a mass movement and its overshadowing by the 

revival of socialism in the 1880s; neglect by historians who read Secularism as little more 

than an imitation of elite ideas; and, concomitantly, analyses which have insufficiently 

addressed how secularist ideas were informed by artisan concerns. Those scholars who 

have taken Secularism seriously, have not closely investigated the relationship between 

Secularism and empire. Some, particularly David Nash, have examined how secularists 

responded to particular events and crises, most notably the Boer War. This thesis 

attempts to show that Secularism, from its outset, was embedded in and partially 

constituted by empire. I aim to contribute to recent recuperations of Secularism’s 

intellectual and political significance by situating its ideas and the political campaigns of 
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its leaders within the context of empire, and the controversies and problems imperialism 

engendered. 

1.7 Chapter Descriptions 

This thesis is divided into two parts. The first part, consisting of chapters 2, 3, and 4, 

addresses the development of secularist ideas of history, progress, and morality, and 

Secularism’s debts to knowledge derived from empire. Chapters 5, 6, and the conclusion 

form the second part, wherein I examine how secularists applied their system of moral 

progress to a critique of empire and the analysis of colonized subjects.  

Part one begins with a study of how the secularists articulated a progressive vision of 

history. In Chapter 2, I situate Secularism as part of a tradition of working-class 

radicalism extending from the Enlightenment through Thomas Paine, Richard Carlile, 

Robert Owen, and Owenism. I show how Secularism was founded upon a narrative of 

universal progress facilitated by the development and free dissemination of science. A 

central theme of this chapter is that the secularists did not merely ape erudite freethought 

by cobbling together appropriated middle-class ideas and values. Secularist ideas of 

progress and the providential role of science reflected an artisan intellectual tradition of 

self-improvement that shaped Secularism throughout the nineteenth century.  

Chapter 3 addresses comparative religion. I argue that religious comparisons played a 

vital role in the development of freethinking criticism of Christianity. I show how 

secularists, faced utilized ideas drawn from the work of Enlightenment religious sceptics 

and Christian Orientalist scholars to develop a world history of religion that rendered 

Christianity an historically subordinate and derivative offspring of eastern religious 

traditions, notably Hinduism. Secularist efforts to strip Christianity of claims to divine 
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revelation were part of a larger project to make Christianity foreign by emphasizing its 

eastern and Jewish characteristics. The complicated interplay of anti-Jewish and 

antisemitic ideas also informs my analysis of secularist critiques of Christian religious 

tolerance, as do secularist interventions into the stereotype of Islam’s innate fanaticism 

and violence.   

Chapter 4 examines secularist moral thought. In this chapter, I claim that Secularism 

was a far more unified movement than is acknowledged by scholars concerned with the 

fissures between Bradlaugh and Holyoake. By looking beyond debates about moral 

conduct to study the grounds of morality, I show the fundamental unity of secularist 

moral thought. In addition, I examine how eastern traditions, notably Buddhism and 

Confucianism, helped the secularists craft an idea of a fundamentally universal, natural, 

and secular morality. When the secularists discovered ideas they believed to be morally 

edifying in Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, and Confucianism, they interpreted 

those ideas as truths independent of the cultural and theological barriers of confession 

and revelation. Thus, the secular was construed as superior because it reflected natural 

and universal principles of morality.  

Part two opens with an examination of how secularists analyzed empire. In Chapter 5, 

I interrogate how secularists understood the role and aims of empire in India. I argue that 

the secularists treated India as a mimesis for their policy goals at home. Their criticism of 

empire in India had two aims. They earnestly believed in and hoped for the success of an 

imperial civilizing mission, but also yearned to see its benefits achieved in Britain. When 

they attacked Protestant missionaries as agents of discord and repression, and called for 

reforms to Indian education and judicial oaths, they did so with the aim of marginalizing 
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the Church in England, securing secular education for their children, and ending religious 

disabilities facing atheists in the courts and in politics. 

Chapter 6 addresses how secularists understood and wrote about indigenous colonial 

subjects. I focus primarily on New Zealand, and British and settler views of the Maori. Of 

all the settler colonies, Secularism had its greatest success in New Zealand. Moreover, the 

distinctive contest between the Maori and the white settler state marks New Zealand as a 

useful site for a case study of how secularists navigated ideas of race, religion, and 

colonization. This chapter raises questions about the limits of secularist faith in 

transcultural, universal progress. In particular, I examine how Maori identification with 

the Biblical Hebrews, as part of their resistance to colonial encroachment, led some 

secularists to view the Maori as intrinsically immune to progress and thus destined to 

racial extinction. The secularists were by no means lock-step racists. Their commitment 

to a universal, progressive liberalism militated against the widespread adoption of 

simplistic racialism. Nevertheless, racial prejudice formed an important context for 

secular interpretations of colonial subjects and the prospects of progress.  



 

43 

 

Chapter 2 

“Trust in Science as the Providence of Man”: Secularism, Science, and a 

Universal History of Progress 

In his landmark 1853 debate with Brewin Grant, George Jacob Holyoake warned that 

“Science is the providence of Life, and that spiritual dependency in human affairs may be 

attended with material destruction.”1 While progress could be inhibited by the retarding 

forces of superstition, priestcraft, and tyranny, progress was nevertheless intrinsic; a 

quality to be unleashed and cultivated. The knowledge of nature and the proper 

application of free inquiry to the search for truth, were the keys to unlocking secular 

progress. The secularist could hear “the reverberations of Progress in every footfall of the 

march of Nature.”2 The progress the secularist heard in nature was moral progress. It was 

“the love of truth … native to the heart of man – as an instinct of human nature – as 

deeper than Christianity – as the austere power of character which bends all influences 

before it: which exists independently, acts independently, and acts for ever.”3 Progress 

was the fundamental intellectual, moral, and political justification for Secularism as an 

alternative to Christianity. 

This chapter unpacks the progressive ideas of history elaborated by Paine, Owen, and 

the Owenites and explains how they were expressed in Secularism. The secularists were 

influenced by and sustained an English radical story of inherent progress inhibited by 

                                                      

1 Brewin Grant and George Jacob Holyoake, Christianity and Secularism: Report of a Public Discussion 

between the Rev. Brewin Grant, B.A., and George Jacob Holyoake, Esq. (London: Ward and Co., 1853), v. 
2 G. J. Holyoake, The Logic of Life, Deduced from the Principle of Freethought (London: Austin & Co., 

1870), 5. 
3 Holyoake, Logic of Life, 16. 



 

44 

 

superstition and religious authority. However, the secularists revised religion’s role in 

history. As rendered by the secularists, religion was a primordial obstacle rather than an 

historically necessary part of the history of progress. The secularists denuded religion of 

historical utility in favour of a history in which religion was an anachronism, intrinsically 

opposed to reason, science, and progress. This elevation of history as a story of progress 

was part of a wider nineteenth-century project of creating a social science that reformers 

hoped would furnish them with theoretical and methodological tools as certain and 

reliable as those which had been developed for the natural sciences.  

For the secularists, a historically-grounded social science was a vital component of 

their quest for a scientific, non-theological, and universal system of individual and social 

ethics. The first three parts of this chapter trace the development of secularist ideas of 

science and progress from the Enlightenment through the early-nineteenth century radical 

tradition exemplified by Thomas Paine, Richard Carlile, Robert Owen and the Owenites. 

The fourth section examines the role of the doctrine of necessity – the idea that there are 

natural social laws that shape human character – in the development of social science. In 

particular, I examine the role of necessity in the social thought of the reformer and 

sociological theorist Harriet Martineau, and the eminent liberal and utilitarian theorist J. 

S. Mill. The final section examines how the doctrine of necessity was incorporated into 

Secularism as part of the critique of the conflict between science and religion, and how 

the discourse of necessity and progress was embedded in secularist ideas about the 

importance of education. Education was viewed as a prerequisite for suitably moulding 

society for secular progress. 
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The idea that intellectual development resulted in social progress was a commonly-

held view within Victorian philosophy, and progressive ideals developed in France, 

Scotland, and England in the eighteenth century shaped a pattern of discourse that had a 

strong, though not unshakeable purchase on the imaginations of nineteenth-century social 

theorists. J. S. Mill, for example, “grounded” his appeal to utilitarian morals on the 

“permanent interests of man as a progressive being.”4 Nevertheless, faith in progress was 

not unassailable, and some moralists found the doctrine of progress more problematic 

than others. Henry Sidgwick, for example, wrestled with how to reconcile intellectual 

progress with moral progress. Still, Sidgwick embraced progress as a historical fact. As 

Sidgwick developed his history of the life of Jesus in response to critics such as Earnest 

Renan, D. F. Strauss, and J. R. Seeley, he came to the conclusion that moral doctrines 

grow and progress. For Sidgwick, Christianity did not emerge fully formed; Jesus’s 

doctrines were not static revelations, but ideas that could be rationally improved upon. 

Jesus’s doctrines were thus elaborated and advanced by St. Paul and then further 

perfected by modern moral philosophers like Rousseau and Comte. Reason could serve 

as the basis for certainty about progress, and proper progress would be marked by the 

retention of beneficial customs such as prayer, which Sidgwick viewed as fundamental to 

religion.5 Anxieties about how to know and realize progress notwithstanding, Bart 

Schultz argues that a progressive view of history was “an element common to Coleridge, 

                                                      

4 J. S. Mill, On Liberty (1859), in J.M. Robson (ed.), Collected Works of John Stuart Mill, vol. xviii 

(Toronto and Buffalo: University of Toronto Pres, 1977), 224.  
5 J.B. Schneewind, Sidgwick’s Ethics and Victorian Moral Philosophy (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1977), 

29-40. 
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Maurice, Whewell, Newman, Comte, Mill, and perhaps most of the notable moral 

theorists of Darwin’s century.”6 

Like Sidgwick, the secularists were energized by an anxious desire to explain the 

relationship between intellectual progress and moral improvement. However, their fears 

were framed in terms that almost completely inverted Sidgwick’s idea of religion and 

progress. Throughout the freethinking press, progress was seen as inhibited by the 

regressive forces of faith and religious authority. This perspective, itself part of a much 

older tradition of anti-clericalism and religious criticism, is remarkably consistent from 

the time of Secularism’s gestation in the radical atheism and socialism of the early 1840s 

through to the peak of Secularism’s powers as an organized movement in the 1880s. 

Charles Southwell, Holyoake’s predecessor as the leading voice of anti-religious 

Owenites in the early 1840s, was an outspoken atheist prone to intemperate and 

antagonistic statements about Christians, Christianity, and religion in general. For 

Southwell, had Christianity “consistently taught men ‘to prove all things,’ to know, not to 

believe, to inquire instead of glorifying themselves in a senseless, unreasoning, and most 

unreasonable faith, Europe would not have been for so many ages the theatre for bigot 

priests and brutal kings to play their vile and sanguinary parts.”7 

Charles Bradlaugh, who succeeded Holyoake as Secularism’s national leader in the 

1860s, viewed Secularism and atheism as synonyms. In an 1870 debate between 

Bradlaugh and Holyoake, Bradlaugh declared: “to me every idea of God is such that as a 

Secularist I am bound to deny. I find the preached ideas of God interfering with the 

                                                      

6 Bart Schultz, Henry Sidgwick: Eye of the Universe, An Intellectual Biography (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2004), 80 
7 Charles Southwell, “Free Inquiry,” Oracle 1, no.2 (1841): 2. 
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children in their cradles, with the children in their schools, with the grown-up children in 

their churches, and in their daily avocations of life, and I am obliged to destroy Theism to 

make way for Secularism.”8 Bradlaugh’s insistence that Secularism necessitated atheism 

was fundamentally tied to his vision of progress. Bradlaugh maintained that “as an 

unbeliever, I ask leave to plead that humanity has been [the] real gainer from scepticism, 

and that the gradual and growing rejection of Christianity – like the rejection of the faiths 

which preceded it – has in fact added, and will add, to man’s happiness and well being.” 

Bradlaugh saw a direct connection between the scientific method, religious doubt, and 

progress, stating that “in physics science is the outcome of scepticism, and … general 

progress is impossible without scepticism on matters of religion.”9  

Holyoake did not share either Southwell or Bradlaugh’s extreme belief that expanding 

the secular sphere required the eradication of theological faith. For example, on the topic 

of education Holyoake stated that “the secular is a mode of instruction; Secularism is a 

code of conduct,” and so “Secularism does conflict with theology [and] Secularist 

teaching would, but secular instruction would not.” Nevertheless, Holyoake shared with 

Southwell and Bradlaugh the fear that religion, in the form of faith guided by clerical 

authority, was an impediment to progress. He argued “that there exist, independently of 

scriptural authority, guarantees of morality in human nature, intelligence, and utility.”10 

The secularists tended to describe progress as a universal human characteristic. 

However, secularist ideas of the universality of progress were complicated by notions of 

                                                      

8 G. J. Holyoake and Charles Bradlaugh, Secularism, Scepticism, and Atheism: Verbatim Report of the 

Proceedings of a Two Nights’ Public Debate (London: Austin and Co, 1870), 12-13. 
9 Charles Bradlaugh, “Humanity’s Gain from Unbelief” (1889), in Charles Bradlaugh, Theological Essays 

(London: A. and H. Bradlaugh Bonner, 1895), 3. 
10 G. J. Holyoake, The Origin and Nature of Secularism (London: Watts & Co., 1896),  9. 
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civilizational hierarchy, cultural difference, and race. The experience of empire furnished 

Victorian Britons with an optimistic faith in their ability to fashion colonial subjects in 

their own image. This optimism was woven from a number of threads. Evangelical 

humanitarianism, particularly in the era of anti-slavery agitation before 1840, suffused 

Christian reformers with faith in the possibility of remaking the moral world both at 

home and abroad.11 Alongside this spiritual milieu, scientistic positivism permeated the 

imaginations of liberal Christian and freethinking social reformers, both elite and 

working class. The emergence and ascent of the social sciences was driven by the 

commonly-held belief that human lives, properly understood and measured, could be 

regulated, reformed, and improved by the application of methods drawn from the 

physical sciences.12    

The experience of imperial power may have furnished social reformers with optimism, 

but that optimism was also mitigated by the apparent intransigence of difference. This 

was perceived by secularists to be a problem both at home and abroad. The labouring 

classes sometimes appeared to both the elite and artisan reformers as no more capable of 

reform than those people placed lowest on the hierarchical scale of civilization the 

nineteenth-century inherited from the Scottish Enlightenment.13 In the second half of the 

century, race became a key means of explaining the limits of improvement.14 As we will 

                                                      

11 Catherine Hall, Civilising Subjects: Metropole and Colony in the English Imagination, 1830-1867 

(Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 2002), 84-139. 
12 Lawrence Goldman, Science, Reform, and Politics in Victorian Britain: The Social Science Association, 

1857-1886 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 18-19. 
13 For a discussion of how hope for reform could be inverted into fears of racial degeneration in Europe, see 

Daniel Pick, Face of Degeneration: A European Disorder, c.1848-1918 (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1993). 
14 For the impact of race upon humanitarian ideas of improvement, see Hall, Civilising Subjects, 338-79. 

For the impact of race on social and scientific thought and elaboration of a fixed hierarchy of races, see 

George Stocking, Victorian Anthropology (New York: The Press, 1987), 233-7. 



 

49 

 

see in the final chapter, the problem of the intransigence of difference intruded upon 

secularist thought about prospects for progress among indigenous colonial subjects.  

Bradlaugh, for example, argued that humans had “different races, which are found in 

peculiar climates.” Racial characteristics were “difficult to impinge with impunity” such 

that “northern men are enervated in southern climates” and “the negro could not endure 

in the Arctic snow,” and Bradlaugh maintained that “some of these races are capable of 

thought for which the others have no capacity.”15 Race intersected with cultural 

difference, particularly religion, to circumscribe the universality of human perfection.16 

Cultural and racial prejudice placed limits concepts of universal progress. It is 

significant that these limits existed; progressive universalism was an important facet of 

Victorian social thought and was a central organizing principle of Secularism throughout 

the century. Secularists owed these principles to a tradition of artisan radicalism 

represented by Thomas Paine, Richard Carlile, and Robert Owen, which connected the 

secularists to a robust tradition of working-class self-improvement.17 Self-improvement 

meant education, and for men like Holyoake, education was a moral duty: “poverty of 

means may be caused by others – poverty of thought is idleness or baseness of our 

own.”18 Education and freethought were a matter of self-defence for the working class: 

                                                      

15 Brewin Grant and Charles Bradlaugh, Discussion on Atheism: Report of a Public Discussion between the 

Rev. Brewin Grant, B.A., and C. Bradlaugh, Esq. (London: Henry Hodge, 1875), 45. 
16 Uday Mehta argues that liberalism, from its intellectual foundations in John Locke to its nineteenth-

century expression in the hands of James and John Stuart Mill, bore within it a number of exclusionary 

strategies. The consequence of this is that the presumptive universalism of liberal thought was intrinsically 

limited by a Euro-centric code of pre-requisites for political liberty. See Uday S. Mehta, Liberalism and 

Empire: A Study in Nineteenth-Century British Liberal Thought (Chicago and London: The University of 

Chicago Press, 1999), 46-76.   
17 The vital importance of Paine, Carlile and Owen does not mean that we should follow Owen Chadwick 

in his assertion that freethinking reformism was an unlettered parroting of Paine. Owen Chadwick, The 

Secularization of the European Mind in the Nineteenth Century (London: Cambridge University Press, 

1975), 103. 
18 Holyoake, The Logic of Life, 4. 
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“Self-thought, which is the original name for Freethought, therefore, is the first means of 

self-help. He who fails to exercise Freethought is defenceless,” and “those who condemn 

Freethought as heresy, do not understand that it is self-defence.”19  

2.1 Enlightenment Precursors: Defining Progress 

In his major study of the idea of progress in eighteenth-century Britain, David 

Spadafora defines progress as “the belief in the movement over time of some aspect or 

aspects of human existence, within a social setting, toward a better condition.”20 

Identifying the aspects of human experience which were considered subject to progress is 

a major challenge for historical recapitulations of ideas of progress. The secularists 

regularly emphasized moral progress, but their ideas of moral progress were bundled with 

faith in intellectual, technological, political, and even physical progress. Belief in 

progress may have been common among Victorians, but it was not unshakeable. The 

once-sturdy mythology of exuberant and unflappable optimism among mid-Victorian 

intellectuals has not weathered well under the last thirty years of historical examination. 

Compared to eighteenth-century Britain, when the idea of progress penetrated “every 

major field of thought,” in the nineteenth century faith in progress was fragile, 

fragmented rather than uniform.21  

The religious culture of nineteenth-century Britain offers a partial explanation for the 

greater sway of pessimism in that era. In the first half of the century, the influence of 

                                                      

19 Holyoake, The Logic of Life, 4, 5. For the larger tradition of working-class self-help, see Jonathan Rose, 

The Intellectual Life of the British Working Classes (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 

2004), and Eric Hopkins, Working-Class Self-Help in Nineteenth-Century England (London: UCL Press, 

1995). 
20 David Spadafora, The Idea of Progress in Eighteenth-Century Britain (New Haven and London: Yale 

UP, 1990), 6. 
21 Spadafora, Idea of Progress, 386-8. 
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atonement theology imbued English social thought with a deep strain of pessimism that 

jostled with and spurred on the impulse towards improvement.22 The vein of pessimism 

running through nineteenth-century progressivism constituted what Jeffrey Paul Von Arx  

describes as a “mutually conditioning relationship.”23 For non-religious writers like Leslie 

Stephen, W. E. H. Lecky, and John Morley, pessimism was a product of their 

engagement with religious convictions. Biographers influenced by older conceptions of 

secularization have traditionally equated middle-class freethinking departures from 

Christianity with the abandonment of  religious controversy in favour of purely secular 

problems. After an agonizing crisis of faith, the break from religious to secular concerns 

was supposed to be total. But careful attention to the matters that worried the minds of 

freethinking intellectuals reveals an enduring concern with the social and political power 

of religion.24  

Pessimism about human nature and its capacity to be good and to improve was of 

course not unique to the nineteenth century. Secularist and other Victorian notions of the 

emancipatory power of scientific knowledge were descended from Enlightenment 

doctrines of progress. Radicals from the 1790s to the 1830s integrated Scottish and 

French Enlightenment ideas of progressive stages of history as well as English 

conceptions of general human progress rooted in Christian hopes of religious progress 

and moral revival. The ideas of progress that would be transmitted to Secularism via 

                                                      

22 Boyd Hilton, The Age of Atonement: The Influence of Evangelicalism on Social and Economic Thought, 
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radicals like Paine and Owen were inherited in an environment where the grounds and 

meaning of progress were contested. 

Eighteenth-century British ideas of progress were largely couched in the language of 

Christianity. The last several decades of scholarship have shown that the emergence of a 

self-assured Enlightened view of modernity was not primarily dependent upon 

irreligion.25 Nevertheless, a common element of Enlightenment historical writing was the 

sense of a modern age wherein critical reason had been unshackled from orthodox 

traditionalism. The triumph of modern intellect over authority created space for the idea 

that humanity could progress towards perfection. 26 Paine and Owen, and through them 

the secularists, would incorporate these ideas into their heterodox theories of historical 

progress.  

While the idea that progress could positively affect human endeavour was common 

among eighteenth-century writers, there was debate and highly diverse theorization about 

the extent and reach of progress, and what spheres of human activity that progress might 

affect. There appear to have been five primary doctrines of progress in eighteenth-century 

Britain. The first four doctrines held that progress could be perceived in discrete spheres 

such as the arts and sciences, religion and spirituality, education, and language. The fifth 

doctrine held that progress was a general phenomenon that encompassed and surpassed 

                                                      

25 For a classic statement of an atheistic and Franco-centric view of the Enlightenment, see Peter Gay, The 

Enlightenment: An Interpretation, 2 vols. (New York and London: Norton, 1977).  
26 See Guido Abbattista, “The Historical Thought of the French Philosophes,” and David Allan, “Scottish 
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Government (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press). 



 

53 

 

the other four.27 Ideas of general progress differed between Scotland and England. In 

Scotland, general progress “depicted history, in the march from rudeness to refinement, 

as broadly progressive with certain temporal and cultural limits”, while the English 

variant “conceived of progress as indefinite in scope and duration.”28  

With the limited exception of a few figures like Edward Gibbon, eighteenth-century 

British theorists of progress did not conceptualize progress in anti-religious terms. 

General progress meant the refinement and proliferation of true religion, and Christian 

ideas of progress included the concept of  a “progressive revelation,” in which knowledge 

of God’s design advanced in accordance with the state of human intellectual 

development.29 The idea of progress was not necessarily a secularizing one, as the 

widespread Georgian belief in Christian progress shows. Examining the role of 

freethinkers in conceptualizing what a secular world might look like is part of a wider 

project of historicizing secular modernity. Put another way, modernity had to be made 

secular, and one part of the process of making modernity secular was a 

                                                      

27 Spadafora, Idea of Progress, 12-3, 331. Since the 1980s, scholars including Roy Porter, Mikuláš Teich, 
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29 Spadafora, Ideas of Progress, 86-103, 365-6. See also G. M. Ditchfield, “Religion, ‘Enlightenment’ and 

Progress in Eighteenth-Century England,” The Historical Journal 35, no.3 (1992): 681-7. Ditchfield’s 

review article situates Spadafora’s book among a coterie of scholars in the early 1990s re-evaluating the 

interplay of religion, Enlightenment, and progress in eighteenth-century Britain. 



 

54 

 

reconceptualization of historical time and the relationship between science, history, and 

progress. 

The secularist played a role in the reconceptualization of historical time by engaging 

and contributing to ideas of an irresolvable tension between science and religion. 

Secularists did so by engaging with ideas of natural history as the evolutionary progress 

of matter rather than the unfolding of God’s divine plan.30 However, ideas of 

evolutionary progress were themselves dependent on the Enlightenment ideas of progress 

discussed here. Historicizing progress, particularly the process of wrenching progress 

away from ideas of an afterlife and the end of human time at the day of judgement, 

entails tracking the ways in which the idea of progress became attached to ideas of 

science and the application of science to social life, and demonstrating how 

progressionist ideas were transmitted to thinkers who actively sought the secularization 

of society. This is an important part of the project to recover the contingency of 

modernity’s secularity and the role of secularists in advancing particular visions of 

modernity.  

It is beyond the scope of this project to contribute meaningfully to the scholarly 

debates regarding Enlightenment historiography and progress. However, we must make 

                                                      

30 In the nineteenth century, scientific time became geological rather than divine. Charles Lyell’s Principles 

of Geology (1830) played a major role in the development of ideas of historical time by contributing 

significantly to debates about the age of the earth and the process of geological change over time. 
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some sense of the process which produced the categories that concern us here: “modern,” 

“religion,” and “progress.” Reinhart Koselleck characterizes progress as a defining 

feature of modernity. Progress became a modern concept in the eighteenth century when 

“it shed or forgot its natural background meaning of stepping through space.” Beginning 

with Turgot, and extending through Rousseau, Condorcet, Kant, and others, Koselleck 

identifies a process by which progress became seen as intrinsic. It was “temporalized,” 

meaning that it was removed from the ideas of divine timescales and rooted in earthly, 

human measures of time. Progress thus “became part of the performance of human 

history.”31  

Paul Ricoeur, drawing on Koselleck’s conceptualization of the temporal categories of 

history, configures progress as dependent upon a secularization of time. For Ricoeur, the 

“eschatological expectations” of Christianity precluded progress. “The opening of a 

horizon of expectation designated by the term ‘progress’ is the prior condition for the 

conception of modern times as new, which constitutes the tautological definition of 

modern.”32 In other words, Ricoeur views progress as a fundamental component of 

modernity which, as a form of secularization, embeds the modern in the secular. Hans 

Blumenberg, however, supplies a more compelling variation of Ricoeur’s line of 

argument. He narrates the emergence of a secular idea of progress within attempts to 

recapitulate Christian eschatology in the context of a theory of history governed by 

human agency. The insertion of the limited and definite subject in the place of the 
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inscrutable transcendence of God has saddled modern philosophers of progress with a set 

of problems that they cannot resolve because, properly speaking, the problems 

themselves have no coherent or legitimate grounding in modernity.33 

J. G. A. Pocock argues that “modern” and “progress” emerged as linked terms in 

Enlightenment-era historical writing. In Voltaire’s Essai sur les Moeurs (1756), for 

example, the medieval is reconfigured as the ancient in relation to a post-Renaissance 

revival of a classical humanism as the modern.34 The medieval Christian synthesis is 

therefore the divergent point between the ancient and the modern. Scottish Enlightenment 

historians such as Smith and Ferguson responded to French conceptualizations of the 

modern. Their histories of universal stages of civil development were a departure from 

Calvinist orthodoxy. Pocock argues that Enlightenment historiographical ideas of 

progress were systems “intelligible in themselves” which functioned without denying the 

operations of grace but which left grace to “attach itself as best it could to phenomena 

that could be understood without it.”35  

The ability to separate grace from the process of religion was linked to the 

development of religion as a social category. Peter Harrison has tracked this changing 
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meaning of “religion” through the Renaissance, Reformation, and early-English 

Enlightenment to locate how the need to describe and understand the plurality of 

religious forms transformed the term “religion” from a description of ritual and hierarchy 

to a signifier for a distinct social category open to interrogation, analysis, and criticism. 

In brief, this process was spurred by Cambridge Platonists like Ralph Cudworth and 

Joseph Granville who helped establish the idea that religion consisted of certain 

irreducible and universal components. Universality was then taken to extreme and 

heterodox ends by deists such as Herbert of Cherbury and John Toland, who re-

articulated the universal components of religion as the core elements of a natural religion. 

Natural religion was thus rendered distinct from any particular tradition, in this case very 

specifically the Church of England. For Harrison, the deists “secularized” the idea of 

religion.36 In this sense, secularization appears as the process of detaching ideas from 

contingent particularity and naturalizing them by way of an anthropological and thus 

historical universalism. 

The historical dimension is important here. Progress, as a doctrine, is irreducibly 

historical. Scottish Enlightenment figures like Ferguson, Millar, Robertson, and Lord 

Kames provided some of the most important and enduring historical interpretations of 

progress in the eighteenth century. For Silvia Sebastiani, a major contribution of the 

Scottish historians was their methodological turn away from the traditional chronologies 

of kings and high politics to emphasize what she calls “issues of universal scope, such as 

manners, customs, and feelings.”37 The Scottish Enlightenment’s historical project 
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contributed vitally to the methodological and conceptual project of what David Hume 

envisioned as the science of man. Historical analyses grounded in concepts of law-bound 

disciplines and civil activities like political economy and commerce helped to bring 

human action within the purview of science. Such analyses offered an implicit challenge 

to traditional orthodoxies of divinely established social hierarchies and theories of human 

debasement. Social science and progress were interpenetrating concepts bequeathed by 

the Enlightenment to the nineteenth century.38 

2.2 Thomas Paine 

French and Scottish Enlightenment concepts of history were transmitted to early 

nineteenth-century artisan radicals primarily through the influence of Thomas Paine. 

Indeed, until 1848, Paine’s strain of radicalism was the paramount influence on British 

artisan radicals.39 Paine’s concept of social progress provided the secularists with a view 

of religion, science and progress in inherent conflict. As we will see, this view of 

progress was intimately tied to the problem of moral development. Paine, like other 

radicals in the 1790s, was particularly attracted to Scottish ideas of the progress of 

property.40 He applied these ideas to history in a system that viewed progress as a 

demand. Namely, progress demanded that anyone born into “civilized” society should be 

better off than if they were born in the state of nature.41 Religion in general and 

Christianity in particular were viewed as fatal impediments to progress. Religion was 
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equated with the proliferation of superstition and ignorance by priests who, in 

coordination with “tyrants”, sought to limit and retard intellectual liberty so as to forestall 

the proliferation of political and social liberty. History, therefore, was the story of the 

progressive defeat of superstition by reason and of religion by science and philosophy. 

Paine introduced important ideas about the relationship between religion and progress 

to artisan freethought. While the freethinkers and secularists would take his religious 

criticism in directions probably beyond Paine’s intentions, he was nevertheless a seminal 

figure in creating the tradition from which Secularism emerged. The freethinking 

movement of the 1840s descended from a long tradition of English radicalism that was 

connected through numerous intellectual and political threads to antecedents reaching as 

far back as the Civil War and the post-1689 settlement. However, the radicals of the 

nineteenth century owed their greatest intellectual debts to the radicalism born out of the 

revolutionary decades at the end of the eighteenth century. Paine stands at the pinnacle of 

this particular English revolutionary tradition. His radicalism, including its expression 

under the leadership of Richard Carlile in the 1820s, was the dominant mode of English 

artisan radicalism for two generations up to 1848. Paine’s significance only declined after 

1848, when the social and religious structures of English state and society, tense and 

reactionary since the revolutionary 1790s, began to relax. As conditions became 

comparatively liberal, artisans began to reconcile themselves with the English political 

order.42 Indeed, the intellectual connections between post-1790 radicalism and earlier 

traditions of English political and social radicalism flow directly through Paine. Paine 

was a fulcrum in the history of radicalism.  
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Like many of his radical descendants, Paine was an autodidact whose intellectual 

debts are difficult to trace with accuracy. Perhaps Paine’s greatest contribution to 

radicalism is that he presented his arguments in a plain language that was accessible to 

the semi-literate and illiterate majority. He was able to distill a number of Enlightenment-

inspired themes in political and religious thought and to channel them into a language 

ready for adoption and, significantly, adaptation by working-class radicals. Thus, while 

Paine’s originality, particularly in the realm of religious questions, is questionable, his 

contribution – his ability to bring erudite questions into the sphere of plebeian and artisan 

political discourse – was inestimable.43 

Paine drew ideas from a number of idioms. His writing shows traces of the natural law 

tradition, the Country Whig and republican traditions of the eighteenth century, and the 

language of pastoralism.44 Paine’s relationship with religious has particular resonance for 

Secularism. Paine was raised as a Quaker but as an adult became a deist.45 Despite his 

reputation, he was not an atheist, and he was relatively conservative in his theological 

heterodoxy compared to radical Unitarians such as Joseph Priestley or Richard Price. In 

fact, Paine’s most famous foray into the question of religion, The Age of Reason (1794), 

was  motivated by his dismay with what he saw as the French Revolution’s turn towards 

atheism.46 Paine was shocked by the bloodshed of the revolution and believed that 

atheism was responsible for the violence of the terror. His revulsion led him to conclude 

that radicalism had to be substantiated by the moral foundation of belief in God, which 
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could inculcate the sociability which Paine thought made possible and sustained the 

revolutionary project of human improvement.47   

In the Age of Reason, Paine launched a sustained and corrosive attack on the Bible and 

the idea of special revelation. By conducting a narrow examination of the internal 

evidences of the Bible, Paine sought to illuminate the inaccuracies and anachronisms in 

each book, and dismantle the idea that the assassinations, murders, rapes, and infanticides 

of the Bible were commanded by God. If God were to sanction these crimes, it would 

undermine Paine’s idea of God as the source of morality and sociability.48 There was a 

universalist dimension to this project. Paine argued: “all national institutions of churches, 

whether Jewish, Christian, or Turkish, appear to me no other than human inventions set 

up to terrify and enslave mankind, and monopolize power and profit.”49 This was more 

than mere anti-clericalism. It was part of a relativism which informed and substantiated 

Paine’s rejection of special revelation. In a “Letter to Mr. Erskine” criticizing the 

prosecution of Thomas Williams for printing and selling a copy of the Age of Reason, 

Paine relativized the idea of blasphemy by invoking the plurality of its meaning and 

usage: “Calling Mahomet an imposter would be blasphemy in Turkey; and denying the 

infallibility of the Pope and the Church would be blasphemy at Rome. What then is to be 

understood by this word blasphemy?”50 Paine applied this same relativism to the 
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authority of the Bible, arguing that “had it come to us as an Arabic or a Chinese book, 

and said to have been a sacred book by the people from whom it came, no apology would 

have been made for the confused and disorderly state it is in.”51  

Like other eighteenth-century deists, Paine’s Biblical criticism was intended to reveal 

the rational foundations of religion.52 Paine’s solution was to reject the centrality of the 

Bible in favour of universalism. For him this meant that it was “a contradiction in terms 

and ideas, to call anything a revelation that comes to us second-hand, either verbally or in 

writing”53 Echoing the more thorough and robust Biblical criticism of Spinoza and 

Hume, Paine denuded the authority of the Bible’s historical miracles:  “all histories have 

been written by men. We have no evidence, nor any cause to believe, that any have been 

written by God.”54 Paine’s relativism was marshaled to undermine claims that any single 

denomination or creed was divinely inspired.  

In opposition to revealed religion, Paine located revelation in the study of nature: “that 

which is now called natural philosophy, embracing the whole circle of science, of which 

astronomy occupies the chief place, is the study of the works of God, and the power and 

wisdom of God in His works is the true theology.” For Paine, the clergy fraudulently 

inhibited knowledge by claiming that the sciences are a “human invention.” In contrast, 
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“every science has for its basis a system of principles as fixed and unalterable as those by 

which the universe is regulated and governed. Man cannot make principles, he can only 

discover them.”55 Science is revelation and, more importantly, it is the true revelation: 

It is only by contemplating what he calls the starry heavens, as the 

book and school of science, that he discovers any use in their being 

visible to him, or any advantage resulting from his immensity of 

vision. But when he contemplates the subject of this light, he sees 

an additional motive for saying, that nothing was made in vain; for 

in vain would be this power of vision if it taught man nothing.56 

Intellectually, Paine’s assault on the Bible was decisively overshadowed by 

developments in German Biblical criticism, particularly D. F. Strauss’s Das Leben Jesu 

(1835).57 Paine’s intellectual legacy therefore depended upon the enduring impact of  his 

influence on political radicalism. Among the many nineteenth-century radicals indebted 

to Paine’s brand of religious and political radicalism, the most important was Richard 

Carlile.58 Carlile’s key contribution to the tradition of radicalism was his success in 

piecing together a national movement through his Zetetic Societies. He contributed to the 

creation of a cohesive tradition of radicalism: 

                                                      

55 Paine, Age of Reason,  487-8. 
56 Paine, Age of Reason, 490-1. 
57 Timothy Larsen, Contested Christianity: The Political and Social Contexts of Victorian Theology (Waco: 

Baylor University Pres, 2004), 43. Timothy Larsen contends that Strauss, translated into a “respectable” 

edition by George Eliot in 1846, “induced more crises of faith in Victorian Britain” than any other book 

(with the only serious challenge in this respect coming from Darwin’s Origin of the Species). Editions of 

Strauss were available in English prior to Eliot’s translation. Two years before Elliot’s translation, Henry 

Hetherington, a printer that was part of the circle of radicals around Richard Carlile, commissioned a 

translation. That translation and cheap editions of other politically and religiously heterodox texts like 

Voltaire’s Philosophical Dictionary and Godwin’s Politics Justice were sold alongside periodicals like The 

Oracle of Reason. Strauss’s historicism also influenced important texts like Thomas Cooper’s Infidel’s Text 

Book. Valerie A. Dodd, “Strauss’s English Propagandists and the Politics of Unitarianism, 1841-1845,” 

Church History 50, no.4 (1981): 418-19, and Royle, Victorian Infidels, 75, 113 
58 Carlile was part of a generation of radicals who reignited the flames of radicalism after 1812. The end of 

the wars brought economic dislocation and resulted in the revival of political agitation. The period of 

Carlile’s ascendency saw the establishment of the first explicitly freethinking societies in the Zetetic 

societies. Carlile and the Zetetics revived a tradition that linked the later secularists to the artisan radicalism 

of the French revolutionary period. Edward Royle, The Infidel Tradition from Paine to Bradlaugh 

(Macmillan, 1976), 16-20. 



 

64 

 

A man like James Watson, who matured into a national figure 

during these years, was able to support Carlile, Hetherington, and 

Owen all at the same time. In this way the radical tradition was 

built up. Carlile’s atheism was added to Paine’s deism; O’Brien’s 

socialist analysis of society was added to Carlile’s kingcraft-

priestcraft diagnosis of the country’s ills. Reform was the goal, and 

all efforts in that general direction were in the right direction, 

despite the personality conflicts which often obscured the 

fundamental unity of much of British radicalism.59 

The Paine-Carlile tradition of radicalism left an indelible mark upon Secularism. 

Carlile’s leadership and his vehement infidelity shaped the intense secularist commitment 

to free expression and a free press.60  

2.3 Owenism, Social Science, and the New Moral World  

The Paine-Carlile tradition suffused artisan radicalism and influenced a number of 

disparate organizations. Owenism attracted working-class radicals who had begun their 

journeys in radicalism in the diffuse world of the Paine-Carlile tradition.61 Moreover, the 

growth of Owenism was inextricable from the class antagonisms that beset the radical 

politics in the 1820s through to the end of the 1840s. While Owen imagined his system 

would lead to peace and cooperation between all social classes, Owenism was 

nonetheless deeply embedded in languages of class antagonism. Owenites readily 
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criticised social elites who they felt neglected social obligations to the labouring classes.62 

There were numerous tensions and disagreements between the Owenites and other wings 

of working-class radicalism, but despite these tensions the secularists were particularly 

indebted to Robert Owen and Owenite ideas of progress and social science.  

Owen’s idea of progress was steeped in the doctrine of necessity: the belief that all 

human actions are caused rather than voluntary, and the belief that human character is 

formed by external, social causes rather than by the free will of individuals. Owen’s idea 

of necessity made education the centerpiece of his plan for the “physical, moral, and 

intellectual” perfection of humanity.63 Education grounded in natural laws of progress 

would inculcate the proper character and the understanding of causation. Owen was also 

interested in identifying what aspects of society had hitherto prevented the formation of 

the morally perfect character. Like Paine, Owen was a deist who rejected all existing 

religious traditions. For Owen, the world’s religions, particularly Christianity, were 

forces that negatively shaped human character by instilling in believers the idea that they 

had free will and that individuals were therefore responsible for their actions. Religions 

were thus barriers to social progress: 

What advance in real knowledge is made by men giving to this 

Power any name, or all the names that nations have given it? – or 

by multiplying and extolling its fanciful attributes? Have these 

multiplied terms, or these aggregates of imaginary attributes, added 

one iota to human knowledge or happiness? Are not the most 

superstitious men and women over the whole world at this moment 

the most ignorant, imbecile, or furious of all the animal creation? 

Are they not the most inconsistent and irrational of all living 
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creatures? Is there anything too absurd for them to imagine, or too 

ridiculous for them to say or do?64 

Owen’s rejection of sectarian religions and theology rested on two propositions. First, 

human character is not formed by the individual but rather it is formed for the individual 

– both by natural laws attributable to an “Incomprehensible Power” and by the social and 

political environment into which we are born. It is therefore irrational and even counter-

productive and immoral to articulate and disseminate a religion that makes humans 

responsible for actions beyond their control.65 Second, Owen declared the need to focus 

religious teaching on ascertaining what is good. “Truth,” for Owen, was the totality of 

religion: “this, then, is the great Advent of the world, the second coming of Christ, – for 

Truth and Christ are one and the same.”66 With Truth as a synonym for revelation, the 

idea of progress emerged as both a providentially ensured quality inherent in human 

nature and an article of faith for Owen: 

That Nature, or God, has created man, at his birth, with powers and 

faculties capable of being cultivated and directed by society either 

to be highly superior, compared with all past generations, 

physically, intellectually, or morally, or by neglect or by ignorant 

treatment from birth to be, as heretofore, physically, intellectually, 

and morally degraded below the condition of many animals, 

governed solely by their natural instincts.67 

What is notable in this statement is the idea that progress is an inherent human quality. 

The absence of progress, and indeed the possibility of regression, are not natural; rather 

they are consequences of active retardation or neglect. Progress is therefore inherent, but 
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only as potential. Progress was deemed a characteristic of history conceived as an ideal. 

In contrast, lived history was a record of how progress had been undermined by obstacles 

like religion and superstition: 

Never, perhaps, was there a period in the history of the human race 

when the most ignorant and gross superstitions had so completely 

overwhelmed and benighted the human faculties as from the time 

of the irruptions of the barbarians from the north to the south, or 

from the decline of the Roman empire to the period of what is 

called the Reformation.68 

The Owenite idea of the role of religion in the process of history was adopted by a 

number of contributors to the New Moral World newspaper. A series of articles by the 

anonymous V. C. L. offers a good example of the Owenite line. For V. C. L., the object 

of the “True Philosophy” was “to shew that the long mission of mysterious dogmas has 

been accomplished from the moment that animal man, emerging from ignorance, enters, 

like a rational being, into intellectual life, and, to begin as such, a new social existence, 

more in harmony with the noble faculties of his organization than he could ever be 

conscious of, in the state of his primitive ignorance.”69 Religion springs from “the dread 

of evil and the wish for good” and it is this dynamic which marks human nature “as a 

progressive one.”70 However, once knowledge of nature becomes sufficiently advanced, 

doctrines which once had historical value become anachronistic: “all appear to 

unprejudiced minds to be decidedly in opposition to the dictates of reason – to the 

principles of sound philosophy – being all alike worse than useless to the present era of 

the more rapid progressive movement of society, now guided by science.”71 
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V. C. L.’s historical analysis is crude and laughably short of concrete evidence, a 

characteristic shared with the historical writing of Owen. Nevertheless, the author does 

present a functional narrative of the stadial development of society. Religion was 

important in the shift from “rude savage” to hunter-gatherer, and from there through the 

stages of nomadic shepherds, to agriculture and finally humanity’s present “state of half 

civilization” as a manufacturer. V. C. L. does not explain how superstition helped cement 

social bonds, preferring instead to demonstrate that religious mysteries, “miscalled 

eternal truth by ignorance”, have “overgrown, outlived, and surpassed that which Nature 

never generated in mankind, but as a foundation for the cradle of its infancy.” The reason 

religion has persisted to become an anachronism is the result of the twin evils of 

priestcraft and tyranny:72 For V. C. L., the solution to the enduring power of religion is 

the advancement of science. The advance and dissemination of knowledge about science 

will dissolve the bonds of religion. This is because science as truth displaces the answers 

superstition provided for the root causes of fear and hope. For V. C. L. it is a 

“psychological truth” that a person can “never be at once a scientific man and a religious 

one; because it is our persuasion that science must be understood as a new religion of 

facts and convictions, whose mission it is to supersede all others, to confound all sects, 

and to bind all minds into one for the greater mundane happiness of humanity.”73 

Eileen Yao describes the development of Owenite social thought as a defensive 

response to the imperializing impositions of middle-class organizations like the Society 

for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge. The idea of a social science was crucial here as it 
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connotated the idea that knowledge, to be progressive, had to be oriented towards 

realizing an inclusive, mutually supportive society for the benefit of all.74 For the 

Owenites, science was ideally and emphatically social in its orientation. For example, an 

1842 article in the New Moral World criticizes William Whewell and the British 

Association for the Advancement of Science, for the former’s apparent disinterest in 

making questions of social progress the central object of the British Association. The 

Owenite critic argued that knowledge is “only valuable in so far as it is made ministrant 

to the welfare of man.”75 There is an evident slippage in the Owenite understanding of 

social science. They valued the social as the object of science, but they also seem to have 

viewed science as subject to the demands of the social.  

Epistemologically, Owenite social science was holistic and experimental. Rather than 

splitting knowledge into discrete branches, Owenism divided knowledge into three 

categories: ideal, actual, and practical. The elaboration and application of Owenite ideas 

would be experimentally proven by the development of co-operative communities.76 

Owenites believed that communal experimentation would result in the creation of certain 

knowledge about how to inculcate the ideal character in the individual, a belief with 

numerous implications in terms of law and the state. In terms of law, responsibility, and 

progressive development, the Owenites believed that the strict application of punitive law 

was an unjust imposition upon characters formed without the benefits of true education. 

In the interim period of social development, while legal restraints might have temporary 
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benefits, the ultimate Owenite objective was the withering of the state.77 A vital 

component of Owenite social science was the idea that urban life would have to be 

abandoned in favour of small communities wherein the regulatory powers of esteem and 

cooperative labour, coupled with intellectual moral restraint inspired by knowledge of 

philosophical necessity, would reshape human nature and unleash progress.78 

2.4 Necessity, Utilitarianism and the Influence of Middle-Class Social Thought on 

Secularism 

The social science of Owenite socialism, and particularly Owenite ideas of necessity 

and the deleterious social implications of religion and priestcraft, deeply imbued 

Secularism. However, Owenism was not carried over into later freethought without 

alteration. Holyoake in particular came to bridle at Owen’s emphasis on building 

experimental communities and his dogmatic de-emphasis on personal responsibility.79 

Tracing the progressive thought of certain middle-class freethinkers and political radicals 

helps to uncover the genealogy of secularist notions of progress. Two figures in particular 

stand out: Harriet Martineau and John Stuart Mill. Both Mill and Martineau interacted 

with and directly influenced the secularists. Moreover, both contributed significantly to 

Victorian concepts of a social science. Martineau was an early theorist of sociology and 

contributed to the elaboration of its methodology. Mill was a tireless and polymathic 
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contributor to numerous debates, an important voice in the Social Science Association, 

and with his system of ethology contributed significantly to theoretical and 

methodological debates throughout his philosophical career. 

Martineau was the daughter of a Norwich manufacturer, the descendant of Calvinist 

Huguenots. Over time, the family drifted from Calvinism into rational dissent. Martineau 

was born into a staunchly Unitarian household. In her Autobiography (2 vols. 1877), 

Martineau reports that she was a highly religious child whose “only support and 

pleasure” came from religion, and in later life, she described her teenaged self as a 

religious fanatic.80 However, at an early age Martineau began to move away from 

Unitarianism, and she broke from Christianity altogether in the mid-1840s. In her later 

life, she supported Holyoake’s work and contributed to the Reasoner. Nevertheless, her 

youthful religiosity was sincere and it developed within a sincerely religious household.81 

Martineau’s Unitarianism was a crucial component of her career and her intellectual and 

political radicalism.82 She adopted the idea of philosophical necessity from Joseph 

Priestley and David Hartley, and in doing so, she married the providentialism of 

eighteenth-century English ideas of progress with atheistic ideas of the natural laws of 

social development.  

Martineau’s understanding of the doctrine of necessity and its providential foundation 

found its most sustained expression in her economic and sociological writing, particularly 
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the Illustrations of Political Economy (9 vols., 1832-1834). The Illustrations were a 

collection of didactic novellas in which Martineau sought to popularize and disseminate 

among the working classes the theories of Adam Smith, Jeremy Bentham, David Ricardo, 

Robert Thomas Malthus, John Ramsay McCulloch, and James Mill.83 In the Illustrations, 

she tied the idea of necessity to a progressive vision of history ensured by Providence.84 

Unlike Owen, Martineau did not begin from a rejection of Christianity as a barrier to the 

inculcation of necessity. Rather, steeped in the necessitarian Unitarianism of philosophers 

like Joseph Priestley, she initially viewed necessity as part of a true Christian theology. 

Providence and material progress were predicated upon the recognition of, and obedience 

to the laws of necessity, or, in other words, social laws. For Martineau, the laws of 

necessity were a providential mechanism which would punish ignorance and 

selfishness.85 This meant that Providence, “by which all these things are framed and 

adapted, seems to work on a plan of perpetual progress, and to open a prospect of 

growing brightness to all who will look far enough.” As a consequence, Providence 

revealed the importance of necessity: that “one great truth respecting the temporal 

condition of mankind which, if properly understood, would banish all fear for the 
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temporal prosperity of the whole race in the long run; and if duly acted upon, would put 

an end to most of the partial distress which now exists.”86 

Martineau’s intellectual debt to the philosophy and theology of Joseph Priestley and 

David Hartley is particularly important. Priestley’s interpretation of association 

psychology furnished Martineau with the doctrine of necessity. Necessity provided 

Martineau with an answer to her youthful concerns about the nature of free will and 

God’s Providence, and quelled her anxieties about regulating her own morality and 

personal conduct.87 The application of natural laws to the processes of moral 

development and human action provided Martineau with a powerful doctrine for ordering 

her own life as well as for evaluating her society and those of others. Necessity, which 

Hartley bound to his elucidation of a psychology of association, rejected “philosophical 

free-will” in favour of a will constrained by the immutable laws of cause and effect. 

Priestley, in taking up Hartley’s ideas of both association and necessity, argued that our 

understanding of morality would be radically changed by accepting necessity as the root 

of will. Martineau adopted this doctrine after studying Priestley’s examination of Hartley, 

and then studying Hartley himself. She became a fervent convert to the necessitarian 

doctrine as the key point for understanding all physical, natural, and social relations.88 
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After 1848, Providence disappeared as an organizing principle in Martineau’s writing 

about the civilizing mission. Necessity and progress remained, but the theological 

structure that supported those doctrines in her earlier work became notably absent. 

Nonetheless, Martineau consistently appealed to fundamental laws of human 

development. The language of Providence which was so prevalent in Martineau’s writing 

in the 1820s and 1830s is altogether missing from her analysis of development after 

1850. Necessity and the laws of progress were detached from their former foundations 

and carried forward as explanatory mechanisms unto themselves. 

Following her loss of faith, Martineau attempted to establish an entirely materialist 

foundation for necessity. In Letters on the Laws of Man’s Nature and Development 

(1851), Martineau and George Henry Atkinson articulated an atheistic view of necessity 

and progress. In the Letters, Martineau adopted the role of assenting to and recapitulating 

Atkinson’s observations. Atkinson’s theory of mind and epistemology is in many ways a 

mirror image of Priestley’s Christianization of materialism, association and necessity. 

However, in opposition to Priestley, all traces of Providence and the metaphysical were 

removed in the Letters. Curiously, the need for some sort of ordering first cause 

remained. This is a salient point because, while Martineau accepted the label of atheist 

insomuch as it referred to a rejection of all theological systems, she opposed the label for 

its suggestion of a philosophical rejection of first causes.89 This is a direct echo of 

Atkinson’s reading of Bacon. Atkinson declared that Bacon’s definition of atheism was 

“the mere dwelling on ‘second causes scattered’” and therefore rejected the idea that “any 
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one can be so stupid as not to perceive the necessity of a fundamental matter, form, and 

law.”90 Religion, in this sense, was reduced to a recognition of the causal laws of nature. 

Martineau tied progress to the recognition of material laws. In the process, she abandoned 

a theological language while perhaps unconsciously retaining Providence’s teleological 

metaphysics. She retained the directionality of progress within a system of self-

organizing material consciousness, adhering to a new governing idea that was nearly 

identical to Christianity.  

In addition to her career as a popularizer of political economy and the doctrine of 

necessity, Martineau has also been recognized as an early contributor to the development 

of modern sociological theory and method.91 Her status as a contributor to sociological 

thought rests primarily upon her two travelogues of the United States, Society in America 

(3 vols, 1837) and Retrospect of Western Travel (2 vols, 1838), and her text on the theory 

of sociological observation, How to Observe Morals and Manners (1838). There are three 

key points to draw from Martineau’s How to Observe. First, Martineau is sceptical of the 

value of individual respondents. As early as 1836, Martineau had, as part of her defence 

of necessity, offered objections to the value of individual testimony concerning the nature 

of the will, phenomena, and causality.92 Martineau applied this scepticism to her 

sociological theory and argued that institutions were the prime vehicle for understanding 

a society. This is consistent with her doctrine of necessity. Institutions revealed, while 
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anecdote and individual experience did not, the ways in which a society operated and, 

therefore, whether the society was ordered along lines amenable to necessity and 

development.93 While Martineau was careful in several places to warn travellers against 

judging foreign societies by the standards of their own country, we can see Martineau’s 

universalist conception of Providence emerging from her theory.94 

There is a tension in Martineau’s sociological method between her recognition of the 

value of social and cultural difference and her entrenched ideas of development. This 

tension is evident in the second and third key points to be drawn from How to Observe. 

The second point is that necessity and Providence are given prominence by Martineau’s 

emphasis on the “settled conviction that prevalent virtues and vices are the result of 

gigantic general influences.”95 Martineau maintained that these impersonal forces, what 

we might now call structural factors, were “the product of no individual mind” and, 

therefore, were “directly attributable to the great Moral Governor of the human race.”96 

Institutions allow us the ability to access the aggregate structural character of a society, 

and through them we could see that society is a law-bound product of impersonal 

providential forces. Martineau’s view was that progress was the central object of 

sociological study. Here, Martineau’s sensitivity to cultural plurality implodes. She began 

expansively enough, stating that: 

However widely men may differ as to the way to social perfection, 

all whose minds have turned in that direction agree as to the end. 

All agree that if the whole race could live as brethren, society 

would be in the most advanced state that can be conceived of. It is 
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also agreed that the spirit of fraternity is to be to attained, if at all, 

by men discerning their mutual relation, as ‘parts and proportions 

of one wondrous whole’.97 

This presentation of the idea of progress allows for a fairly wide interpretation as to 

how progress might be achieved. The fraternalism Martineau identified as the end ideal is 

sufficiently vague as to suggest that numerous paths of progress are possible. However, 

Martineau quickly introduced a more settled view of the mechanism of progress which 

corresponded well to her view of political economy discussed above. She stated that, “the 

great means of progress, for individuals, for nations, and for the race at large, is the 

multiplication of Objects of interest.”98 In essence, a useful division of labour and the 

ordering of society along the lines of commercialism worked to diversify the outlets 

available for the passions and this allowed individuals to pursue their ends without 

disrupting social peace. 

Martineau’s social theory was built upon foundations that included Benthamite 

utilitarianism. However, she was not a particularly significant theorist of utilitarianism. 

Aside from her contributions to sociological methodology, her primary significance was a 

popularizer. The leading exponent and revisionist of that system in the nineteenth century 

was J. S. Mill. Mill scarcely needs introducing. He was one of the most influential and 

prolific intellects of his day, and compared to other luminaries such as Herbert Spencer 

and Thomas Carlyle, his work has retained a sense of relevance and vitality that far 

outstrips that of his contemporaries. Indeed, Mill’s thought and work continues to 

generate a substantial body of secondary literature across disciplines that is as 
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intimidating as it is expansive. Mill’s project of intellectual and social reform was steeped 

in the problems of progress, necessity, and science, the concepts that informed and drove 

Secularism. Not surprisingly, Mill was an important influence on the secularist 

movement. While he did not engage in Holyoake’s project with the same enthusiasm as 

Martineau – he was, in fact, sharply critical of some of Holyoake’s tactics and arguments, 

particularly regarding morality99 – Mill’s brand of libertarian utilitarianism was deeply 

influential among freethinkers and his statement of individual freedom and 

experimentation in On Liberty (1859) became something like a bible among 

secularists.100 Even more significantly, Mill critically engaged with Owen’s 

characterization of necessity in his own articulation of a science of human character – 

ethology – from Book VI of A System of Logic (1843).  

Mill incorporated progress into his system of thought without the providentialist 

baggage that encumbered Martineau. This may at least be partially attributed to the 

absence of religion in Mill’s upbringing. Mill’s father, James Mill, “educated in the creed 

of Scotch Presbyterianism, had by his own studies and reflections been early led to reject 

not only the belief in revelation, but the foundations of what is commonly called Natural 

Religion.” As a consequence, the younger Mill was “brought up without any religious 

belief.”101 Mill’s secular upbringing was unique for the period, and though the values of 

individualism and competition he acquired had their roots in his father’s youthful 

Presbyterianism, his philosophy was of a decidedly secular nature.102  
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The secular character of Mill’s utilitarianism is also attributable to the influence of 

Jeremy Bentham. Bentham was a close confidante of James Mill and was J. S. Mill’s 

godfather. The younger Mill described his father as “the first Englishman of any great 

mark, who thoroughly understood, and in the main adopted, Bentham’s general views of 

ethics, government and law.” The intimacy between James Mill and Bentham shaped 

young John Stuart’s education. In his Autobiography Mill described his early education 

as “a course in Benthamism” and stated that “the Benthamic standard of ‘the greatest 

happiness’ was that which I had always been taught to apply.”103 

The Benthamism that Mill imbibed during his education was emphatically secular. 

Bentham famously desired to elaborate a social science that emulated the certainty and 

authority of Newton’s physics. To this end, in the 1770s, Bentham developed a 

materialist and anti-theological epistemology. A critical aspect of Bentham’s 

epistemology was his emphasis on grounding knowledge in certain and observable facts. 

For Bentham, God was an uncertain postulate and produced dangerous and irrational 

fictions in the minds of believers. Ultimately, Bentham’s vision of utilitarian legislation 

rendered religion superfluous, a factor that did not need to enter into the legislator’s 

moral calculus. The distinctly secular character of Bentham’s thought makes him 

important to the general history of secular ethics and social science. However, his 

influence on Secularism was indirect. The most prominent idea that the freethinkers 

shared with Bentham was the doctrine of necessity. As we saw above, the freethinkers 

first embraced necessity through their engagement with Owenism. The other aspects of 
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Benthamism that were integrated into secularist thought appear to have come primarily 

through the influence of Mill.104 

Scottish ideas of progress were another important patrimony of Mill’s education. 

James Mill was a devoted acolyte of Jeremy Bentham, and Bentham’s utilitarianism was 

fundamentally progressive in nature. However, in terms of conceiving of progress 

historically, James Mill was also beholden to the ideas of the Scottish Enlightenment. 

Most notably, in his History of British India (1817), the elder Mill crudely adapted the 

nuanced gradations of social development found in the Scottish conjectural histories. Mill 

condensed these gradations to dichotomies of rude barbarism and commercial and 

utilitarian civilization.105 Progress was a universal capacity but it demanded meeting 

intellectual, cultural, and institutional prerequisites determined by liberals.106 History 

proceeded upon different trajectories from society to society, but each trajectory had the 

same ultimate end in the realization of, as Jennifer Pitts puts it, “the independent-minded, 

autonomous, progressive individuals that we encounter in On Liberty.”107 Mill’s own 

society was subject to the same analysis. As Nadia Urbinati points out, Mill’s interest in 

progress was located in achieving the conditions necessary for individuals to perfect the 

“art of living.”108  
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Alongside On Liberty, Mill considered his System of Logic to be his most important 

and enduring contribution as a thinker.109 In the famous final book of the text, Mill laid 

out his proposed method for a proper “science of man.” Mill introduced his system by 

declaring that “the backward state of the Moral Sciences can only be remedied by 

applying to them the methods of the Physical Science, duly extended and generalized.”110 

The science of ethology addressed how circumstances shape human character. As a 

science, Mill saw ethology as uncovering the “universal laws of the formation of 

character.”111 Universal laws would determine the development of both national and 

individual characters and were thus firmly rooted in the developmental ideas, along with 

the imperial implications, that Mill inherited from his father and Bentham.112 

Mill’s ethology was ultimately an abortive attempt to devise a firm method for the 

social sciences. Mill never pursued his methodology in an applied research program, and 

the first attempt to do so – Alexander Bain’s On the Study of Character, Including an 

Estimate of Phrenology (1861) – was considered, by both its author and posterity, to have 

been a failure. Moreover, Mill’s science was doomed by the swift shift in psychological 

thought away from Mill’s associationism towards a greater emphasis on the biology of 

the brain and nervous system, a turn led by Bain himself, and solidified by the influence 
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of Darwin.113 However, Mills exploration of how circumstances formed a character 

represented an important critical foray, and his critique of Owen’s interpretation of 

necessity was particularly incisive.  

For Mill, necessity, properly understood, meant that “given the motives which are 

present to an individual’s mind, and given likewise the character and disposition of the 

individual, the manner in which he will act can be unerringly inferred: that if we knew 

the person thoroughly, and knew all the inducements which are acting upon him, we 

could foretell his conduct with as much certainty as we can predict any physical 

event.”114 Mill’s definition was directed towards what he viewed as the fatalism of the 

Owenite understanding of necessity. Mill accepted the Owenite assertion that “since the 

will to alter our own character is given to us, not by any efforts of ours, but by 

circumstances which we cannot help; it comes to us either from external causes, or not at 

all.”115 But he assertively rejected the idea that, once formed by external causes, an idea 

cannot be altered and is not subject to individual volition. In short, Mill rejected the 

implication in Owen’s view of necessity that a person could not change their character 

once it had been formed for them. For Mill, an individual could choose to try and change 

their character and fail, but the failure was not inevitable.116 

Mill viewed the doctrinaire necessitarian as a fatalist who believed “that his nature is 

such, or that his education and circumstances have so moulded his character, that nothing 

can now prevent him from feeling and acting in a particular way, or at least that no effort 
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of his own can hinder it.” Consequently, he described the Owenite opinion that a person’s 

character was “formed for him, and not by him” as the “most perversely inculcated and 

most perversely misunderstood” articulation of necessity. For Mill, the presence of a 

“feeling” that we can alter our own formation was “itself the feeling of moral freedom 

which we are conscious of.” Mill thus attempted to mediate the division between hard 

libertarianism and hard necessity. He commended necessitarians for their “stronger sense 

of the importance of what human beings can do to shape the characters of one another; 

but the free-will doctrine has … fostered in its supporters a much stronger spirit of self-

culture.”117 The crucial linchpin of Mill’s objection to Owenism was the influence of 

unintended circumstances and the experience which shaped character, and therefore 

volition.118 Put another way, the Owenite emphasis on the unchangeable power of an 

already formed character failed to account for new or unforeseen experiences. When 

confronted with unknown circumstances, individuals were faced with choices that must 

be made, and the presence of choice implied some level of freedom. Mill’s emphasis on 

the role of individual responsibility in the formation of character marked an important 

contribution that influenced secularist ideas of necessity that had first been adopted via 

Owenism. 

Secularists came to adopt a view of self-improvement that was closer to Mill’s view of 

the will and necessity than it was to Owen’s. However, both strains of thought shaped the 

secularists, particularly insomuch as they inculcated the idea that education was both an 

individual obligation and a social good. The turn to a more emphatically individualist 
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idea of working-class development was part of a process by which secularists, 

particularly Holyoake, integrated values from what, in the tense decades prior to 1850, 

were deeply antagonistic schools of social thought: working-class radicalism and middle-

class reformism.  

2.5 Freethought, the Conflict Between Science and Religion, and the Power of 

Education 

Secularist ideas of progress, social science and necessity were drawn from the wells of 

artisan radicalism and middle-class reformism. Secularists incorporated vehement 

criticism of religion with an emphatic individualism. From both socialism and utilitarian 

political economy secularists adopted the idea that progress was a hardwired human 

characteristic. However, secularist progressivism was, in regards to the role of religion, 

far more indebted to the artisan radical tradition than to elite thinking. Without the 

debilitating restraints of priestcraft, humans naturally tended toward human perfection. 

For example, Joseph Barker, a co-editor of the National Reformer, argued that humans 

possessed “a natural tendency to progress” and “there are principles in human nature 

which render the progress of our race a matter of certainty.”119 In addition to his assertion 

of the inherent nature of human progress, Barker also offered a clue as to the engine of 

knowledge. Barker cited knowledge as “infinitely useful” because “it gives man 

dominion over the universe.”120 This view of the importance of knowledge, and by 

implication, education, was a conceptual outgrowth of the secularist emphasis on self-

improvement I have already identified as important to the artisans in the secularist 
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movement. Indeed, the necessity of education and moral improvement had a formative 

impact on secularist ideas of politics, distancing the freethinkers from other radical 

movements such as Chartism. For the secularists, achieving the franchise before realizing 

moral form would have been a pyrrhic victory.121  

Faith in progress was important to all aspects of secularist reformism, but it was 

particularly important in terms of the reformation of morals. Barker made this explicit, 

stating that “knowledge is virtue” and “it reveals to man his duty, unfolds to him the 

results of obedience, weakens the power of temptations to transgression, and thus enables 

and disposes him to pursue a course of life in accordance with the requirements of virtue 

and honour.” As for the Owenites, the primary barrier to this infinitely useful and 

virtuous source of progress was religion. Unchained by obstacles, “man is never long 

contented with his condition.” Thus, while “clergymen may preach contentment as long 

and as hard as they please, men cannot be content, and they ought not if they could.” For 

Barker, and it seems for many other secularists, the implication was that “novelty, 

change, is essential to the enjoyment of life; and the desire for novelty, the eternal 

longing after something better, is another principle that tends to secure the progress of 

our race.”122 Furthermore, progress was potentially without limit. As Holyoake stated late 

in his life, “nearly all inferior natures are susceptible of moral and physical improvability, 

which improvability can be indefinitely advanced by supplying proper material 

conditions.”123 
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Holyoake’s commitment to the improvement of “inferior natures” was firmly 

grounded in his experience as an Owenite lecturer. The popularization and wider 

dissemination of Owenism in the 1830s corresponded with changes in Owen’s treatment 

of religion. Prior to the later 1830s, Owenite lecturers who preached the doctrine of the 

new moral world tended to deal with religion by focusing narrowly on the negative 

elements of the world’s existing religions. However, after 1835 and especially after 1840, 

Owen developed his concept of a rational religion. The early 1840s also saw a return to 

an emphasis on founding Owenite communities, most significantly the community at 

Queenwood. As a consequence of these developments, Owen called upon lecturers to 

emphasize the positive religious doctrines of Owenism rather than focus on attacking 

Christianity.124 As a result of demands from the Owenite leadership to marginalize anti-

religious sentiment during Owenite lectures, tensions arose between Owen and those 

lecturers who were primarily committed to religious radicalism. Charles Southwell was 

one of those alienated lecturers. He strongly criticized Owen’s moderate views of 

religion. This led Southwell to pursue an aggressive scheme for publicizing infidelity and 

attacking religion as irrational.  

Charles Southwell regularly courted controversy and in doing so, seemed to thrive.125 

He entered into the world of ultra-radicalism in the early 1830s and rose to notoriety after 

1839 when he came to the attention of the Owenites as a freethinking lecturer. He became 

an Owenite social missionary in 1840. Southwell’s tenure with the Owenites was brief, 
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but the experience provided him with a platform for articulating his ideas. The tensions 

which arose from Southwell’s conflict with the Owenite leadership over religious matters 

directly influenced the birth of Southwell’s Oracle of Reason, or Philosophy Vindicated 

in 1841. The tone of Oracle set it apart from other Owenite newspapers. Owenism was 

already disreputable. Southwell exacerbated this problem with his combative language 

and atheistic absolutism.126 As we will see, however, the independent freethinkers who 

followed Southwell maintained intellectual commitments which reflected important 

continuity with Paineite and Owenite ideas of history and progress. These ideas were 

integrated using methods derived from comparative linguistic and religious scholarship to 

develop a freethinking narrative of religion, history, and progress. This narrative used 

comparative religion as part of a popularizing discourse about the role of science in 

society. At the root of this particular view of science and society was an aggressive 

atheism, novel in comparison with the main body of the radical tradition by which it was 

preceded. 

To understand Owen’s idea of a new moral world and the departure of the freethinkers 

from that idea, we must elaborate the influence of millenarian thought on Owen and 

Owenism. Owen himself often expressed his ideas in millenarian terms. He was, 

according to J. F. C. Harrison, a “typical eighteenth-century postmillennialist” who 

believed that the millennium was “simply a more perfect state of society, which could 

with equal propriety be called ‘the Rational State of Human Existence,’ or ‘the Union of 

Humanity for the Happiness of All’ or ‘The Brotherhood of the Human Race’.”127 
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However, Barbara Taylor warns that we should not read the Owenites as merely another 

millenarian religious sect. She argues that many of the anti-Christians in the movement 

adopted the evocative language of the evangelicals but did so in a deliberately secular 

manner, and that “for the majority of early Socialists, the language of prophecy and 

apocalypse expressed not a literal faith in millenarian change but an intensity of 

aspiration for which there was simply no secular vocabulary available.”128 

Taylor’s view suggests a way of reading the influence of chiliasm upon an anti-

theological ideology. The most important point of connection is through the notion of a 

social science. Gregory Claeys, in his careful study of the problem of anti-politics in early 

English socialism unpacks how eighteenth-century republicanism and millenarianism 

influenced the political ideas of the Owenites. One vitally important aspect of their 

intellectual development was their notion of social science. While the term “social 

science” took on more neutral connotations after 1840, for the Owenites who first 

embraced the idea in the 1830s, the concept was “synonymous with the science of utility” 

and “its introduction was specifically designed to provide a higher first principle to guide 
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political economy, being nominally equivalent to the ‘science of morals’, but really 

comprising virtually all types of knowledge, since the common good was affected by so 

many different dimensions of both the natural and social worlds.”129 Owen’s social 

science was embedded in the logic of his postmillennial ideas about the future state of 

society. Freethinkers like Southwell and Holyoake who opposed Owen’s embrace of 

theology and rational religion nevertheless shared similar ideas of the good life.130 

Despite these connections, Secularism was a departure from Owenism. The freethinkers, 

by virtue of their rejection of millenarian logic, were prone to a more individualistic 

sense of self-improvement. The search for a new Jerusalem of communities was replaced 

by a commitment to rational self-education that would lead to the reform of existing 

society. Secularists like Holyoake were drawn to liberalism for this reason. Holyoake’s 

more individualist ideas of development meant that emancipation was better served by 

reforming education and legal oaths than it was by experiments in utopian 

communities.131 

The role of religion within the larger conceptual framework of a progressive history is 

a point of departure from Paine and Owen in the emergence of independent freethought. 

For Paine and Owen, religion, no matter how dysfunctional in its various incarnations, 

represented something natural to the human condition. Religion, though manifestly 
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flawed in all of its historical and contemporary versions, was nevertheless evidence of the 

search for truth and was therefore part of the progressive character of human kind. In 

general, religion was not denigrated as destructive in itself, but was primarily faulted for 

its sectarianism, its pollution by priestcraft, and its failure to adapt to new ways of 

knowing the world once its beneficial functions had become anachronistic.  

In contrast, the freethinkers of the 1840s conceived of religion and science as an 

entirely different species of knowledge. In one notable example, Holyoake took to the 

pages of the Oracle in order to apply this critique to the positive religion articulated in the 

New Moral World. In an article entitled “Another New Religion”, Holyoake attacked the 

idea of a rational religion, stating that: 

Mr. Owen lays it down in small capitals that Religion is Truth, and 

Truth is Religion. Truth has nothing to do with religion. Religion 

implies faith, truth implies faith’s antipodes – facts. Religion is 

supernaturalism – truth rejects it. Religion relates to a god. Truth 

knows nothing of one, because truth is plain and comprehensible; 

and God, according to Mr. Owen and all theologians, is 

incomprehensible.132 

A similar line is articulated by Southwell in his series of articles “Policy versus 

Principle: To the Socialists of England.” Southwell declared that Owen had “given me 

great offence” over the question of religion. The idea of a rational religion was 

intrinsically chimerical: “he talks about Rational Religion as though entirely ignorant that 

a religion, like a revelation, if proved by reason, would be destroyed by the proof.”133 

For Owen, religion supplied an historical want which would now be better served by 

new, scientific knowledge. Holyoake and Southwell envisioned knowledge and religion 
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as entirely separate orders of ideas, the latter altogether an obstacle to the former. What 

was at stake for the freethinkers was not the reform of religion but the dismantling of the 

religious imagination altogether. Maltus Questell Ryall, a member of the Lambeth 

Rational Society and secretary for Holyoake’s Anti-Persecution Union, argued that: 

The arrogant pretensions of religionists are no where more 

strikingly illustrated than in the conduct pursued towards men of 

science, which has always been bitterly oppressive or deceitfully 

encouraging. The early dawnings of science, when in the 

treacherous embrace of religion, have been associated or identical 

with the vilest imposture or charlatanery. In proportion as religion 

was mixed up with it, have chains been, through religious agency, 

forged for the manacling of the human intellect. Thus sorcery, 

magic, divination, charms, astrology, alchemy, were the early 

quackeries that theology imposed on the infant efforts of science, 

and which so long kept them from developing their beneficial and 

delightful uses, when directed into the channel of mechanical, 

astronomical, and scientific investigations.134 

The extremity of freethinking language is sometimes shocking. The working-class 

infidels imbued the religious impulse and the idea of god with almost monstrous powers 

of degradation. Their attacks are worth attending to as they suggest why freethinkers 

placed so much importance on science as a defensive measure against superstition. 

Thomas Paterson, the third editor of the Oracle, succinctly expressed a common 

freethinking contempt for religion when he designated the idea of god as the source of all 

immorality: 

All tyrannies are based upon the god-idea. Nothing but the fear of 

an infinitely powerful and vindictive being, would induce men to 

submit to the countless villainies practised upon them by their 

fellow-mortals, who have treacherously infused the idea that they 

are of a superior order, born to power and wealth. Man has become 

a mere machine in the hands of political and theological tyrants, 

who treating him as a slave, he contracted the vices of one. The 
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god-idea ever was and ever will be, the true cause of man’s 

depravity, of his social and political inequality – teaching and 

instilling him into forbearance under the most atrocious 

oppressions – from the expectation of being rewarded in the 

hereafter.135 

Against the depravity of superstition, freethinkers posed the perfectibility of human 

kind. In “The Law of Progress,” T. W. Thornton argued that humanity was a “progressive 

and perfectible animal.”136 While Thornton admitted that there were impediments to 

progress, notably religion, he argued that the distinguishing feature of the human animal, 

in comparison to all others, was its intellectual faculties. These intellectual faculties had 

an intrinsically progressive nature and, therefore, the “march of mind is irresistible.”137  

In the 1840s, Holyoake began to connect the threads of religious criticism and ideas of 

progress that were proliferating through the infidel press, and wove them into the 

articulation of his own ideology in the mid-1840s. In 1845, he released a pamphlet 

entitled Rationalism, adding his gloss to Owen’s rationalism. Holyoake attempted to 

balance necessity with the possibility of individual progress. He argued that we were not 

“the perpetual playthings of fate” because, as the pessimistic determinists neglected to 

observe, “in the hour when the order of things gave us life we received a nature capable 

of progressive improvement – that every moment of existence increases our 

consciousness, our intelligence, and our power.”138 Holyoake connected this knowledge 

of human progressiveness to the idea that religion was unnecessary for morals. He argued 

that rationalism rather than religion told us why we are good or bad: “by religious 
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systems when men did well we knew not why, save and except by reference to God’s 

good grace, which however good, was always fleeting and uncertain ... but in Rationalism 

one can trace integrity to its source and noting the influences which nurtured it, mark its 

ascension in a mathematical line, and foretell its culmination with the accuracy of an 

astronomical calculation.”139  

The desire to accurately predict how to make individuals moral drew the secularists to 

the idea of a social science. Their belief that a social science could be developed was 

grounded in the idea of universal laws of human nature. The secularists regularly invoked 

these laws of nature, but how were they to be known? In the 1840s, Owenism was 

remarkably influential in terms of epistemology. However, in the 1850s and 1860s, 

Owen’s hard necessity began to be supplanted by the influence of Comtean Positivism 

and Mill’s criticism of Owen’s doctrine of necessity.  

The changes that overcame secularist ideas of necessity and the natural laws of human 

development are exemplified by a series written by Henry Travis that appeared in the 

National Reformer in 1867. Travis was a physician and an intimate of Owen’s. His 

articles were a spirited defence of Owenism in relation to the then preeminent system of 

Comte. Travis declared that “Owenism is incomparably the most complete, or the nearest 

to completeness of all the systems of social reform which have been proposed. There is 

far more learning, and upon some points there are more correct views in the ‘Positivism’ 

of Comte; but as a system for the social regeneration of mankind, the system of Comte is, 

upon several extremely important points, very inferior to that of Owen.”140 
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The content of Travis’s recuperation of Owen was, however, revealing. Travis 

justified his intervention by the need to correct Owen’s view of necessity, and criticized 

Owen for falling for the “necessitarian pitfall” by “imagining and contending that man 

has no power at all to determine his will.”141 Travis’s critique of Owen on this point 

mirrored that found in Mill’s System of Logic discussed above. Curiously, Travis appears 

not to have read the Logic, or else he seriously misunderstood it. Indeed, he cites Mill’s 

Examination of Sir William Hamilton’s Philosophy (1865) as evidence that Owen’s error 

was one that no theorist committed to necessity, including Mill, thus far had 

acknowledged or addressed. In any case, Travis advanced his view of Owen’s system by 

presenting his readers with a schematic table listing the “Thirty Nine Requirements of the 

System of Universal Justice and Consistent Practical Religion” (fig. 1). The table was 

constructed with its ultimate goals placed beside a list of the institutional and 

constitutional arrangements needed to realize them. Travis envisioned that his table and 

its elucidation would provide “for the formation of a body of social reformers who will 

possess all of the knowledge which is requisite for the successful advocacy of their 

views, and for achieving in due time a certain victory over the powers of evil by which 

mankind have hitherto been made the slaves of a most mistaken, and unjust, and vicious, 

and misery-producing system.”142 

Contributions like Travis’s at first appear idiosyncratic. However, the utopianism 

associated with Owenism did not altogether disappear as freethinkers transitioned from 

Owenism to Secularism. The lingering influence of Owenite utopianism was most 
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Figure 1 

I. 

Ultimate Requirements 

 

Conclusive 

1. The highest attainable Intelligence, 

Goodness, & Happiness of ALL. 

 

Concurrent. 

2. Exclusion of injurious Influence, 

mental and material. 

3. Utmost possible Prevention of Evil. 

4. Abundant and universally beneficial 

Production. 

5. Universally beneficial Distribution. 

6. Practical Union of Individual Duty and 

Interest. 

7. Practical Union of the Interests of All. 

8. The highest beneficially attainable 

Excellence in all Things. 

9. Endless Improvement and Progress. 

 

Primary Requirements. 

 

General. 

10. Land and useful Materials and 

Productions. 

11. Science, Literature, and the Arts in 

general. 

12.  Effective manual and mechanical 

Power. 

 

Especial. 

13. Mental, Moral, and Economical 

Science. 

14. Enlightened Religious Feeling. 

15. Enlightenment Sentiment of Duty. 

16. Enlightened Justice and Benevolence. 

17. Honesty and Truthfulness. 

18. Well-Regulated Individual 

Attachments. 

19. Well-Regulated self-regarding 

Instincts. 

20. Consistency. 

II. 

Intermediate Requirements 

 

Institutional. 

21. United Property in all Things 

beneficial to be held in Common. 

22. Agreeable and effective Arrangement 

of Occupations. 

23. Equal proportionate Services to 

Society from All at like Ages. 

24. Equal general Advantage for All at 

like Ages. 

25. Equal Rights and Liberties for both 

Sexes. 

26. The best attainable Education for All. 

27. Equal Liberty of Conscience for All. 

28. Equal personal Freedom for All at like 

Ages. 

29. Freedom from Intrusive Interference. 

30. Marriage sacred to Conjugal Love. 

31. Beneficially-ordered Annulment of 

Unhappy Unions. 

32. The utmost possible Avoidance of 

Anger and Unkindness. 

33. Effective but considerate Constraint if 

ever needed. 

34. Government by All in Succession at 

the fittest Age.  

 

Constitutional. 

35. Union of Families and Individuals in 

Self-Sustaining Societies. 

36.  Fitting Extent  and independent 

Location of each Society. 

37. Federation and general Union of these 

Societies. 

 

Transitional. 

38. Appropriate Transition. 

 

Initiatory. 

39. Gradual and universally beneficial 

Introduction. 
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pronounced in the way secularists wrote about education. Education was considered vital 

for the realization of progress. The ripple effect of human actions demanded responsible 

education. Social responsibility was at the centre of Victorian education debates. 

Inculcating a moral commitment to service among the working class connected debates 

over national education to those regarding the extension of the electoral franchise. 

Among middle-class reformers Mill was a particularly vigorous advocate of educational  

reform. For the secularists, the expansion of education was a prerequisite for the reform 

of democratic politics. The expansion of the franchise after 1867 made the need to instill 

dominant values of service among the children of the working classes all the more 

urgent.143 

The freethinkers were not merely concerned with the ethical implications of education 

for the individual’s obligations to society. Education was, in Holyoake’s terms, a matter 

of “self-defence” against tyranny.144 Education in the secularist idiom was more than the 

acquisition of knowledge. It was a process of training the individual to embrace liberty 

and responsibility: “in practising Freethought there may be passion but not petulance, 

enthusiasm but not excitement. It must be patient, persistent, and independent, obviously 

seeking two things – truth and deliverance; and the sign of deliverance is independence, 

and the grace of independence is courtesy.”145 Rationalist education would, in this 

formulation, produce a variety of progressive results. In addition to the reduction of 
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disease, the extension of life, the decline of crime, and the improvement of both 

government and trade: 

7. Science would be everywhere diffused; the arts of life would be 

improved and multiplied; and plenty and comfort would bless 

every dwelling. 

8. Men would be free from superstitious terrors, and from needless 

religious anxieties. Their hearts would no longer quail and their 

spirits fail, in dread of either a cruel God, a malignant devil, or an 

eternal hell. Their ideas of God would be in harmony with nature 

and their anticipations of the future would be modified by the 

present. 

… 10. Hatred and horror of each other would disappear. Good men 

would no longer fancy that they saw, in the virtuous scientific 

neighbour, a child of the devil, a monster of depravity, an enemy 

to God, a foe to humanity, and an heir to hell; but would discover 

in him a model of intellectual and moral excellences, a guide, 

philosopher, and friend; a light of the world, an honour to his 

country, and a blessing to his race  

… 13. The distinction between the Church and the world would 

disappear. The Church would become rational, and the world 

would become virtuous, and both would mingle. The partition 

walls which have kept mankind so long asunder would disappear, 

and the Church and world become one cheerful, loving, joyous 

community. The worth of men would no longer be measured by 

their creeds, nor their honesty by their intolerance; but a tree would 

be judged by its fruits, and a man by his deeds. 

… 16. The world would constantly become more beautiful, and 

man more glorious: life would be more happy, and death itself 

would be stript both of its agonies and its fears.146 

The scale of the improvement attributed to education in the above passage is immense. 

And while it would be easy to dismiss such exclamations as mere polemical 

extravagance, there is no indication that the author was engaged in self-aware hyperbole. 

Indeed, the uniquely progressive quality of education was one of the most consistent 

themes of secularist discourse. This is scarcely surprising for a movement populated by 

autodidacts, but the fanatical elevation of education was also a common feature of 
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Victorian reformism. For example, Mill insisted that the state had the legitimate power to 

enforce compulsory education for children. Education was one of the few areas Mill 

thought that market demand could not regulate. Parents could not be trusted to understand 

the value of education, and so the state had the right to compel them to educate their 

children. Mill did not want to hand the role of educating children to the state. Rather, he 

advocated for the state to fund the attendance of children at schools established by private 

organizations that were subjected to minimum standards and inspection.147 In their high 

regard of the civic importance of education, Mill and the secularists were emblematic of 

the society at large. The inculcation of useful knowledge appeared as a social panacea for 

the Christian and freethinker alike. The contest was over what constituted useful 

knowledge. Heterodox Victorians shared a number of assumptions about education. In 

“A Liberal Education; and Where to Find It” (1868), the agnostic T. H. Huxley 

characterized a liberal education as one designed for “the instruction of the intellect in the 

laws of nature, under which name I include not merely things and their forces, but men 

and their ways.”148 Huxley’s article was received with acclaim in the National Reformer, 

which described it as “much in conformity with the true principles of Secularism.”149 

Like the description of education reform above, Huxley evinced the idea that a liberal or 

secular education would not only lead to the creation of a more perfect intellect but also a 

more perfect citizen: 

That man, I think, has had a liberal education who has been so 

trained in youth that his body is the ready servant of his will, and 

                                                      

147 J.S. Mill, On Liberty (1859), in J.M. Robson (ed.) Collected Works of John Stuart Mill, vol. xviii 

(Toronto and Buffalo: University of Toronto Press, 1979), 301-2; Bruce Kinzer, J.S. Mill Revisited: 

Biographical and Political Explorations (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 190, 193, 194. 
148 T. H. Huxley, “A Liberal Education; and Where to Find it,” Macmillan’s Magazine (March, 1868): 369.  
149 J. M., “Secular Education,” National Reformer 11, no. 12 (March 22, 1868): 183.  



 

99 

 

does with ease and pleasure all the work that, as a mechanism, it is 

capable of; whose intellect is a clear, cold, logic engine, with all its 

parts of equal strength, and in smooth working order; ready, like a 

steam engine, to be turned to any kind of work, and spin the 

gossamers as well as forge the anchors of the mind; whose mind is 

stored with a knowledge of the great and fundamental truths of 

nature and of the laws of her operations; one who, no stunted 

ascetic, is full of life and fire, but whose passions are trained to 

come to heel by a vigorous will, the servant of a tender conscience; 

who has learned to love all beauty, whether of nature, or of art, to 

hate all vileness, and to respect others as himself.150 

The benefits of education would not materialize if the content of an education was 

insufficient. The self-defensive qualities artisan freethinkers attributed to a secular 

education were easily contrasted with the “aggression” of religious education. For 

example, W. J. B. denounced what he saw as Catholic incursions at Oxford. Presumably 

directed at lingering Tractarian influence, he contrasted education at Oxford to that at 

Cambridge. While the secularists tended to focus their attention on the content of primary 

education rather than at the universities, W. J. B.’s comparison of Oxford and Cambridge 

is indicative of the general preference found in the secular press. Thus, “the effect of a 

special religious education” at Oxford had the consequence of supplying the bulk of the 

newly emancipated Catholic clergy, while at Cambridge, “where the education is more 

material and mathematical … and less spiritual and theological, few, if any, have become 

Catholics.”151 While the peculiarities of anti-Catholicism may have shaped the particulars 

of W. J. B.’s critique, it conformed to the contours of secularist educational ideas more 

generally. Huxley, J. M., and W. J. B. all agreed that education in England did not, 

despite the apparently undeniable benefits of a rational policy, live up to the ideals which 
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the secularists held. In Huxley’s case, evidence of the right kind of education was 

available in Germany, but for the secularists, the key obstacle to proper education was to 

be found in the Church’s involvement in England’s plan for national education, and the 

supremacy of the Bible as the method of instruction. 

The ubiquity of this criticism crossed the thresholds of competing journals and the 

periods and divisions in the secularist movement. Anxiety about education reached back 

into the period antecedent to Holyoake’s articulation of Secularism. In the Oracle we can 

find articles recommending methods to atheists for how to inculcate a non-religious sense 

to their children. Notices about educational controversies and experiments in educational 

reform appeared repeatedly in the press.152 For example, we find a telling criticism of the 

religious method of instruction in Cooper’s Journal which complained that “the Bible is 

made use of to block up the avenues to knowledge.” The writer found antagonism to 

secular education and political opposition to policies such as Fox’s education bill bound 

up with an “exalted Christian wisdom” that “tells them that the arts of reading, writing, 

and arithmetic, cannot be taught, nor the moral duties of humanity inculcated, except in 

company with the Pentateuch and the four Gospels.”153 Similar complaints appeared in 

articles like “The Education of the People, and What it Ought to Be,” (National 

Reformer, 1867), “National Education and the Bible,” (National Reformer, 1873), and 

“Religion an Obstacle to Education,” (The Secular Review, 1877).  

Over the course of thirty-some years, arguments for secular and against Biblical 

education found a steady voice in the secularist press. What was at stake was the future 
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trajectory of British society. Was secular education a religiously neutral objective which 

would not interfere with the continuation of Christianity as a personal system of faith? 

Or, was excising the Bible and theology from the national plan of education part of a 

chain of policies and new modes of knowledge which would sap the power of Bible, 

faith, and Church? This is a tension explored repeatedly in the secular press, expressed by 

moderate secularists under Holyoke and by radical, atheist-inclined secularists led by 

Bradlaugh. 

Holyoake’s attempts to delineate the difference between secular education and 

secularist education is particularly revealing. Holyoake proposed a Secularism which 

would function as a suspensive category, acting as a neutral space of political and social 

operation. This perspective informed his view of Secularism for both the religious and the 

non-religious. For example, in one letter to the Birmingham Daily Gazette clarifying his 

position on education in 1869, Holyoake insisted “that knowledge which is secular is not, 

as many imagine it, necessarily opposed to that which is religious, it is merely distinct 

from it.”154 In 1870, in letters to W. E. Forster regarding what would become the 

Education Act of that year, Holyoake recommended adopting the Dutch educational 

model, and argued that it would “satisfy the most extreme person in England religious 

and anti-religious if the government but give it.”155 The implication was that, while 
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settling the education problem through the use of a secular state model, religious 

sensitivities might still be accommodated.  

Holyoake and other freethinking radicals were ultimately to be disappointed by the 

1870 Education Act. Too many concessions were made to appease Anglican sensibilities, 

and neither freethinkers nor Dissenters were satisfied with the attempt to balance the 

various interests involved. Indeed, the Act remained contentious well into the twentieth 

century. In 1928, the Secular Education League published The Case for Secular 

Education. The League criticized the legacy of the 1870 Act on the grounds that its 

uneven provisions meant that “thousands of villages and other areas have only one school 

– that of the Established Church, to which Nonconformists, Catholics, Jews, Agnostics, 

and other minority sects are compelled to send their children.”156 This particular and 

seemingly quibbling concern was elaborated into a much more substantive point. 

Specifically, the League addressed the complaint made by Catholics that their children 

should not have to attend schools not steeped in Catholic doctrine. The League responded 

by asking: 

Are Protestants and Catholics, who demand this right for 

themselves, prepared to accord the same right to their fellow 

citizens who are Jews, Christadelphians, Latter-Day Saints, 

Positivists, Ethicists, Unitarians, Freethinkers, and Socialists? 

They, too, are citizens, pay taxes, and obey the law. On what 

principle of equity are they to be denied privileges that are 

conferred on others with no more rights than themselves? … The 

argument here advanced is that the State cannot become a 

Universal Provider of religious teaching, and that, since it cannot 

teach the religion of all of its citizens, it should remain neutral in 

regard to them all.157 

                                                      

156 Secular Education League, The Case for Secular Education (London: Watts and Co, 1928), 22. 
157 The Case for Secular Education, 32. 
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The difficulty that arose from secularist claims regarding education is in determining 

to what extent a secular education could also be religious, or at least, theologically 

neutral. In an 1877 article in the Secular Review, Holyoake revealed some of the tensions 

within his delineation of a secular and a secularist program of education. He redefined 

Secularism as “not a sectarianism or a dogma, but an education”, the goal of which is 

“the training of progressionists.”158 It is this “progressionist” model which created a 

problem for Holyoake. He offered a Comtean narrative of the hierarchy of knowledge 

that seems to equate knowledge, and therefore truth, with material secular knowledge. 

Thus, “the testing of the real is a power which grows in force through four states” which 

ascended from Consciousness, to Knowledge, and Science, culminating in Secularism.159 

As in Holyoake’s defence that Secularism did not require atheism, there is a tension here: 

the long-term viability of expecting religious people to accept the ultimately exclusionary 

precepts of secular knowledge was not addressed. The intractability of Holyoake’s desire 

to elaborate an inclusive Secularism that would encompass freethinker and Christian 

alike stemmed from basic assumptions about the nature of knowledge and progress 

developed by freethinkers in the 1840s. Secularists insisted that theology was inimical to 

progress. This created an intractable but largely unrecognized conceptual problem for 

freethinkers like Holyoake who wanted to make secular social reform palatable to their 

Christian compatriots. 

                                                      

158 G. J. Holyoake, “Secular Knowledge,” Secular Review: A Journal of Daily Life 2, no.44 (June 3, 1877): 

210-11.  
159 G. J. Holyoake, “Secular Knowledge,” 211. 
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2.6 Conclusion 

The ideas of progress found in the secularist press and in the pamphlets and debates of 

secularist leaders like Holyoake and Bradlaugh were the product of a tradition of artisan 

radicalism represented by Paine, Carlile, Owen and the Owenites. I have shown that in 

the development of Secularism there was a continuity of ideas about progress as the 

advance of reason over superstition, and the elaboration of a science of society. 

Ultimately, however, the freethinkers who split with Owen over rational religion altered 

the role of religion in history by denying religion a place in the history of progress. For 

the freethinkers, religion never instigated progress. Religion was only ever a barrier.  

The artisan freethinkers were staunchly opposed to the pessimistic providentialism and 

ideas of atonement that dominated evangelical Christian thought in the first decades of 

the nineteenth century.160 The freethinkers also abandoned millenarian beliefs that linked 

Owenism to evangelicalism. The secularists embraced the idea of social science and 

believed in the transformative power of scientific knowledge in the process of individual 

improvement. In the 1850s and 1860s, Holyoake and other secularists would find a 

robustly atheistic expression of these ideas in the anglicized works of Auguste Comte’s 

ideas of positivism. However, as with Owen, what the secularists adopted from Comte 

was not merely a working-class embrace of elite, erudite ideas. Rather, they integrated 

Comte into a radical artisan intellectual tradition. 

Secularist faith in the power of reason and science resulted in a strain of naïve 

scientism. This scientism provided the secularists with a framework for thinking about 

                                                      

160 Boyd Hilton, The Age of Atonement: The Influence of Evangelicalism on Social and Economic Thought, 

1795-1865 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988). For criticism of Hilton and some context for the intellectual 

forces arrayed against evangelical ideas of providence and atonement, see Maxine Berg, “Progress and 

Providence in Early Nineteenth-Century Political Economy,” Social History 15, no.3 (1990): 370-4. 
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religion and human moral development, and further informed their ideas about 

civilization and the problem of empire. Some secularists embraced ideas of race and 

integrated racialism into a materialist and universalist view of humanity as a progressive 

species. In later chapters, we will examine how principles of progress, universalism, and 

difference forced secularists to confront the problem of race and engage with ideas of 

non-progressive races and racial extinction. 

Race was not a purely scientific construction. It was also cultural and religious. The 

secularists utilized ideas of comparative religion in the development of their criticism of 

Christianity. In the next chapter, I show how the freethinkers used their reading of world 

religions to elaborate Secularism. Through the influence of Orientalist scholarship, the 

secularists came to conceive of Christianity as a derivative offshoot of eastern traditions 

such as Hinduism and ancient Egyptian religion. At the same time, the secularists 

identified in these other traditions ideas that they considered morally good. Locating 

some of those same ideas in Christianity, the secularists concluded that truly moral 

precepts were universal and natural and therefore secular. In subsequent chapters, I show 

how a universal, secular morality interacted with scientific ideas of race and progress and 

provided the secularists with their analysis of racial minorities and the indigenous 

subjects of the empire.
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Chapter 3 

“The assumption of an Indian or Egyptian Priest is just as good, to our 

thinking, as the assumption of a Christian Priest”: Secularism and 

Comparative Religion, Imagining a Secular World 

On November 6, 1841, Charles Southwell released the first issue of The Oracle of 

Reason, Or Philosophy Vindicated. The Oracle was advertised as “the only exclusively 

Atheistical print that has appeared in any age or country.”1 Printed on cheap paper and 

sold for a penny, the Oracle avoided the stamp regulations by publicizing opinions rather 

than the news. Its two-column format was jammed with print and illustrations of 

blasphemous ideas. The paper was an immediate success, initially selling about four 

thousand copies each week. Its confrontational tone attracted the attention of both readers 

and the authorities: Southwell was jailed for blasphemous libel after the publication of 

the fourth issue. His successor George Jacob Holyoake soon followed him to jail on 

charges of blasphemy. In the hands of subsequent editors, the Oracle declined both in 

quality and circulation, and ceased publication on December 6, 1843.2 Despite its short 

run, the appearance of the Oracle was an important turning point in the pre-history of 

Secularism. Southwell’s prosecution radicalized Holyoake and set him on a path that led 

                                                      

1 “Preface,” Oracle of Reason 1 (1841): ii. In reality, the Oracle was only the most vulgar and aggressive of 

a variety of infidel periodicals that had appeared in the years after the end of the Napoleonic wars. Edward 

Royle, Victorian Infidels: The Origins of the British Secularist Movement, 1791-1866 (Manchester: 

Manchester University Press, 1974), 75. 
2 Royle, Victorian Infidels, 82, 202, 321; and Michael Rectenwald, “Secularism and the Cultures of 

Nineteenth-Century Scientific Naturalism British Journal for the History of Science 46, no.2 (2013): 235. 
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to his creation of Secularism. Moreover, for the rest of the century, secularists employed 

the methods of anti-theological criticism that appeared in the pages of the Oracle.   

Southwell was clear about the purpose of his paper. The Oracle of Reason would not 

dispense “supernatural wisdom.” It would “not pretend to teach such unteachable 

things”; Southwell assured his readers that he laid “no claim to supernatural wisdom.”3 

The knowledge in the Oracle would be “something delivered by natural wisdom,” which 

included the natural history of religion.4 The inaugural issue of the Oracle featured the 

first in a series of articles on the history of “Symbol Worship.” Southwell set out to 

reveal the “moral influence” of symbol worship “upon the social and political conditions 

of nations.” His essays were meant to smooth “the difficulties which in many learned 

works beset the path of the student.” Intellectually, this meant summarizing a large and 

complex Orientalist literature into digestible two to three column articles. In more prosaic 

financial terms, Southwell was also acutely aware that his audience was not in the 

“condition to purchase, nor even afford so much of leisure as would enable them to wade 

through, bulky and expensive folios.”5 The duty of the Oracle of Reason was to make the 

intellectual weaponry of reason and erudition available to working-class readers cheaply 

and succinctly. In addition to the role that such popularizations played in anti-religious 

controversy, series published in the Oracle like “Symbol Worship” and “Theory of 

Regular Gradation,” which addressed ideas of biological transmutation and evolution, 

were part of a wider culture of working-class science writing that, alongside middle-class 

                                                      

3 At the outset, Southwell provided all of the copy in the Oracle. His business partner William Chilton 

acted as the printer and remained a silent partner in the venture throughout the life of the paper. OR I, 1; 

Royle, Victorian Infidels, 72. 
4 Charles Southwell, “Introduction,” Oracle of Reason 1, no.1 (1841): 1.  
5 Charles Southwell, “Symbol Worship,” Oracle of Reason 1, no.1 (1841): 6. 
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reforming ventures like the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge, played a vital 

role in creating a working-class readership for scientific literature.6  

Southwell’s desire to inform his readers about the world’s religions while 

simultaneously arming them with weapons of anti-Christian polemic was not an unusual 

goal for comparative religious discourse prior to 1850. As we will see below, Christian 

scholars experienced a tension between their scholarship and their faith, and frequently 

sought to reconcile the knowledge they gained from non-Christian texts with the Bible’s 

historical account of creation. Heterodox scholars from the Enlightenment through to the 

freethinkers similarly attempted to reconcile the complexities of different creeds and 

theologies by reducing differences to peculiarities that existed within the universal 

phenomena of religion. For both freethinkers and the orthodox, scholarship and faith 

existed in uneasy – but sometimes mutually constitutive – tension. In the second half of 

the century, the academic study of religion was re-established on a more professional 

footing. From the 1850s onwards, the tendency was towards dispassionate discourse less 

affected by the demands of theological controversy, though, as we will see, even the 

professional scholars often felt compelled to situate their arguments with regards to their 

respect and reverence for religion, particularly Christianity. 

Southwell, however, was not concerned with religious niceties. “Symbol Worship” 

was chiefly concerned with the religious symbolism of ancient Egypt and Hinduism. He 

compared these religious traditions with Christianity, and argued that a careful 

                                                      

6 For a discussion of the role of cheap periodicals in early nineteenth-century science popularization, see 

Jonathan A. Topham, “The Mirror of Literature, Amusement and Instruction and cheap miscellanies in 

early nineteenth-century Britain,” in Geoffrey Cantor, Gowan Dawson, Graeme Gooday, et. al. (eds.), 

Science in the Nineteenth-Century Periodical: Reading the Magazine of Nature (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2004), 37-66. 
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comparison of Christianity with ancient and Eastern religions, such as those conducted by 

Volney and Dupuis, “contributed to destroy all belief in the literal text of Genesis,” and 

led necessarily to the conclusion that Christianity was “mere allegoric fiction.”7 Religious 

comparisons exposed Christianity as an unoriginal and subordinate example of a 

universal phenomenon of superstition. Southwell was not the first artisan radical to attack 

Christianity on comparative grounds, but the comparative method he adopted in the 

Oracle was widely used throughout the secularist press. Religious comparison was of 

particular interest to freethinkers. Those who followed Holyoake in his efforts to 

transcend atheism, used religious comparisons to challenge Christian orthodoxy and 

make the case for a superior, secular morality; those who agreed with Charles Bradlaugh 

that Secularism was synonymous with atheism, did the same. Hinduism, Egyptian 

mythology, Buddhism, Islam, and Confucianism furnished secularists with potent 

ammunition in their war against religious authority and theological morality.  

Religious comparison was not the only method of anti-theological criticism available 

to secularists. Freethinkers challenged Christianity on a number of grounds. They 

attacked Christianity for contradictions in the Bible. They also decried what they viewed 

as morally objectionable Biblical passages. Freethinkers criticized the violence in Church 

history, arguing that it demonstrated that Christianity was insufficient to the task of 

instilling morality. For some freethinkers, this meant that Christians were hypocrites who 

failed to live up to a noble morality. For others, it was evidence that the morality of the 

                                                      

7 Southwell, “Symbol Worship,” 8. 
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Bible and Christianity was intrinsically wanting. After 1840 arguments derived from 

German historical criticism of the Bible were also integrated into secularist criticism.8  

From the 1840s on, we find freethinkers coopting the work of Orientalists, 

missionaries, colonial administrators, native correspondents and travelogues to bring their 

interpretations of the world’s religions to their readers. In the majority of cases, the 

comparative method was used to refute the idea that Christianity was revealed by God by 

examining Christianity’s historical debts to other religious and mythological traditions. 

The secularists adopted the relativist position that a person’s faith was the chance 

outcome of geography, history, and custom. Christianity was therefore simply the locally 

predominant expression of a seemingly universal cultural phenomenon known as 

religion. Some features of the world’s existing religions appealed more than others to the 

moral sensibilities of the secularists. For example, Charles Southwell and Thomas 

Cooper insisted that the principle of “do unto others” was a fine thing. However, it was a 

fine thing that could be found “word for word in the original of Confucius” and was not 

therefore unique to Jesus or Christianity.9 In contrast, in the wake of the 1857 Indian 

Mutiny, Holyoake declared that while he “regarded Christianism, Mohamedanism, and 

Brahminism as three superstitions, he did not regard them as superstitions equally bad,” 

and that Christianity was “infinitely the best of the three, and comparatively should be 

glad to see it prevail over the whole of India.”10 Particular preferences and prejudices 

aside, as the secularists sought to explain the features of a given religion or even of 

                                                      

8 Royle, Victorian Infidels, 111-14.  
9 Thomas Cooper, Infidel’s Text Book, 135-6, Southwell-Bowes Discussion, 65-6, and Oracle of Reason, 

April 1, 1843. Quoted in Royle, Victorian Infidels, 112. 
10 Report on Holyoake’s speech in Bolton, reprinted in Reasoner from the Bolton Chronicle, January 13, 

1858, 12-13.  
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religion in general, more often than not they concluded that those morally upright and 

progressive principles found in religion were of natural rather than supernatural origin. In 

short, what was good in religion was, in fact, secular. In contrast, what was bad in 

religion was the result of superstition and priestcraft and was the engine of prejudice. 

By engaging in religious comparison as part of their critique of Christianity, the 

secularists enacted a project that rendered Christianity a foreign and undesirable cultural 

artefact. Making Christianity “strange” in this manner meant moving between an 

inclusive universalism and an exclusive particularism.11 Religion was a universal 

phenomenon that could be historicized, explicated, incorporated – either positively or 

negatively – into a story of human progress, and ultimately overcome. At the same time, 

Christianity as a particular patrimony descended from the traditions of ancient Judaism 

characterized as foreign and unassimilable to the needs and values of modern Britain. The 

                                                      

11 I borrow this formulation from Jonathan Sheehan. For Sheehan, making Christianity strange was part of 

the development of the higher Biblical criticism that emerged from Germany in the eighteenth century. 

Johann David Michaelis’s monumental 1769 translation of the Bible embraced the alterity of the East and 

the Hebrews as a part of the pursuit of revelation: “the strangeness of the Old Testament would shine from 

every word, no longer comforting in its familiarity, but disorienting in its alien splendor”. Michaelis did not 

seek to undermine the word of revelation, but his Bible was the pinnacle of Sheehan’s idea of an 

Enlightenment, cultural Bible, and an unintended consequence of making the Bible explicable through the 

rigorous science of philology was that it historicized revelation and opened space for criticizing the Bible 

on secular, historical grounds. The secularists were not leaders in these developments, but they embraced 

the implications and applied them eagerly to their anti-theological program. For Sheehan, the German 

scholars responsible for the higher criticism had made Christianity strange via their philological 

subordination of Scripture to science. This paralleled the subordination of the East to Western knowledge, 

described Said’s Orientalism. The process of estrangement can also be seen in nineteenth-century debates 

regarding the Semitic character of Christianity. The embrace of Aryanism by Europeans raised concerns 

that Christianity, as an offshoot of Judaism, was insufficiently universal. Universalism was conceived as a 

fundamental feature of Indo-Aryanism while the Semites were parochial and insular. Tomoko Masuzawa 

tracks how these debates involved both Buddhism and Islam, and how some scholars such as Ernst Renan 

were prepared to abandon historical ties to Christianity to embrace universalism, which some saw as 

emanating from Buddhism. See Jonathan Sheehan, The Enlightenment Bible: Translation, Scholarship, 

Culture (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2005), 182-221. Sheehan’s usage of the idea of 

estrangement is itself influenced by twentieth-century discussions of literary formalism and the role of 

estrangement in the creation of meaning. See, Carlo Ginzburg, “Making Things Strange: The Prehistory of 

a Literary Device,” Representations 56 (Autumn, 1996): 8-28. See also, Tomoko Masuzawa, The Invention 

of World Religion, 186-92. 
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use of religious comparison to make Christianity strange was part of what made 

organized freethought a distinct mode of artisan radical thought in the nineteenth century. 

In order to unpack the role religious comparison played in secularist thought and 

controversy, this chapter first situates the secularists within the wider tradition of 

comparative religion from the late eighteenth century to the second half of the nineteenth. 

I then examine the uses freethinkers made of Orientalist scholarship in their project of 

relativizing Christianity. Finally, I discuss how freethinkers engaged the Jewish and 

Islamic traditions and how antisemitism and ideas of innate Muslim fanaticism and 

violence penetrated secularist comparative religion. 

3.1 Comparative Religion: Enlightenment Precursors and Victorian Parallels 

The impulse to compare religious traditions was not a novel development of the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Greek and pre-Christian Romans took an abiding 

interest in understanding the religious customs of their neighbours. Stoic critics 

developed a method of religious comparison that understood the gods of Greece and the 

near East as metaphors for natural phenomena. In contrast, Euhemerus conceived of the 

same gods as great men and women who had been deified. Jewish and Christian scholars 

were less ecumenical; they looked to other faiths as evidence of error and sin. 

Nevertheless, theologians from the early church to the Renaissance and beyond 

maintained an avid interest in other religious traditions.12   

The Reformation and the subsequent proliferation of new and often deeply 

antagonistic Christian confessions introduced a novel and urgent dimension to religious 

                                                      

12 Eric J. Sharpe, Comparative Religion: A History (London: Duckworth, 1975), 1-19. 
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comparisons. The very concept of religion underwent a transformation. As Peter Harrison 

argues, religion became understood in terms of “abstracted, depersonalised systems 

which were intended to represent in propositional terms the sum total of the religious 

lives of other people.”13 As a result, religious sceptics and moral relativists discovered 

new opportunities to challenge orthodox traditions. The controversial Anglo-Dutch deist 

Bernard Mandeville, for example, in The Fable of the Bees; Or, Private Vices, Publick 

Benefits (2 vols., 1714-1723, 1729) maintained that virtue and morality cannot be 

measured objectively. For Mandeville, ideas of good and bad were rooted in social 

conventions rather than nature; religious and cultural norms, our “Liking or Disliking of 

things,” depended upon “Mode and Custom, and the Precept and Example of our Betters 

and such whom one way or other we think to be Superior to us.”14 Mandeville’s argument 

implied that religious doctrines were not divine but merely customary. David Hume 

pursued this line of thinking to radical conclusions in his natural history of religion.15 As 

Harrison puts it, in the Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion (1779) and The Natural 

History of Religion (1757), Hume was “bold enough to imply that all religions were 

merely socially acceptable superstitions.” One of the important consequences of Hume’s 

sceptical challenge to Christianity was that Christian scholars began to build their 

religious comparisons upon scientific foundations.16 

In the same era that heterodox theorists like Mandeville and Hume were upsetting 

orthodox ideas about Christian revelation, eighteenth-century readers were taking an avid 

                                                      

13 Peter Harrison, ‘Religion' and the Religions in the English Enlightenment (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2002), 1. 
14 Bernard Mandeville, Fable of the Bees, volume 1 (Kaye Edition), 329-30. 
15 Harrison, ‘Religion' and the Religions, 169. 
16 Harrison, ‘Religion' and the Religions, 172. 
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interest in literary expositions of the world’s religious diversity. The most significant of 

these works was Bernard Picart and Jean Frederic Bernard’s Religious Ceremonies and 

Customs of All the Peoples of the World, published in seven folio volumes between 1723 

and 1737. Bernard and Picart presented the variety of the world’s religions as equally 

valid systems of belief and gave substantial intellectual support to calls for religious 

toleration.17 Ceremonies and Customs was a major commercial success and it remained 

in print for over a century, appearing in numerous official and unofficial pirated editions 

both in its original French and in English translation.18  

The late eighteenth century saw religious relativism pushed to ever more radical 

conclusions. In France, Constantin François de Chassebœuf, Comte de Volney’s The 

Ruins: Or, a Survey of the Revolutions of Empires (1791) and Charles-Francois Dupuis’s 

Origins of all Religious Worship (1794) presented arguments about the universal nature 

of religion, its origins, and its consequences for society. Volney was intensely interested 

in the prospects of moral progress. In The Ruins, he addressed religion at length and 

argued that the hostile relationships between the world’s religions instilled hatred, 

inhibited free communication, and was a key obstacle to universal enlightenment.19 In 

contrast, Dupuis was more interested in capturing the universal origin of all religions. In 

the Origins he argued that all religions have their roots in primordial sun worship.20 Both 

                                                      

17 Lynn Hunt, Margaret C. Jacob, and Wijnand Mijnhardt, The Book that Changed Europe: Picart and 

Bernard’s Religious Ceremonies of the World (Cambridge, Mass. and London: Belknap Press, 2010), 1-2, 

7-8. 
18 Hunt, Jacob, and Mijnhardt, Book that Changed Europe, 296-310. 
19 Elements of Volney’s argument closely resembled those of Thomas Paine in Age of Reason (1794). See, 

Alexander Cook, “Volney and the Science of Morality in Revolutionary France,” Humanities Research 16, 

no.2 (2010): 18.  
20 Tomoko Masuzawa, The Invention of World Religion: Or, How European Universalism was Preserved 

in the Language of Pluralism (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 2005), 292-3.  
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Volney and Dupuis were read and cited by the secularists in their comparative 

investigations.  

The Enlightenment and the French Revolution instigated a tumult of debates that 

helped fuel European interest in non-Christian religions, while imperial expansion 

generated new questions about cultural difference and opened new fields of inquiry. 

Colonial agents confronted linguistic, cultural, and religious difference as a significant 

barrier to their interests in both trade and government. When the East India Company 

(E.I.C.) acquired the diwan of Bengal in 1765, efforts to develop British knowledge about 

Indian languages increased. The E.I.C. established colleges in cities such as Calcutta to 

train its agents in Indian languages, and mastery of local languages became a crucial 

factor in a successful career with the company. The most famous of the company 

Orientalists was Sir William Jones. Jones is best known today for his linguistic studies 

demonstrating a familial relationship between Sanskrit, Greek, Latin, Germanic, Celtic, 

and Old Persian. Jones’s identification of this linguistic family group instigated a welter 

of research and resulted in the idea of a primordial Indo-European Aryan race. The 

consequences of Orientalist Aryanism were felt throughout Europe, radically influencing 

the development of ethnic and racial nationalisms. In the nineteenth century, Aryanism 

shaped imperial relations as ideas of martial races took hold of the British imagination. 

Simultaneously, the racial logic of Aryanism was diffused throughout the empire and the 

Aryan idea shaped British thinking about indigenous colonial subjects in sites as far 

removed from India as New Zealand.21  

                                                      

21 For example, in New Zealand the British imposed an Aryan ethnology on the Maori. In opposition to 

these British ideas, the Maori developed a Biblically-inspired discourse that identified themselves as the 
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Jones’s monumental contribution to linguistics is the primary reason he is still of 

interest to scholars today. However, Jones’s study of Indian languages and his ideas of 

the primordial consanguinity between Europe and India were rooted in a traditional 

Christian Mosaic ethnology, and this had an important impact on how he navigated the 

religious implications of the knowledge he unearthed. Based on biblical ethnology, Jones 

interpreted the linguistic and racial ties between Europe and India through the Biblical 

narrative of creation, deluge, and diffusion.22 The Hindu system of yugas Jones studied 

suggested that earth was millions of years older than the age of creation Christian 

scholars had derived from the Biblical chronology. Jones reconciled this problem by 

harmonizing the yugas with Biblical historical chronology. For example, Manu I of the 

Krta yuga corresponded with the supposed life of Adam, dated at 4004 B.C.E., and 

Manu’s fish, tortoise, and boar avatars were harmonized with the Biblical flood, dated 

2349 B.C.23  

Jones and other Christian Orientalists differed from their classical and medieval 

forebears by finding a familial resemblance rather than mere devilry in the non-Christian 

faiths of the East. Nevertheless, to make that resemblance palatable, Indian time and 

tradition was rejected and subordinated to the “truth” of the Bible.24 Comparison requires 

both difference and some minimum measure of commensurability. As Peter Gottschalk 

observes, “if two items are entirely different or completely the same, they cannot be 

                                                      

descendants of the ancient Israelites. Tony Ballantyne, Orientalism and Race: Aryanism in the British 

Empire (Basingstoke, Hants.: Palgrave, 2002), 18-55, 146-68. 
22 Thomas Trautmann, Aryans and British India (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 38. 
23 Trautmann, Aryans and British India, 58-9. 
24 Trautmann, Aryans and British India, 58. 
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compared.”25 Comparing Christianity with the disparate forms of metaphysical 

knowledge and ritual traditions that Europeans encountered in Asia and elsewhere, 

required the construction of a unifying category called religion. This conceptual move 

introduces difficulties for our understanding of the past. In the considerable intellectual 

wake created by Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978), generations of scholars have probed 

the ways in which notionally universal European categories of knowledge were created, 

and remain tied to the culturally hierarchical, exclusionary, and racist dynamics of 

European imperialism. Dipesh Chakrabarty provides a perfect, and perfectly simple 

example of this via the problem of translation: 

In the disciple of history the imagination of reality is dependent on 

the capacities of ‘the human mind,’ its powers of visualization. The 

use of the definite article – ‘the human mind’ – is critical here, for 

this reality aspires to achieve a status of transparency with regard 

to particular human languages, an ideal of objectivity entertained 

by Newtonian science in which translation between different 

languages is mediated by the higher language of science itself. 

Thus pani in Hindi and ‘water’ in English can both be mediated by 

H2O … I would suggest that the idea of a godless, continuous, 

empty, and homogenous time, which history shares with the other 

social sciences and modern political philosophy as a basic building 

block, belongs to this model of a higher, overarching language.26 

In the study of religion, scholars like Gottschalk and Tomoko Masuzawa grapple with 

how the discipline’s history is a history of translating non-European traditions into a 

social scientific category of religion that was created in the nineteenth century. This 

translation results in the mapping of “religions” onto a European historical 

consciousness.27 Jones’s incorporation of Hinduism into his faith in Christian truth marks 

                                                      

25 Peter Gottschalk, Religion, Science, and Empire: Classifying Hinduism and Islam in British India 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 88. 
26 Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference (Princeton 

and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2000), 75. 
27 Masuzawa, The Invention of World Religions, 14-21; Gottschalk, Religion, Science, and Empire, 5-12. 
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a crucial moment in creating the Eurocentric mode of knowledge. His scholarship linked 

Indian history to the story of European development, and his address linking Sanskrit to 

Greek and Latin instigated a European vogue for Orientalist knowledge.28  

Jones and other Orientalist scholars struggled to reconcile Eastern religions with 

Christianity. By doing so, they attempted to inoculate their Christian faith from being 

eroded by the implications arising from their translations of Hindu texts. The most 

commonly cited Orientalists in the early freethinking press were Jones and Thomas 

Maurice. Like Jones, Maurice was an orthodox Christian. Both Jones and Maurice saw 

the greater antiquity of Hindu and Egyptian mythology as a serious challenge to their 

Mosaic ethnology. The anxieties created by new knowledge about Hinduism resulted in 

what Thomas Trautmann describes as “Indomania” among eighteenth-century elites. 

Indomania was first and foremost a fascination with Hinduism, and it appealed to 

orthodox Christians as well as corrosive sceptics like Voltaire.29 Well before the advent 

of Secularism, therefore, comparisons between Christianity and Hinduism were couched 

in the context of theological controversy.  

In The Gods of Greece, Italy, and India (1784), Jones argued that the Hindu, Egyptian, 

and Greek and Roman mythologies were merely variants of a single mythology which 

provided a “true history of the world” that conformed to the Biblical account. 

Nevertheless, Jones rejected any subordination of the Bible to these ancient mythologies, 

stating: “There is no shadow of a foundation for an opinion, that Moses borrowed the first 

nine or ten chapters of Genesis from the literature of Egypt: still less can the adamantine 

                                                      

28 Masuzawa, The Invention of World Religions, 149-51. 
29 Trautmann, Aryans and British India, 62-98. 
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pillars of our Christian faith be moved by the result of any debates on the comparative 

antiquity of the Hindus and Egyptians, or of any inquiries into the Hindu theology.”30 

Judaism and Christianity alone sprang forth as truth revealed to Moses. Jones’s exertions 

in favour of Christian revelation can be explained by his need to rescue Orientalism from 

apparently heterodox implications. For example, the clergyman George Costard attacked 

Nathaniel Brassey Halhed’s preface to A Code of Gentoo Laws (1776) because Halhed 

appeared to reconcile Biblical chronology in the favour of non-Biblical sources such as 

Hinduism and geology. Thinkers like Costard, Jones, and Maurice preferred to rescue 

Biblical history.31 As Trautmann explains, Hindu chronology, “in the immensity of its 

ages and its cyclical form,” was a sign of the alterity of India from Europe; “it stood in 

opposition to Christian time as defined by St. Augustine, whose short span of six 

thousand years was suspended as a bridge between two eternities.”32 In rejecting parallels 

between some Hindu doctrines and that of the Christian Trinity, Jones declared that “each 

sect must be justified by its own faith and good intentions” and, therefore, the “tenets of 

our church cannot without profaneness be compared with that of the Hindus, which has 

only an apparent resemblance to it, but a very different meaning.”33 

Maurice addressed the tension between Hindu and Christian history at the 

encouragement of Jones, whom he had known at Oxford. Maurice’s goal was to defend 

the Pentateuch from French sceptics such as Baillie, Volney, and Dupuis.34 However, in 

his defence of the Bible, Maurice criticized Jones’s comparative method, describing it as 
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“an injudicious sacrifice of truth to hypothesis.”35 Thus, the “eternal verity” of the 

Mosaic account could not be “shaken by the vague, baseless, and visionary chimeras that 

distinguish the Brahmin system of exaggerated chronology.”36 Nonetheless, Maurice 

followed Jones in rationalizing Indian mythology with Scripture. For example, Maurice 

embraced a Biblical ethnology and explained the antiquity of Sanskrit by arguing that 

writing was introduced to India by one of the sons of Noah.37  

The most revealing aspect of Maurice’s study is his analysis of the negative 

consequences of comparative scholarship improperly anchored by Christian orthodoxy. 

Maurice attacked philosophes like Voltaire, Volney, and Dupuis for using comparative 

mythology to represent all religions as allegories for nature and the cosmos.38 Heterodox 

religious comparisons caused social breakdown, and in particular the violence of the 

French Revolution: “On the vaunting claims to unfathomable antiquity of that race, 

whose astronomical calculations, and the mythology interwoven with it, have been 

mistaken for true histories, Voltaire first, and afterwards Bailly and Volney, have 

principally founded these false and impious systems, which have plunged a great nation 

in the abyss of atheism, and all its consequent excesses and miseries.”39 In Maurice’s 

evaluation, injudicious comparisons were a threat to the nation, and national stability 

depended upon theological orthodoxy. He therefore characterized his Orientalism as a 

defence of orthodoxy: “it has been my incessant endeavour in this as well as in a former 

publication, to make that exalted science subservient to nobler purposes; to collect into 
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one centre the blended rays shed by the heavenly orbs, and direct their powerful focal 

splendour to the illustration of those grand primeval truths which form the basis of the 

national theology; a theology so inseparably connected with the national government".40 

In the middle decades of the nineteenth century, the discourse of religious comparison 

and difference began to undergo an important transformation. In On Heroes, Hero 

Worship, and the Heroic in History (1840), Thomas Carlyle presented sympathetic 

interpretations of Norse mythology and Islam. Carlyle actively undermined traditional 

Christian prejudices that dismissed these traditions as superstition and forgery. 41 Carlyle 

offered a celebratory, euhemerist interpretation of the Norse gods as great men, heroes 

elevated to divinity. He called Norse religion, “a rude but earnest, sternly impressive 

Consecration of Valour.”42 Ruth ApRoberts argues that Carlyle’s lecture on Odin was a 

veiled account of Christ and the development of the Christian Church, which he modelled 

on Strauss’s Das leben Jesu (1835-1836).43 Carlyle’s project was steeped in a German 

historicist tradition of religious interpretation derived from Kant, Herder, J. G. Hamman, 

and K. O. Müller. In contrast to Hume, who developed the idea of religion as a disease, 

Carlyle viewed the religious instinct as a healthy disposition.44 More substantively, 

Carlyle argued that knowing the “paganism of our fathers” was vital to useful knowledge 

and control of the present: 

To know it consciously, brings us into closer and clearer relation 

with the Past, – with our own possessions in the Past. For the whole 

Past, as I keep repeating, is the possession of the Present; the Past 
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had always something true, and is a precious possession. In a 

different time, in a different place, it is always some other side of 

our common Human Nature that has been developing itself. The 

actual True is the sum of all these; not any one of them by itself 

constitutes what of Human Nature is hitherto developed. Better to 

know them all than misknow them.45 

Orthodox Christian writers of Carlyle’s period also made forays into comparative 

religion. In 1847, F. D. Maurice dedicated his Boyle lectures to the subject of The 

Religions of the World and their Relation to Christianity. The Boyle lectures, argued 

Maurice, were established in 1691 precisely because English colonization in America and 

E.I.C. trade in Asia presented new problems for Christian thought.46 In Maurice’s view, 

Boyle wanted Britain to “bring no people within the circle of her government whom she 

did not bring within the circle of her Light.” However, Boyle struggled with whether 

Christianity could be shared with people from very different religious cultures: 

Was the gift worth bestowing? Were we really carrying truth into 

the distant parts of the earth when we were carrying our own faith 

into them? Might not the whole notion be a dream of our vanity? 

Might not particular soils be adapted to particular religions? and 

might not the effort to transplant one into another involve the 

necessity of mischievous forcing and terminate in inevitable 

disappointment? Might not a better day be at hand, in which all 

religions alike should be found to have done their work of partial 

good, of greater evil, and when something much more 

comprehensive and satisfactory should supersede them?47 

Maurice framed his lectures as an examination of  “the great Religious Systems which 

present themselves to us in the history of the world,” concluding: “if we find, as the 

objectors say, good in each of them, we shall desire to what this good is, and under what 

conditions it may be preserved and made effectual ... In what relation does Christianity 
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stand to these different faiths? If there be a faith which is meant for mankind is this the 

one, or should we look for another?”48 Maurice’s broadminded and ecumenical approach 

to his subject did not prevent him from reaching safely orthodox conclusions about 

Christianity.49 Nevertheless, his method marked the turn, taking place in the late 1840s, 

towards a more disinterested scholarship of religion that was relatively free of the 

pressures of religious controversy. 

In his lectures Maurice made reference to a “young German” working to translate the 

Rig Veda.50 The young German in question was Friedrich Max Müller. Carlyle and 

Maurice laid the groundwork for scholars like Max Müller, contributing to the 

development of a professional scholarly study of religion.51 Max Müller is generally 

recognized as the founder of the modern “scientific” study of comparative religion. His 

scholarship brought together German romantic idealism, comparative Indo-European 

philology, and a post-Hegelian philosophy of history.52 Through the wedding of these 

methodological perspectives, Max Müller attempted to navigate the difficult territory 

between reverence and criticism. In the Introduction to the Science of Religion (1870), he 

assures his audience that “no one who attends these lectures ... will hear his own way of 

serving God spoken of irreverently.” Reverence, however, can also be critical. True 
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reverence, argued Max Müller, “is shown by treating every subject, however sacred, 

however dear to us ... with tenderness and love, by all means, but before all, an 

unflinching and uncompromising loyalty to truth.”53  

Carlyle, Maurice and Max Müller are representative of the intense interest of 

Victorians in the problems of religion and religious difference. In order to understand 

how secularists navigated religious comparisons, it is necessary to examine their thinking 

in relation to the dynamics of Victorian comparative religion more generally. The 

secularists employed religious comparisons in a conscious effort to undermine the power 

and influence of Christian theology in Britain. Eighteenth-century antecedents 

Mandeville, Hume, Picart and Bernard, and Volney approached their comparisons with a 

more or less corrosive religious scepticism. However, Jones, Maurice, and Max Müller 

evinced a genuine respect for the value of Christian faith and a concern to defend the 

faith from the potentially destructive implications of their studies.  

For much of the twentieth century, the perception that the nineteenth century was the 

wellspring of a steady march toward secularization led scholars to equate the comparative 

study of religion with a challenge to traditional religious orthodoxy. For example, late in 

his life, E. E. Evans-Pritchard, one of the immediate successors of the generation of 

scholars who brought the study of religion, culture, and society into the academy, argued 

that the science of religion was primarily advanced by agnostics and unbelievers who had 
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“sought, and found, in primitive religions a weapon which could, they thought, be used to 

deadly effect against Christianity.”54  

In the last three decades, scholars have increasingly distanced themselves from the 

idea that the study of religion was somehow necessarily part and parcel with a larger 

process of secularization. For Marjorie Wheeler-Barclay, scholars have overstated the 

“threat, actual or potential, that [comparative religion] posed to Christian orthodoxy.”55 

The science of religion was not, in its essence, a critique of Christianity. Neither was it 

part of a larger, inexorable trend of Victorian secularization. Wheeler-Barclay instead 

sees comparative religion as rooted in a “widespread interest in the ‘utility’ and human 

‘meaning’ of all forms of religious belief and practice” and this interest “offered a 

favourable atmosphere for the creation of a comparative religion.”56 Moreover, religious 

doubt did not necessarily entail antagonism to the comfort and stability that could be 

                                                      

54 Some seminal figures were indeed antagonistic to traditional Christian orthodoxy. James Frazer, the 

author of The Golden Bough (1900), maintained a suite of heterodox opinions and considered himself “a 

hammer of orthodoxy”. And of course, the secularists happily publicized any ideas that they thought would 

cause damage to traditional orthodoxy. The Rational Press Association, the printing organ of Secularism in 

the early twentieth century, sought permission to print a special edition of the Golden Bough in 1906, 

though Frazer ultimately demurred.  With no doubt there was, at least in some quarters, a desire to use the 

knowledge of comparative religion “to deadly effect” against Christianity. In the 1970s, historians treated 

the process of academic professionalization as synonymous with secularization. As Owen Chadwick saw it, 

the development of modern historical methodologies was intrinsically secularizing. He stated bluntly: 

“there is no history which is not secular. If it is not secular it is not history”. Some historians adopted a 

more nuanced perspective. Generally, this approach entailed massaging the sense that Victorian scholars 

were antagonistic to religion while still naturalizing secularization as inherent to the development of the 

social sciences. Eric Sharpe, for example, explained that despite the traditional assumption that 

comparative religion was akin to religious scepticism, this perception was more apparent than real. Sharpe 

used the example of Max Müller to argue that “so far from science and religion being irreconcilable 

opposites, there might be a ‘Science of Religion’ which could do justice to both”. But Sharpe nonetheless 

sees the development of the discipline as a sort of secularization of perspective; comparative religion 

“usually presupposes, if it does not absolutely require, a certain detachment from a dominant religious 

tradition”. E. E. Evans-Pritchard, Theories of Primitive Religion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1965), 

15; Wheeler-Barclay, The Science of Religion in Britain,188; Owen Chadwick, The Secularization of the 

European Mind in the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1974), 194; Sharpe, 

Comparative Religion, 2, 31. 
55 Wheeler-Barclay, The Science of Religion in Britain, 4 
56 Wheeler-Barclay, The Science of Religion in Britain, 7. 



 

126 

 

found in traditional faith. Wheeler-Barclay points to sceptical writers such as Carlyle, 

George Elliot, G. H. Lewes, and J. S. Mill as unbelievers who “retained a sympathetic 

interest in religion even after they themselves had thrown over the claims of 

orthodoxy.”57 The new science of religion rested on foundations of scientific evidence 

that privileged historical evidence over apologetics; it also rested on the cultural need for 

a “reconciliation between the modernism and dynamism of Britain’s urban industrial 

present and the continuing emotional pull of centuries of tradition.”58 

Professionalizing scholars were caught between the push to privilege non-theological, 

materialist reason and the comforting pull of faith: this is the dynamic George Stocking, 

Jr. sees as the “real historical discontinuity” in nineteenth-century conflicts between 

science and religion.59 As pioneering Victorian anthropologists like E. B. Tylor lost their 

faith, they sought evidence of primordial reason in primitive religion. The edifice of 

Victorian anthropology and the historicist methods of religious comparison were all 

bound to an ulterior motive: explaining and rationalizing the middle-class English society 

in which Tylor and his intellectual cohort lived. Or as Stocking eloquently states, 

Victorian anthropologists endeavoured to recover a “cosmic genealogy of middle-class 

civilization.”60 

The perspectives of Stocking and Wheeler-Barclay are consistent with the vision of 

secularization provided by Charles Taylor in A Secular Age (2007). The comparative 

religionists’ attempts to reconcile a self-sufficient materialist epistemology with their 
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anxiety over the loss of a transcendent, spiritual ontology is emblematic of the “malaise 

of modernity” identified by Taylor. This malaise is expressed as a search for “fullness” in 

a life buffered from the transcendental meaning found in a “porous” pre-modern 

spirituality.61 However, Stocking’s middle-class “cosmic genealogy” compels us to 

consider another feature of secularization, one that unsettles the pluralism of Taylor’s 

vision, “which takes us from a society in which it was virtually impossible not to believe 

in God, to one in which, even for the staunchest believer, religion is one human 

possibility among others.”62 The middle-class’s “ulterior motives” reflected an attempt to 

create a new totality.63 For the middle-class, who in the nineteenth century found 

themselves newly-made masters of social and political life, historicism was a means of 

legitimating a new intellectual, social, and political totality. For the primarily artisan 

secularists, political and cultural legitimacy remained only partial. Although many of the 

secularist leaders acquired economic stability and rose socially, until the very end of the 

century their respectability remained insecure because of their avowal of an assertive and 

activist heterodoxy.64 Leaders like Holyoake remained mindful of their artisan 
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backgrounds and continued to articulate their efforts in the language of working-class 

emancipation, self-defence and self-improvement. 

3.2 Freethought and the Historicizing of Christianity 

Secularists were attracted to the anti-clerical and anti-Christian implications made 

available by religious comparison. From Richard Carlile’s generation of ultra-radicals in 

the 1820s through to the 1840s, freethinkers looked to Enlightenment-era sources for 

their comparative critique of Christianity. The most cited sources in the 1840s were 

Volney and Dupuis. However, orthodox sources were also influential. Despite Owen 

Chadwick’s accusation that working-class readers, when they did extend their interests 

beyond the low-brow newspapers, rarely read anything more than the “narrow Biblicism” 

of Thomas Paine, the artisan freethinkers took an expansive interest in erudite studies of 

non-Christian religions. Moreover, they adopted this interest early in the century. In the 

early 1830s, the blasphemous, renegade preacher Reverend Robert Taylor worked with 

Richard Carlile to bring Taylor’s eclectic, infidel doctrines to the public.65 Beginning in 

June 1830, Carlile rented the Rotunda at 3 Blackfriars Road in London to provide a 

platform for Taylor. Taylor employed wild theatricality to capture the attention of his 

audience. Taylor’s most famous and popular performance “Raising the Devil,” included 

invocations of Satan, the appearance of an image of the devil on a giant, illuminated 
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globe, and the transformation of the devil into an angel – accompanied by Taylor 

explaining that angel and devil were metaphors used by ancient philosophers to explain 

nature, and that “the physical allegory had been obfuscated by the Christian priesthood in 

order to exploit and enslave the common people.”66 

Taylor’s theatrics were mustered in the service of a secular moral system drawn from 

the supposedly more “natural” morality of the ancient pagans. While incarcerated in 

Okeham prison in 1828, Taylor augmented his Romantic, pagan-inspired system by 

delving into the works of Volney, Dupuis, Sir William Jones and William Drummond to 

develop a comparative analysis of the origins of religion which he published in The 

Diegesis and Syntagma.67 Taylor’s radical descendants in the freethinking movement of 

the 1840s utilized these same sources. However, the secularists did not allow their anti-

theological source base to ossify. Instead, new publications and new methods repeatedly 

received advertisement and review in the secularist press. Vigilant attentiveness to the 

development of the sciences was of vital value for freethinkers committed to the belief 

that science and science education were balms for superstition and priestcraft. 

In 1848 Henry Lester Harrison recommended that freethinkers “who would extend the 

empire of freedom” should study Egyptian hierology. For Harrison, “the sculptured 

records of the Egyptians ... give the lie to the common [Biblical] chronology, and will 

ultimately prove as troublesome customers as Mastodons and Ichthyosauri.”68 A review 

of James Bonwick’s Egyptian Belief and Modern Thought (London, 1878) published in 

The Secular Review and Secularist makes the same point; Bonwick must “revolutionise 
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all existing beliefs in the supernatural origin of Christianity.”69 The reviewer argues that  

“the time will come in which it will be acknowledged that some of the best and purest 

elements of Christianity have had an origin in, or been influenced by, a religion which, 

till within the last few years, was held to have been the most debasing of all civilised 

antiquity.”70  

Every new body of knowledge was readily incorporated by freethinkers as yet another 

“new proof in favour of Rationalism”, and the emerging social sciences of linguistics and 

comparative religion were no exception. For the freethinkers these sciences offered an 

opportunity to dismantle Christian claims to divine revelation. This does not mean that 

the freethinkers were necessarily only interested in comparative religion for its polemical 

uses against Christianity. However, the belief that knowledge about the history and 

customs of religions in general was deleterious to faith in any particular creed was a 

consistent theme of secularist treatments of comparative religion. For example, one 

contributor to Holyoake’s Reasoner applauded the “disinterested researches of a few 

men” whose labours demonstrated that “whatever moral beauty Christianity may have 

revealed, or caused to be revealed to the world, it is to most men disfigured and polluted 

by the remains of the gross superstitions, the symbolical beliefs, and the fetish 

propensities of paganism.”71 The author concluded that: 

Egypt was the mother of religion, that the religion of the Jews was 

derived from the religion of the Egyptians; that, as a consequence 

of that derivation, the idea of a special revelation in the case of the 

Jews is completely destroyed; and that Christianity, as a matter of 

course, shares the fate of Judaism; for Christianity, taken as an 
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isolated fact, originating with Jesus of Nazareth, can have no 

special claims.72 

The sources secularists used in their religious comparisons were diverse. While figures 

like Jones, Volney, and Dupuis were regularly cited, other sources were not explicitly 

credited, and are not easy to trace. Robert Taylor’s thesis that the idea of Christianity’s 

debt to Egyptian mythology persisted into the 1870s. Similar arguments were also made 

by secularists regarding Hinduism. In short, very early on in the development of artisan 

freethought, freethinkers settled upon an explanation of the relationship between 

Christianity and the religions of the East: Christianity was historically subordinate and 

theologically and philosophically unoriginal. The secularists never agreed on a single 

Eastern precursor. As we have seen, for Edward Taylor and many secularist writers that 

followed him, Egyptian mythology was the wellspring of Christianity. As Buddhism 

became known to more Europeans, some decided it was self-evidently the source of 

Christianity. Hinduism however, was a vital point of reference and was frequently cited 

as the source of all the mythologies that gave birth to Christianity.     

When the freethinkers took up religious comparisons, they did so in an intellectual 

environment in which the comparative method was linked to battles over religion and 

political stability. Moreover, they also did so in the context of a working-class radical 

tradition in which imperial concerns were a familiar and important point of debate and 

criticism. In the past two decades, scholars have radically revised the historiography of 

working-class radicalism that, beginning in the 1960s and 1970s with the school of social 

history inaugurated by luminaries like E. P. Thompson, marginalized the place of empire 
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to the very outskirts of the mental world of the working class. Recent readings of the 

Chartist press have revealed that empire was an important part of radical thought. Chartist 

authors looked to the empire as a powerful avenue for criticizing the British state. Ronald 

Paul argues that the Chartist author and poet Ernest Jones evinced a startling sympathy 

for colonial indigenous subjects in his poem The New World, A Democratic Poem (1851). 

Jones connected the plight of colonized peasants with the mechanisms of commerce and 

economic exploitation that created immiserating conditions at home. Gregory Vargo 

argues that in the mostly-widely read Chartist periodicals – the Northern Star and 

Chartist Circular – artisan radicals “brought colonial controversies and domestic crises 

into the same analytic frame for tens of thousands of working-class readers.”73    

Empire and its knowledge productions also helped to shape the genre of radical 

writing. In particular, the early nineteenth-century radical T. J. Wooler, the author and 

publisher of the radical weekly The Black Dwarf  (1817-1824), embraced Orientalist 

scholarship and Enlightenment literary tropes as a means of articulating his radical 

political criticism. In his persona of the Black Dwarf, Wooler wrote epistolary essays 

inspired by Montesquieu’s Persian Letters (1721). The letters were constructed as 

correspondence between the Black Dwarf and a Japanese Confucian called “The Yellow 

Bonze.” Wooler used this correspondence to criticize the social and political state of 

Britain through comparison with an idealized East.74 
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As in Wooler’s reliance on the Enlightenment epistolary form, freethinking 

comparative religion in the 1840s was cast in decidedly eighteenth-century terms. 

Religious comparisons featured prominently in Henry Hetherington’s Free-Thinker’s 

Information for the People (1842-1843).75 Hetherington had none of Maurice’s 

compunctions about pushing comparisons to heterodox ends. Analyzing the 

corresponding features of Hindu and Egyptian mythology, Hetherington concluded that 

“the resemblance is striking; they mutually serve to explain each other; and leave no 

doubt in my mind of their connexion or rather identity.”76 Comparative mythology was 

part of a larger assault on the divinity of Christianity. Hetherington, following Dupuis, 

argued that all religions were derived from astronomical observations: “we shall show, in 

regular order, that the first type was the Indian fable … that the Christ of our Gospels was 

of Egyptian, and not Jewish, origin; – that he had no real existence; and, consequently, no 

real death; – that the differences are only such as are accounted for by the more poetical 

character of one nation than the other; and, that both allegories, are in strict accordance 

with their astronomical origin.”77 For Hetherington, Christ “is a concentration of the 

attributes of all the other gods; his miraculous birth is related of Fo-hi and others; the 

slaughter of the infants is also reported of Cyrus; his crucifixion, of Prometheus; his 

miracles, of all the pagan deities; that of turning water into wine, of Bacchus; that of 

healing the sick and raising the dead, of Esculapius; his resurrection, of Hercules and all 

the Roman emperors.”78 Hetherington sought to subordinate Christian revelation to a 
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historical progenitor in India, and ultimately to a primordial and universal astronomical 

inquiry:  “Apollo, Adonis, Bacchus, Jesus, Osiris, Isis, Christ, Creeshna, Cyrus, Moses, 

Aaron, Miriam, Mary, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Noah, Brahma, Jehovah, Jupiter, Jove, and 

the whole heavenly host of them, are but different personifications of the sun.”79 

For the freethinkers, scientific knowledge was part of a teleological conceptualization 

of history in which the dissemination of science led to the decline of superstition, 

resulting in moral, intellectual, and even physical progress. Atheists like Southwell took 

pains to separate their investigations of other religions from the Christian assumptions 

made by the authorities they cited. Maurice and Jones were singled out for particular 

criticism. Southwell derided Maurice’s attempts at apologetics by declaring: 

If the discussion turn upon the relative antiquity of the Sanscreet 

and Jewish histories; if the disputed point be whether the Indian 

Geeta or the Jewish Bible has most claim to the respect and 

veneration of mankind, it is at once decided by these self-sufficient 

logicians, that as it is clear God wrote the Jewish Bible, and as it is 

equally clear that the account given of creation in the sacred books 

of the Hindoos flatly contradicts that furnished by the great 

Jehovah himself, ergo, what is written in the Hindoo books must 

be false.80 

Maurice’s work was “greatly disfigured by an unnecessary obtrusion of his religious 

opinions and gratuitous impertinences levelled against those whose orthodoxy is not his 

doxy.” In contrast, Southwell declared that “the assumption of an Indian or Egyptian 

priest is just as good, to our thinking, as the assumption of a Christian priest; the claim of 

the Hindoo philosophers for priority in point of time and moral superiority, may or may 

not be extravagant, but if they are the extravagance should be exposed, and let us not 
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violate the plainest rules of justice and right reason by pronouncing them to be such 

because they have a direct tendency to overturn the Mosaic system and with it 

Christianity.”81 

Southwell, Hetherington, and in his own manner, Holyoake, indeed wished to 

“overturn the Mosaic system, and with it Christianity.” But their sights were always on 

something just beyond the horizon of Christianity’s demise. Historians generally agree 

that Holyoake’s key innovation was his direction of freethought away from mere negative 

attacks on Christianity and religion and towards the articulation of a positive moral 

alternative. Holyoake attempted to navigate the rocky waters between a non-theological 

epistemology and ethics, and the pursuit of respectability and the assent of liberal 

Christian reformers. He thought that he could encourage a sceptical materialism while not 

demanding that his adherents necessarily abandon their religious belief. In contrast, 

reading the Oracle evokes a clear sense that Southwell and his allies viewed progress as 

the eradication of religion, which was synonymous with superstition.  

The difference between Holyoake’s expansive category of Secularism and the narrow 

atheism of Southwell and Bradlaugh is one of the most substantial issues in the history of 

Secularism. I address it in greater detail in the following chapter. However, adopting a 

too severe view of the difference between Holyoake’s “positive” Secularism and atheistic 

freethought can obscure the substantial continuities in artisan freethought. In the opening 

article of the Oracle, Southwell demanded that people learn that “it is neither creditable 

nor discreditable, honourable nor dishonourable to be an Atheist, a Christian, or a 
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Mussulman.”82 The implicit point here is that there is an alternative, more substantial 

basis for morality. Bradlaugh declared, of himself: “as an Atheist I am not a Negationist, 

but a Positivist. I affirm existence … I do not deny God, because that word conveys to 

me no idea; and I cannot deny that which presents to me no distinct affirmation … I 

cannot war with a nonentity. If however God is affirmed to represent an existence which 

is distinct from that one existence of which I am a mode, then I deny God, and affirm that 

it is impossible that God can be; that is, I affirm there is one existence, and I deny that 

there can be more than one.”83 Holyoake rejected Bradlaugh’s rhetoric. Nevertheless, 

Holyoake insisted that “this life being the first in certainty we give it the first place in 

importance; and by giving human duties in relation to man the precedence, we secure that 

all interpretations of spiritual duty shall be in harmony with human progress.”84 In short, 

progress was located in the recognition of human interdependence, with its attendant 

duties, meaning that morality was independent of sectarian membership and was limited 

primarily to this realm of existence. There could be and were numerous disagreements 

about the practical details, but Southwell, Holyoake, and Bradlaugh shared a number of 

foundational assumptions. 

Shared assumptions about the nature and object of moral duty informed the conduct of 

freethinking religious controversies and religious comparisons throughout the period 

from the 1840s to the 1880s. Freethinkers sought to denaturalize Christianity, a notable 

feature of freethinking efforts to establish a viable moral alternative to Christianity. To 
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cross the event horizon of de-Christianization, Christianity had to become foreign. This 

estrangement of Christianity was coupled with their more articulate desire to subordinate 

theological morality to the modern, secular – and decidedly European – ideas of 

utilitarianism and individualism. 

3.3 Judaism, Freethought and Anti-Semitism 

As the freethinkers employed a language of difference to challenge Christianity, they 

became entangled in a web of Orientalist differentiations. One strand of this web was a 

strain of anti-Judaism – objections to Judaism as a faith – that sometimes shaded into 

outright antisemitism and the denigration of Jews both individually and collectively.85 

The treatment of Jews and Judaism in the secularist press presents something of an 

interpretive challenge. On the one hand, the freethinkers generally supported political and 

legal rights for their Jewish countrymen. On the other hand, many contributors to the 

secularist press were quite willing to indulge libelous language against Jews as part of 
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their critique of Christianity. The most famous instance of a freethinking attack on 

Judaism was written by Southwell and appeared in the fourth issue of the Oracle of 

Reason. In “The Jew Book”, Southwell presented an inflammatory attack on the morality 

of the Bible. He assailed “that revoltingly odious Jew production, called BIBLE,” before 

proceeding to describe it as “a book which contains passages so outrageously disgusting 

and scandalously indecent, that were it not called the word of a god, no modest woman 

would suffer it to be read in her house.”86 It was this article that led to Southwell’s arrest 

for blasphemy and Holyoake’s assent as the Oracle’s second editor. James Secord argues 

that Southwell attempted to gain attention by appealing to popular anti-Jewish 

sentiments.87 Indeed,  Southwell later claimed that his screed was meant to goad the 

authorities into a reaction.88 Attacking the Old Testament in such vitriolic terms was 

clearly geared to engender outrage and insult the moral authority of Christianity. 

However, his accusation of Biblical depravity can also be read as an attempt to render 

Christianity strange. While it is clear that Southwell was primarily exploiting ugly 

antisemitic stereotypes in order to insinuate that Christians were immoral savages, his 

language also evoked an image of fundamental difference between Britons and 

conventional British values, and the ancient Hebrews that were “a nation of vagabonds; 

such a lot of rascals and runaways” and “a lot of cutthroats, who nicknamed themselves 

the chosen of some god, whom they pretend to carry about in a kind of sedan chair, called 
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an ark; before which one of their monster-kings, a great favourite with their god, and ‘one 

after his own heart,’ – danced naked!.”89  

Biblical morality was represented as a Jewish patrimony alien to a modern, British, 

and properly scientific morality. This may perhaps be explained by the presence of 

Jerusalem in eighteenth and early nineteenth-century millenarian thought. Joanna 

Southcott and other charismatics leaned on the prophetic tradition of Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s 

Progress (1678) to envision a new Jerusalem in England. By attacking the morals of the 

ancient Jews the freethinkers may have sought to erode the desirability of making a 

Jerusalem in England.90 In any case, the secularists portrayed the Bible as “actively 

injurious and positively repulsive.”91 Frequently, the Bible’s repulsiveness was attributed 

to the “Jewish national character” which “abounds in repulsive features … through every 

page of their literature.”92 Thomas Evans Bell, writing as Unidecimus, attacked Christian 

apologists who excused the bloodshed and inhumanity of the Old Testament because the 

Jews were God’s chosen people. Bell specifically attacked the German Orientalist 

Biblical scholar, Johann David Michaelis, for rationalizing God’s toleration of the “cruel 

system of morals and customs” taught to the Israelites by Moses.93 For Bell, the 

objectionable acts of the Old Testament were akin to the Indian custom of sati. While 

God “was forced to tolerate” the barbarism of the Hebrews, the English government was 
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not “‘forced to tolerate’” widow burning.94 The “contradictions and absurdities in the 

character of the God of the Bible” were therefore both foreign and inferior to “English 

morals.” An English departure from Christianity would necessarily lead the “ignorant 

nations” of the empire “to feel and to acknowledge the justice and advantages of our 

interference with their ancient habits.”95 

J. E. Walshe combined the approaches of Southwell and Bell to make Judaism and 

Christianity foreign in his own comparative method. Walshe rendered Judaism as an 

inferior derivative of Eastern paganism. To establish Judaism as derivative, Walshe 

presented the Persian Zend Avesta as the source of Old Testament mythology. God, 

Abraham and Noah were Hebrew appropriations of Saturn, while Moses was a reinvented 

Osiris.96 Walshe then attacked the junior mythology of the Jews as an “obscenity” by 

declaiming against the book of Ezekiel: 

The admirers of the Bible loudly sing its praises, and tell of the 

beautiful harmony displayed by the writers, and the sublime truths 

and more teachings inculcated by them. But take the sacred 

writings of any other sect, and place them side by side with the 

Bible, and in the latter will  be at least more grossness ... Strange it 

is, but not stranger than true, that a book containing such stories as 

this, and others of an even more revolting character, should be 

received by millions as the veritable Word of God, and only guide 

to salvation; but stranger still, if possible, that those who have the 

hardihood to draw attention to its failings should be denounced as 

wretches unfit to live. The men ‘inspired’ or otherwise, who put 

such language into the mouth of their God are but degrading him 

to their own level; and the sooner the book containing it is banished 

from the pulpit, and classified with the other fabulous records of a 

barbarous age, the better it will be for mankind.97 
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For Walshe, the Jews were immoral plagiarists. Like with Southwell’s “Jew Book,” 

we should not overlook the importance of Walshe’s invocation of the Jews as primarily 

an attack on the authority of the Christian Bible and its clerical exponents. What we are 

trying to unpack here is the rationale for couching these attacks in anti-Jewish rhetoric. 

Like Walshe, Southwell excoriated Jewish and Christian mythology as a partial and 

prejudiced adoption of Hindu ideas filtered through Egyptian knowledge. The “idea of 

what is called the unity of God” was stolen by Moses. While “this assertion will stagger 

the faithful, ... we would ask any man pretending to sanity, how, if Moses wrote the ‘Jew 

Book,’ and himself received the learning he had from the Egyptians, which Egyptians 

were preceded by the Hindoos, equally, if not more eminently, learned – how, we say, 

could the books of these learned ancients have been copies of that said to have been 

written by Moses?”98  

Southwell’s appeal to Hindu monotheism was adopted from Orientalist arguments that 

monotheism, the vestige of true revelation, was present in the East. Ironically, the 

Orientalists themselves were spurred by the desire to uncover the universality of 

revelation and the idea of one true god.99 Irony aside, Southwell and Walshe were 

motivated to pry Christian mythology from the status of divine revelation. They 

subordinated Christianity to a history of universal beliefs transmitted between cultures 

via processes of exchange, adaptation, and theft. They then merged these ideas with their 

perception of a conflict between reason, progress and religion: 

In India the creative, preservative, and the destructive forces of 

matter were personified under the imaginary forms of Brahma, 

Veeshnu, and Mahadea, or Seeva. As three persons, in some 
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mysterious manner, in the Christian trinity – father, son, and holy 

ghost, are but one person, so the three divine forces of the Hindoo 

seemed merged in one grand force. There is, however, a slight 

difference between the Brahmanical account of a trinity and that of 

the Christians: the former being philosophy, the latter foolery. 

Brahma is held to be the creative energy of the world; not creative 

in the usually received stupid and unintelligible sense, but in a 

sense strictly rational; for creation among the Brahmins was not 

calling a something out of nothing, but an altering of form, and a 

destruction at the same time.100 

Ultimately, making Christianity strange meant transforming morals. Moncure 

Conway, a Unitarian minister, freethinker, and preacher at South Place Church, 

emphatically distinguished religion from morality. Conway’s perspective is distinctly 

opposed to the atheistic vehemence of Bradlaugh and Southwell. For Conway, religion 

expressed the human search for perfection which meant the search for love.101 This 

disparity makes Conway’s emphatic othering of the Bible as Jewish even more notable. It 

is a revealing line of continuity between his vision and that of the artisan freethinkers: 

The eminence of Max Müller consists in the work he has done in 

recovering the vast fields of human experience represented by the 

Aryan races. No West Indian slave was ever more bound under his 

master than were our English brains under the thraldom of ancient 

Jewish notions. Hebraism waved its sceptre over European culture, 

and excluded two-thirds of the world and history as mere 

heathenism and Devil’s work. Many have been our deliverers from 

that Shemitic prison; but none have done more than the first 

Hibbert lecturer to carry these tidings of liberty from the scholar’s 

study to the layman’s home.102 
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It is clear that the alterity of the Jews was vital to a number of key freethinking writers 

in their conceptualization of Secularism. But how did this affect how secularists thought 

about the Jews as a modern people? Exploring this question reveals the political 

dimensions of secularist religious comparisons. Secularists were primarily concerned 

with the political and legal status of their Jewish countrymen. Jewish emancipation had 

major implications for secularist efforts to achieve legal equality within the British state. 

At the same time, because the Jews were stereotyped as particularly introverted and 

distinctly sectarian, they posed an intellectual and political problem for freethinkers 

committed to ideals of a secular public sphere of politics. 

The nineteenth-century Anglo-Jewish community experienced tremendous change. 

Much of the century was marked by a steady rise in social and economic standing for the 

small, domestic Jewish population. Todd Endelman stresses that before the late 1870s, 

Jews did not figure prominently in British politics or culture. Politically, Jews in Britain 

were a much smaller part of the population than other minorities, and they did not occupy 

the position of the threatening “other” as they did in Germany. Jews figured in the debate 

around the political emancipation of religious minorities as little more than an 

afterthought to the central debate about the place of the established church in British 

society. Culturally, there was a widely diffused, negative stereotype of Jews, but 

Endelman claims that “other ‘others’ – Catholics, the Irish, and the non-white peoples of 

the British Empire” absorbed more attention.103  

Between 1830 and 1871, the Anglo-Jewish relationship with the British state was 

characterized by the piecemeal process of Jewish emancipation. While the process of 
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emancipation culminated in 1871 with the entry of Jews into the House of Commons, it 

began in the 1830s when Jews were freed from the requirement of taking Christian oaths 

in order to serve as barristers and give evidence.104 Jewish emancipation was embraced 

by the secularists. The secularists promoted Jewish rights because they too were barred 

from giving legal oaths and sitting in Parliament. Secularists were sensitive to the idea 

that if the Christian majority could be convinced to remove legal liabilities from Jews and 

Catholics, then infidels and freethinkers could hope for a similar reprieve. As a result, the 

secularists generally supported Jewish emancipation.105 

The dynamics of the Anglo-Jewish experience changed after 1880. Between 1881 and 

1914, upwards of 150,000 Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe settled in England. 

This altered the relationship between the Jews and English society. It also created 

tensions between the new arrivals and the longer established Anglo-Jews. Most 

importantly, the influx of Eastern European Jews resulted in the flourishing of a robust 

and politically potent antisemitism in Britain that became especially pronounced after the 

First World War. The virulence of twentieth-century antisemitism had its antecedents in 

the post-1870s changes to Anglo-Jewish demographics when the Jews became scapegoats 

and the subjects of racist conspiracy theories. In the late 1870s, Liberals and radicals 

accused Jews of indifference to Turkish massacres of Bulgarian Christians. These 

accusations were particularly directed at the Tory leader Benjamin Disraeli. At the turn of 

the twentieth century, Jews were accused of manipulating Britain into war with the South 

African Boers. Contrary to Endelman’s assertions, it appears that early and mid-Victorian 
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anti-Jewish sentiment was strong enough that it needed only a little push to come to the 

political fore.106    

Secularist support for Jewish emancipation is only part of the story of secularist views 

of modern Jews. The Jews intruded awkwardly upon a more comprehensive secularist 

political view of religion, secularity and society.107 The extension of legal rights to 

minority groups such as the Jews was certainly fundamental to secularist notions of social 

progress. This perspective compelled Holyoake’s ally Maltus Ryall to remark that “the 

condition of the Jews is interesting to the Free-thinker” as “the good or bad treatment of 

this people is one of the indications of the prevalence of liberty or despotism among the 

nations with whom they are located.”108 The legal and social conditions of the Jews was, 

for Ryall, bound up with the process of secularization. Ryall looked to France, and stated 

admiringly: “where sceptical philosophy and rationalism most extensively prevail … 

there a degree of toleration has been reached, which, poor as the word is, marches in 

advance of all other continental powers.”109 This toleration was exemplified by the fact 

that “the downcast, the lowly, the despised” Jews, have “ arisen in the strength of 
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manhood, vindicated their common claims to brotherhood, and stood forth as the 

scholars, the gentlemen, the emancipators and publicists of their æra.”110 The right of 

religious minorities to full participation in civil society was central to Ryall’s ideal of a 

secular state.  

While Jewish emancipation was viewed as part and parcel with liberation for 

freethinkers, the Jews, individually and collectively, were also a source of anxiety and 

controversy for secularists. In an 1879 issue of the National Reformer an anonymous 

letter writer castigated Goldwin Smith for an essay he penned, asking  (and answering 

negatively), “can Jews be patriots?” Smith, a freethinker and ally of Holyoake, was 

characterized by the author as “a gentleman who has elected himself to the post of 

Mentor to the Liberal party” but was himself “one of the most narrow-minded and 

illiberal of men.”111 At stake in the letter was the author’s perception that men like Smith 

denigrated the intellectual capacity of women, Jews, and other political minorities to hold 

political rights. This denigration was based on a prejudicial need in men like Smith to 

defend their own power: “these gentlemen believe … that the whole of society will go to 

pieces, and that civilized humanity will become what the Zoological Gardens would be 

with all the cage doors open, unless their paternal authority is upheld.”112 The author 

objected to Smith’s notion that Jews were of “unsound mind” simply because they are 

“not of the same mind as Mr. Goldwin Smith.”113 In the face of Smith’s questioning of 

Jewish rights, the author explicitly appealed to the sentiments implied by Ryall: 
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Our duty as Freethinkers in this matter is quite clear. We must, so 

far as we can, break down the bonds of theological hatred and 

injustice, whether directed against Jews or any other class of 

human beings. No consideration that we now occupy in England 

the place in the public estimation which they held some few years 

ago, and that they may possibly hesitate to do us the same justice 

as we desire should done to them, should cause us a moment’s 

pause. We shall gain full rights of citizenship, just as they are 

gaining them; and in the meantime, if we are suffering cruel 

wrong’s for conscience sake, we can at least give ourselves the 

noble consolation of being earnest and active in relieving others 

from like persecution.114 

Goldwin Smith, his anonymous interlocutor, and others grappled with the tension 

between Jewish difference and the universalist implications of secularist liberalism. The 

potentially “unsound mind” of the illiberal and sectarian Jew appeared as a metonym for 

secularist fears about bigoted sectarians in general. But the alterity of the Jew, 

exacerbated by the process of historical othering detailed above, made secularist anxieties 

about Jewish entry into political and economic power even more troubling, and 

challenged the willingness of freethinkers to distinguish individual Jews from collective 

stereotypes.  

The tension between secularist commitments to minority rights and fears of Jewish 

otherness caused, in 1878, a brief controversy in the Secular Review. The controversy 

stemmed from a lecture given by Holyoake in Leicester in which he attacked Benjamin 

Disraeli and characterized his ministry as a Jewish government.115 The political context 
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was foreign policy, particularly the Disraeli government’s response to Turkish massacres 

of Bulgarian Christians. Holyoake’s chief critic in the matter, Israel Hart, raised several 

objections. However, his main accusation was that Holyoake had used the “pretext” of an 

attack on Disraeli to “insult and malign the whole of the Jewish people of this 

country.”116 Holyoake denied denigrating the Jewish population at large, but the public 

report he submitted in his defense tells strongly in favour of Hart’s interpretation.  

It is abundantly clear that Holyoake had specific and narrow partisan grievances in 

mind in his lecture. He attacked the conservative Benjamin Disraeli and spoke favourably 

of his preferred Prime Minister, the liberal William Gladstone. In his concluding remarks,  

Holyoake bemoaned that “until now they had been accustomed in England to have a 

straightforward Government, but now they had one in which the will of one man was 

supreme.” In short, under Disraeli, England had become a “Jewish despotism.”117 The 

only remedy was “for the people at the next election” to “return to the outspoken, 

intrepid, honest, constitutional form of Government represented by Mr. Gladstone.”118  

Holyoake attempted to forestall accusations of anti-Jewish sentiment. In particular, he 

appealed to his record of support for Jewish emancipation, and stated that he wished to 

avoid “expressing or inculcating a feeling of bitterness, or derision, or contempt of Jews 

personally.” Despite this, his language betrayed a more general anxiety about the Jews 

than merely a particular distaste for Disraeli. Most notably, he declaimed that the 

nineteenth century “was the first occasion since the days of Christ that they [the Jews] 
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had been able to put a knife in any nation as they had assisted in doing in Bulgaria.” The 

root of this stereotyped villainy was a racial characteristic: “the Jews had a faculty for 

acquiring money which no other race possessed, and they had fewer scruples in getting 

money than any other race had.” Previously, this had not been a threat to non-Jews 

because “so long as the prosperity of the nation depended upon its manufactures and 

upon its industry, they were never in any danger from the Jews, because they never dug a 

mine, cultivated land, engaged in manufacture, or took part in the honest business of the 

world.”119 In short, the ascendance of financial capital had unleashed the destructive 

power of Holyoake’s antisemitic stereotype.120 

Holyoake’s remarks revealed a gap between secularist commitments to Jewish 

emancipation and anxieties about Jewish political and economic power. It is reasonable 

to conclude that these tensions flowed from the process of alienation entailed in the 

project of making Christianity strange. Put another way, the secularists may have 

struggled with the role and place of Jews in British society in part because of the ways in 

which Judaism, as the foreign progenitor of Christianity, had been denigrated in secularist 

religious criticism. Here, the paradoxical dynamic of secularist universalism is on full 

display. By rendering Judaism – and therefore Christianity – foreign, or at the very least, 

antithetical to the history of progress, the freethinkers injected uncertainty into 

calculations of who could be progressive. They denigrated sectarianism in favour of 

universalism, but naturalized sectarianism as national or racial traits. For example, a 
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satirical article published in the National Reformer mocking evangelical efforts to 

convert English Jews to Christianity utilized a racialized description of the Jews to 

explain evangelical failure: 

   They know little of Ethnology, who talk about converting the 

Jews to Christianity. Mental characteristics, like physical ones, are 

very much a question of race, and the one is changed with no less 

difficulty than the other. Jews frequently lose faith in their own 

theology, but they do not accept another. Trained in a system 

which, as held amongst the better class, is little else than a kind of 

Deism, it is hardly likely that they should embrace the absurd tales 

of the supernatural with which Christianity is associated. Strict 

adherents to their own people in every country where they are 

found, being most exclusive in their social, domestic, and other 

acts, it is improbably that they should crush out at once all the 

prejudices of their race and accept the creed of those whom they 

have always viewed as being inferior to themselves.121 

For other secularists, such as Myles McSweeney, ideas of race and nation had no 

bearing upon Jewish difference. In the essay “Origin of the Terms Jew and Israelite,” 

McSweeney picked up the threads of Dupuis and Robert Taylor and argued that “the 

name Israelite [was] derived from the worship of the planet Saturn, who was called 

Israel” and that “the term Jew is derived from the worship of the son of Saturn, who was 

called Jeud; hence Jeudim, the Jews.”122 The ultimate implication for McSweeney was 

that “the Jews are only a sect, and not a nation.”123 Considered as either a race or a sect, 

however, the Jews appeared in the freethinking press as both a specific and a general 

problem in secularist ideas about other religions, religious toleration, and the prospects of 

secularization. Secularist religious comparisons evinced a fundamental tension between, 

on the one hand, an ideologically-grounded faith in the capacity of reason to improve all 
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humanity, and on the other hand, a tendency to naturalize, and even racialize, religious 

beliefs and practices. Judaism may have evoked particular anxieties among secularists 

because of its proximity. Since the medieval period, the Jews had been a powerful 

symbol of difference in European society. The advent of modernity saw the Jews 

transformed from a religious other to religious outsiders who were widely interpreted as 

racially and nationally distinct, and therefore often treated as suspect. The secularists do 

not appear to have been peculiarly antisemitic compared to their compatriots. Judaism 

was a target of criticism because of its existence as an extant theological system, as well 

as for its historical connection as the progenitor of Christianity. The penetration of 

antisemitic tropes into secularist discussions of Jews and Judaism appears to reflect the 

ways in which ingrained prejudices can inject themselves into what are otherwise 

inclusive systems of thought and politics. 

Secularist treatments of Judaism and the Jews reveal the extent to which religious 

comparisons were necessary to Secularism. Judaism was derivative of primordial 

mythologies inferred by secularists to be universal; its central text, its history and primary 

evidentiary claim to divinity were immoral, burdened by superstition and apologies for 

inhuman crimes in the name of God. In short, Judaism was not divine. And so neither 

was its offspring, Christianity. Both therefore had to be superseded by Secularism. 

Comparison was the powerful tool that cleared the religious underbrush of British society 

to reveal what the secularists believed was the truer, more natural and universal 

foundation of reason. But this procedure also introduced problems regarding the nature of 

difference. If immorality, intolerance and cruelty were not simply the products of 

superstition, but were national or racial traits, then progress was potentially available to 
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only a few, rather than to the whole of humanity. This implicit tension in secularist 

religious comparison – at the very heart of Secularism – took on even greater magnitude 

in the imperial field, where the prospects of secularization and progress intersected with 

problems of religious intolerance and colonial sectarian violence. Were the adherents of 

other religions more, less, or equally intolerant than European Christians? Were they 

intolerant because of their religion, or because of some other characteristic? What did this 

mean for secularization and progress? These problems butted up against secularist 

concepts of religion, their domestic political concerns, and the cultural and racial 

prejudices common to their time and society. Conceptually, the freethinkers were eager to 

denigrate all theological faiths, and ridiculed religions like Judaism, Islam, and Hinduism 

on those grounds. In dealing with non-European faiths like Islam, the freethinkers were 

susceptible to prejudices about colonized subjects as less civilized or as savage. However, 

at the same time, the freethinkers took particular delight in uncovering ideas that could be 

used against the Christian faith that predominated in Britain. This meant that they also 

were inclined to emphasize what they saw as rational in other traditions. Islam offers an 

excellent case study for examining how secularist readings of non-European faiths 

straddled tensions between appreciating other traditions for their merits relative to 

Christianity, and the cultural chauvinism of an ascendant imperial power. 

3.4 Islam, Religious Violence, and Secularization 

In On Heroes, Hero-Worship, and the Heroic in History (1841), Thomas Carlyle 

argued that while Mohammed was “by no means the truest prophet” he was nevertheless 

“a true one.” Carlyle’s Hero Worship was a turning point in the development of 

comparative religion. Through Mohammed, Carlyle traced a clear trajectory of progress 
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in the development of religion. Carlyle moved beyond his euhemerist interpretation of 

Odin: “the Hero is not now regarded as a God among his fellow low-men; but as one 

God-inspired, as a Prophet.”124 Carlyle’s appraisal evidenced the growing need among 

Victorian intellectuals to interrogate religion as a general phenomenon beyond the 

confines of sectarian controversy.125 

A number of eighteenth-century developments, including rising rationalism, 

Orientalism, and increased travel to the Near East, led to a relative increase in 

sympathetic interpretations of Islam, Mohammed, and Muslims in general. These 

interpretations were nevertheless set against a lengthy tradition of clerical and orthodox 

excoriation of Islam.126 The majority of Christians still saw Islam as a superstition 

founded by a false prophet, but Carlyle’s rehabilitation of Mohammed was not altogether 

novel. Maurice’s Boyle lectures criticized the idea that Islam was spread primarily by 

violence, and in her prize winning The Faith as Unfolded by Many Prophets (1833), 

Harriet Martineau embraced the similarities between Islam’s strict monotheism and her 

faith in the true Christianity of Unitarianism.127 Like Carlyle, Martineau and Maurice 

accepted that Islam represented truth, partial and imperfect, but truth nonetheless. 

Whether positive or negative, British perceptions of Islam and Muslims were 

inextricably rooted in empire.128 Consequently, Islam presented a sea of tensions to 
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Victorian Britons, flowing variously from the politics of empire, the ethos of the 

civilizing mission, and shifting attitudes about the cultural and racial character of the 

West itself. It is well known that Napoleon sought support from Muslim Egyptians by 

styling himself as a Muslim liberator whose occupation of Egypt freed the country from 

Ottoman corruption.129 Some Britons also tried to coopt Islamic identity for imperial 

ends. Wilfred Scawen Blunt, a commentator on Islam who advised Winston Churchill, 

wrote a pair of articles in 1881 and 1882 that drew inspiration from Napoleon’s Islamic 

appropriations in Egypt. Blunt developed an Anglicized Pan-Islamism that had a 

distinctly Indian point of reference. Even when notionally dealing with the Middle East, 

English discourses about Muslims appear to have been filtered through the prism of 

Indian empire.130 Thus, when Blunt fantasized about an Anglo-Muslim alliance to rule 

over half of the world, it was rooted in the large Muslim population of India. India’s 

Muslims were fodder for Blunt’s vision of the British empire as “the world’s greatest 

Mohammedan power” and his belief that the empire was more authentically Islamic than 

the Ottomans he hoped to supersede.131  

The imperial filter that shaped British ideas of Islam created a host of anxieties, both 

religious and political. Evangelical missionaries interpreted the 1857 rebellion in India as 

evidence of divine wrath for both missionary and national failings. This, in turn, spurred 
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missionaries who were dismayed by their perception of Islamic expansion in Africa.132 

Meanwhile, British imperial agents expressed fears that Islam posed a political threat to 

the Raj. Men like Sir Lepel Griffin feared that Islam represented a fanatical threat to 

British rule. One particular object of Griffin’s fear was Shah Jahan Begum, the third of 

four women rulers of the Bhopal principality. Begum was a complex figure. She was a 

reformer who, as Barbara Metcalf describes, “fits uneasily into any simple category of 

progress or regress”, but whom Griffin could only see as a fanatic because her reforms 

were rooted in Islamic activism.133 These complex tensions may partially explain why, 

after taking over direct governance of India from the East India Company, and again in 

the Queen’s Proclamation of 1858, the British government characterized its Raj as a 

secular political state, while Britain formally remained a confessional polity.134 

The political problems created by imperial rule over millions of non-European 

Muslims were overlaid with the evolving language of race and identity spurred by 

Orientalist scholarship. Like Judaism, Islam was reconfigured by some scholars as a 

peculiarly Semitic religion. Influenced by ideas of Aryan universalism, scholars like 

Abraham Kuenan and Otto Pfleiderer pursued the idea that Islam could not be a universal 

religion, but was rather the narrowly national religion of the Semitic Arabs.135 These 

racialized tropes fed the development of essentialized ideas of “Europe” and “Islam” as 

distinct and opposed civilizations. The contortions of historical and geographic memory 

resulted in Europe becoming coded as intrinsically non-Muslim. Subsequently, this 
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civilizational coding, part of the dynamics of colonization, has meant that in the East – in 

India and in Muslim-majority societies in particular – the secular has been a discursive 

stand-in for Westernization.136 However, it is necessary to remain sceptical about the 

homogeneity of the West and its secularity. Reading secularist interpretations of Islam, 

we see how, for some, secularization was not only a matter of denaturalizing Christianity, 

it was also an effort to locate the strands of a natural and progressive history of 

humankind beyond the borders of the West. This reading entails viewing secularization 

as something hoped for, something contentious, but still natural and universal. 

Secularist analyses of Islam were closely tied to attacks on Christian morality. For 

example, on October 28, 1855 the Reasoner re-published an article by Walter Savage 

Landor previously printed in The Atlas. Landor accused Christians of sowing discord in 

the East and stated: “All the religions in the world, innumerable as they have been and 

are, never shed so much innocent blood as that which arrogantly and falsely calls itself 

the Christian.”137 The target of Landor’s ire was the Turkish Mission Aid Society which 

had lobbied the Turkish sultan to end the death penalty: 

Will the clergy never be quiet? Will they never mind their own 

business, and their own laws, without an interference with foreign 

institutions? Did these noisy men ... ever raise a cry against Austria 

and Russia when those Christian potentates drove Kossuth and 

other brave and virtuous defenders of their country away from  it? 

... Who at that hour of calamity gave help and asylum to the lovers 

of their native land, the defenders of their faith? Who, but the most 

Christian of all Christian potentates, the Khalif Abdul Medjid?138 
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Secularists also identified Islam as a welcome barrier to Christian expansion – 

particularly in Africa. In articles published between late 1856 and early 1857, an 

anonymous author warned readers of the Reasoner against conflating Ottoman decline 

with the decline of Islam. “Notwithstanding that contempt for almost everything Oriental 

which modern events have engendered in the western mind, we have several and 

substantial reasons for believing that the Mahommedan faith is likely to last quite as long 

as some other more immediately in our neighbourhood.”139 In contrast to the enervation 

of the Ottomans – what the author understood as the merely political expression of Islam 

– the religious leaders of Islamic faith were vibrant and effective: the “long-bearded 

moolahs daily expound to eager-eyed students the inner meaning of the Koran and the 

precepts of Mohmed Ibn Abdollah.”140 Muslim missionaries, “over the sands and through 

the jungles of Central Africa penetrate in swarms those dusky-browed enthusiasts, into 

the depths of the Continent where the vertical sunbeams never fell on the pale cheek of a 

European” and “bring with them a faith far superior to the Fetish-worship of the 

barbarous natives, and a social condition superior to the naked rudeness of the negro, and 

therefore they succeed.”141 The consequence of these missionary labours was that Islam 

had created a barrier to Christian missionaries in India, Borneo, the other islands of the 

Indian seas and in Africa.142 

Contributors to the secularist press were not unanimous in applauding Islam or its 

expansion.  The middle-class secularist and former deputy police commissioner of 
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Madras, Thomas Evans Bell, characterized Islamic expansion as necessarily predicated 

upon force.143 An 1861 article reprinted from the Counsellor in the National Reformer 

claimed that “there remains one other point which in Europe is considered, justly enough, 

a dogma of Islam, – the duty of extending the faith by force.”144 The article admits this 

doctrine is not found in the Koran, but: 

The idea, however, was developed full grown, for the Sura which 

recommended the first war with Mecca promised also paradise to 

him who fell in arms; and of all the revelations this was the one 

most eagerly believed. It is to this day the last which a sceptical 

Mahometan doubts, and it exercises a power over inferior races 

almost as extraordinary as the sway Christian truth can sometimes 

obtain. It is related of Tippoo’s Hindoo converts, 70,000 of whom 

were made Mussulmans by force in a single day, that this was the 

doctrine they accepted with their hearts; and at the siege of 

Seringapatam they courted death in scores: men utterly lost to 

every call of honour, or patriotism, or family affect, whose only 

occupation is eating, and only recreation is woman, still thrill with 

excitement at the summons of the faith, and meet death with a 

contempt the Red Indian could only envy.145 

Representations of Islam as inherently violent and fanatical existed within the 

secularist press alongside perspectives that emphasized the cultural, intellectual, and 

missionary aspects of Islamic expansion. But even if some secularists accepted that Islam 

was inherently violent, the same characterization was also readily applied to Christians 

and Christianity. Many secularists believed that Christianity had no claim against Islam 

regarding the question of violence. As one anonymous author argued in the Reasoner in 

1859, “If Mahomedans have converted with the scimitar, Christians have also argued 

with the sword. Devastation has been the instrument of their persuasion, and fire was the 
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tongue that replied to objections.”146 Secularists, familiar with religious persecution, 

regarded violence as a matter of power. “Christians were also passive when they lacked 

the power to resist; but under Constantine the cross marked the weapons that slaughtered 

the people. Constantine’s symbol dripped with blood as Christians elevated it to a 

worship. One hand raised the cross, the other grasped a sword.”147 The ability to project 

violence was a consequence of doctrinal success and, therefore, Mohammed “must have 

triumphed before he could obtain an army to fight.”148 

A similar argument was offered by Peter Fox in “Mohammedanism, Its Place in 

Universal History” (1868).149 For Fox, Islam “was a very natural outgrowth and product 

of the religious soil and atmosphere of Arabia” whose “rapid diffusion over so large a 

portion of the surface of the then civilised world, was favoured and explained by the 

enfeebled condition of the Christian and Magian religions in the seventh century.” 

Further, “the rapid rise of the political power of the Saracens is analogously explained by 

the extreme debility of the Roman and Persian empires.”150 

What emerges from the secularist press is the belief that Islam must be viewed through 

the same analytical and historical lens as one would view the history of Christianity. 

Secularists claimed that they were the only ones with the ability to do so objectively. Fox 

argued that “a Freethinker alone can bring elucidation of these questions that 

comprehensive and impartial spirit which they rigorously require, and it is a singular fact 
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that just as freethought has developed in Europe, just so has the truth of history been 

vindicated in respect of Mohammed and his religion.”151 

Analyzing Islam as a historical phenomenon led some freethinkers to compare some 

of its doctrines and moral implications favourably to Christianity. An article in the 

London Investigator explained to readers that Muslim ideas of the afterlife allowed 

believers in paradise to rescue their loved ones from hell. In comparison, the Christian 

doctrine of hell was lacking. The anonymous author stated that the Islamic afterlife is “as 

worthy of belief, and much more rational, than some stories on the same subject, 

promulgated nearer home.”152 In contrast to nineteenth-century continental Orientalists 

like Kuenan and Pfleiderer, a number of secularists found in Islam examples of reason 

bursting the seams of superstition. But even here, the secularists reached for comparative 

coordinates within which to situate their criticism. For example, the anonymous author B 

conceived of the Arab Wahhabi reformers as the Islamic equivalent to the Unitarians, 

who “propose to do for it what the Arians, or Unitarians, profess to do for Christianity. 

They declare that Mahomet never announced himself to be more than a mere human 

teacher, and they blame the Turks for having added his worship to that of Allah, for 

having made the Sunna, or traditions, of as much avail as the Koran, and for having made 

saints of good men, and matters of veneration in their shrines and miracles.”153 By 

denigrating the legitimacy of the Ottomans, B echoed Napoleon in Egypt and anticipated 

Blunt’s fantasies from the 1880s. Crucially, however, B emphasizes the indigenous 

rationality available to Islam, and made it a means of alienating true Islam from state 
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power. Fox took this line of reasoning even further and concluded that Islam was an ideal 

vector for Secularism: 

The faith of Islam still holds might and absolute sway over the 

multitudes of Asia and Africa. Over the governing classes, Rajahs, 

Khans, Beys, and Pashas, it has given way to a great extent to be 

replaced not by Christianity, but by Freethought. These Persian, 

Turkish, and Egyptian gentlemen are excellent Secularists. They 

acknowledge our superior power in the art of war, they admire the 

wonders of our industry (…), they want our steam engines, our 

railways, our electric telegraphs, our canals, our steam yachts, our 

Colt’s revolvers, and our rifled artillery … They learn our 

languages, especially French and Italian, and have their children 

instructed by European tutors. Out of deference to us, they will 

shave off their patriarchal beards, and assume our Frankish 

costume … Nay more, they will often consent to live chastely and 

democratically with a single wife – but one thing they will not do – 

they will not touch our religion – they scorn our orthodox theology. 

They prefer the simple profession of Islam, ‘there is no God by 

Allah,’ to the prolix absurdity of Nicene and Athanasian Creeds. 

Educated in a Unitarian faith, they will abandon it, whenever they 

do abandon it, not for Trinitarianism, but for Deism – not for 

Christianity, but for Secularism; and with this disposition of theirs 

you and I, and the Freethinkers of the West, have no fault to find.154 

3.5 Conclusion 

Fox’s conclusion regarding Islam and secularization raises several questions. What is 

the relationship between Secularism and all of the other Western trappings he sees 

Muslims embrace even as they eschew the Christian faith? How does Fox’s idea of the 

West’s technological, military, and social superiority square with the rational superiority 

of Islam? What is the content of the Secularism Muslims will embrace instead of 

Christianity? Fox does not supply us with answers, but the questions he leaves us compel 

further exploration of both the content and context of Secularism. 
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This chapter has tried to unpack some of the competing impulses that shaped the ways 

religious comparisons were expressed in the secularist press. In terms of the wider British 

intellectual culture, secularist religious comparison took place in a milieu in which both 

believers and doubters were attempting to develop a scientific means of understanding 

religion. The secularists appear to have been at best minor players in this process, but 

further research on figures such as E. B. Tylor could refine our understanding of the place 

of Secularism in the history of the science of religion. Despite this minor intellectual role, 

secularists probed at the edges of questions regarding the possibilities of cultural 

exchange and the nature of religion as a category. These questions were not fully 

explored because secularist religious comparisons generally remained bound up with 

polemic and anti-theological criticism. At the same time, as my examination of 

freethinking appraisals of Judaism suggests, the secularists were not immune to the 

influence of racial, ethnic, and religious prejudices. Fox’s closing remarks regarding 

Islam also bear this out. There is a tension between his imputation of greater religious 

rationality to Islam and his lengthy detailing of the civilizational superiority of the West. 

The freethinkers happily embraced comparison as a stick to hit at the absurdities of 

Christianity, but they were not eager to discard what they saw as desirable within a 

culture dominated by Christians. As we will see in the following chapters, this drove the 

freethinkers to articulate ideas that characterized the moral and rational elements of 

religion as universal and natural, and therefore, ultimately, already secular. Secularism 

would be the process through which cultural and theological accretions would be stripped 

away from this natural secularity. 
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How did comparative religion impact secularization? Secularization is a by-product of 

numerous processes and power dynamics, rather than a necessary, passively triumphant 

companion of modernity.155 As we saw in the previous chapter, Secularism emerged as a 

skein of several threads of radical thought that had a basis in artisan politics and ethics. 

Secularism was an ideological challenge to traditional Christianity in the nineteenth 

century. And yet, Holyoake and Secularism have received little attention. For example, in 

Talal Asad’s Formations of the Secular (2003), a vital search for a critical anthropology 

of the secular, Secularism merits no more than a footnote.156 To understand how the 

secular was imposed onto colonial spheres, it is necessary to recover how secularization 

involved a deeply contested internal, European re-evaluation of the moral and political 

subject. Such a re-evaluation reveals that secularist reconceptualizations of European 

modernity as secular involved a complex comparative interpretation of the East as both 

backwards and as progressive. The anxious dynamics of British rule in India, and the 

intellectual developments spurred by Orientalism unavoidably influenced secularist 

discussions of Islam and comparisons of Islam and Christianity. The secularists 

approvingly viewed Islam as a barrier to Christian expansion, while simultaneously 

worrying about Islam’s proselytizing strength and the prospects for the secularization of 

Muslim societies. The next chapter investigates secularist moral thought. I will examine 

how freethinkers incorporated a host of ideas, Eastern and Western, in their efforts to 

articulate a non-theological basis for morality.

                                                      

155 Asad characterizes secularization as a “break” between a Christian and secular life in which “words and 

practices were rearranged, and new discursive grammars replaced previous ones.” Asad, Formations of the 

Secular, 25. 
156 Asad, Formations of the Secular, 23-4n.  
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Chapter 4 

Grounding Non-Theological Morality: Secular Ethics and Human 

Progress 

Foremost amongst the characteristics of a Secularist should be his 

devotion to principle. Whatever hold other men’s principles have 

upon them, or how little they may influence their lives and conduct, 

to him principle should be law, and adherence thereto a test of 

sincerity.1 

If any class of persons ought to be strictly moral and above 

suspicion, it should be Secularists. We profess to devote supreme 

attention to the moral, mental, and physical improvement of 

humanity. We seek to confine men’s attention more to the 

existence of that of which we know something, and to raise 

mankind from a state of superstition, poverty, and misery, to one 

of general happiness. These are truly noble principles, and ought to 

be carried out in our daily lives. He is the best amongst his fellows 

who, having good principles to guide him, and knowing what is 

right, strives with all his powers to act up to his convictions. The 

love of virtue and the practice of morality will make Secularists 

respected and honoured. “Devoted patriotism” (that is, a love of 

one’s own country) should not be sufficient for us. We should not 

be bound by rivers or seas; but in the language of Paine, the world 

should be our country … With respect to the British Secular Union, 

I am inclined to think that there should be some test as to the moral 

character of an individual before he is admitted into a Society.2 

No subject captured the secularist imagination as frequently and as contentiously as 

morality.3 The belief that individual and social conduct could be best regulated without 

                                                      

1 H. V. Mayer, “Characteristic of a Secularist,” Secular Review: A Journal of Daily Life 2, no.38 (April 22, 

1877): 115. 
2 J. Maude, “Secular Morality,” The Secular Review and Secularist 2, no.18 (May 4, 1878): 276-7. 
3  As Edward Royle puts it, “the question of morality was reached sooner or later in most of the writings, 

lectures and discussions of the atheists, and one of the oldest charges against infidelity was that it 

encouraged immorality” Edward Royle, Victorian Infidels: The Origins of the British Secularist Movement, 

1791-1866 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1974), 131. Pierre Bayle, Miscellaneous Reflections, 

Occasion’d by the Comet Which Appear’d in December 1680, 2 vols. (London, 1708); David Berman, A 

History of Atheism in Britain: From Hobbes to Russell (London & New York: Routledge, 1990); E. G. 

Hundert, The Enlightenment’s Fable: Bernard Mandeville and the Discovery of Society (Cambridge: 
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theology was the primary justification for Secularism. The most vehement Christian 

critics of Secularism insisted that morality was impossible without the aid of revelation 

and the guidance of religion. Rev. Brewin Grant declaimed that “all that Secularism does, 

is to take away one of the motives [for moral conduct], namely, the remembrance that 

God watches over us, and that he judges us.”4 Secularists were no less concerned with the 

conduct of their fellows. This chapter addresses how secularists thought about the 

grounds of moral conduct, and more particularly how Britain’s empire shaped 

freethinkers’ conceptions of Secularism as an alternative to theologically grounded 

systems of morality.  

Secular ethics were utilitarian. Utilitarianism appealed to the freethinkers because it 

offered an empirical method for assessing goodness. As we saw in Chapter 2, the 

freethinkers grounded their epistemology in the doctrine of necessity – the idea that 

character is shaped by natural laws. Utility was a means of understanding those laws. In 

the opening issue of the Reasoner, Holyoake explained that in addition to being 

“communistic in social economy,” “republican in politics and anti-theological in 

Religion” the Reasoner would be “utilitarian in its morals.”5 Occasionally, freethinkers 

waxed rapturous over the “coming glory” utilitarianism promised: “When it comes, 

poverty and vice, which are twins, will perish, and on their thrones will reign virtue and 

wealth, the natural offspring of intellect and heart, and the rightful rulers of the world.”6  

                                                      

Cambridge University Press, 1994); Michael Hunter, “The Problem of ‘Atheism’ in Early Modern 

England,” Transactions of the Royal Historical Society 35 (1985): 135-57. 
4 Grant and Holyoake, Christianity and Secularism, 41. 
5 George Jacob Holyoake, “Editorialities,” The Reasoner 1, no.1 (1846), 1. 
6 J. T., “The True Basis of Morality,” The National Reformer 3, no.125 (October 4, 1862): 1. 
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My aim in this discussion is not to reveal some heretofore unappreciated aspect of 

utilitarianism in general. Rather, I am interested in how utilitarianism informed secularist 

expectations and judgements. Freethinking philosophical radicals like Bentham and the 

Mills conceived of a world of individuals equally capable of improvement through the 

proper application of rational legislation and reformed governing institutions.7 I am 

interested in how secularists integrated these ideas into their analysis of how to pursue 

utilitarian reform in Britain and in the colonies. 

That the secularists looked abroad is critical. Morality was a global problem. 

Secularism needed the pluralism of a world of different cultures to provide firm ground 

for a universalist metahistory of human progress. Empire, with its host of different faiths, 

provided a practical foundation for secularist claims that a non-sectarian, non-theological 

system was required for civil peace and progress. Secularists happily appropriated as 

secular whatever Christian or non-Christian principles suited their ideas of a secular 

world. They embraced the relativistic implications of religious pluralism, with its 

competing claims of divine revelation, enamoured with its deleterious consequences for 

Christianity. But they channeled that relativism into a naturalized and universal true 

morality grounded in utility and reason. While their vision was global in its universality, 

                                                      

7 When asserting the similarities between Bentham’s, James Mill’s and J.S. Mill’s utilitarianism, it is 

important not to lose sight of the many points of difference between them regarding issues of empire and 

reform. Jennifer Pitts argues that Bentham maintained a greater respect for indigenous autonomy than did 

either of the Mills. And Lynn Zastoupil has charted how the mature J.S. Mill of the 1840s revived his 

commitment to his father’s ideas about utility and reform while not altogether abandoning the romantic 

ideas he had adopted during his period of mental anguish. In particular, Mill came to believe that reform in 

India would require working through Indian institutions and elites, rather than replacing them with English 

agents and norms. Nevertheless, as Uday Mehta has argued, progress in the colonies was predicated upon 

transforming colonial subjects into rights-bearing subjects in a liberal and European mode. Jennifer Pitts, 

“Jeremy Bentham: Legislator of the World?” in Bart Schultz and Georgios Varouxakis, Utilitarianism and 

Empire (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2005), 57-92; Lynn Zastoupil, John Stuart Mill and India 

(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1994), 126-68; and Uday S. Mehta, “Liberal Strategies of Exclusion,” 

Politics and Society 18, no.4 (1989): 427-54.   
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it was distinctly local in its perception of the source of progressive change. Secularists 

drew succor and argumentative weapons from what they perceived to be secular 

principles in non-European societies. The global Secularism they imagined was 

conceived on distinctly European lines. The secularists flattened differences between 

cultural and religious traditions so that they could interpret the moral precepts of those 

traditions according to the dictates of utility. The science of morals, as a science of 

society, promised a method of moral inquiry that could be applied universally, as viable 

in India and China as it was in England. The secularist goal was to demonstrate that true 

morality was natural, universal, and therefore already secular. Secularism was thus 

imminent across cultural boundaries. 

4.1 Religion, Science, and Duty 

I addressed in Chapter 2 how the once formidable stereotype of Victorian confidence 

in progress has required re-evaluation in the light of the anxious and pessimistic fears of 

decline that affected Victorian progressive thought. The similarly sturdy cliché of 

Victorian Britons tightly wound around austere and demanding notions of ethics and duty 

must likewise be studied in terms of the anxieties which gave Victorian ethics life and 

meaning. Victorian moral thinking was marked by flux, experimentation, and 

controversy. The fecundity of nineteenth-century experimentation in moral philosophy 

occurred amid prominent fears that the transition to a modern, industrial and urban 

society had resulted in the loss of the vital foundations of ethics. These moral anxieties 

were intimately related to the problem of progress and coincided with a widely-shared 

belief among theorists, ranging from the utilitarian and liberal J. S. Mill to tory 
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intuitionists like William Whewell, that scientific systems of knowledge would lead to 

ascertaining the true grounds of morality, unleashing dramatic human progress.8  

The blending of scientism and ethics was not the terrain only of secular or non-

theological moralists, but it took on a particular urgency for all those individuals 

convinced, either optimistically or pessimistically, that Christianity faced terminal 

decline in Britain. To situate secularist moral ideas accurately, we must address some of 

the more important issues that faced leading nineteenth-century moralists, and expose the 

connections between faith, knowledge, and obligation that formed the dominant contours 

of Victorian ethical discussions. Though the secularists tried to insert themselves into 

some of these debates, none of the artisan freethinkers were first-rank contributors. Many 

of the finer points of debate are scarcely evident in the secularist press. Regardless, the 

larger cultural and intellectual problems which motivated elite erudition also energized 

the artisan and lower middle-class agitators involved in Secularism. 

Stefan Collini has productively characterized Victorian ethical thought between 1850 

and the 1890s as a “culture of altruism.” Altruism was a nineteenth-century neologism 

coined by Auguste Comte and introduced into English by G. H. Lewes in an 1852 article 

for The Westminster Review. For Comte, altruism represented a scientific triumph over 

Christian moral pessimism; against what he saw as the traditional Christian emphasis on 

humanity’s innate sinfulness and selfishness, Comte believed he had shown that 

cooperation, love, sympathy, and other positive attributes were fundamental, natural 

human characteristics. The term altruism retained its association with Comte and the 

                                                      

8 Laura Snyder, Reforming Philosophy: A Victorian Debate on Science and Society (Chicago and London: 

University of Chicago Press, 2006), 4. 
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atheism of Comtean positivism for most of rest of the century. By the later decades of its 

preponderance many Christians came to agree with Comte’s assessment of the 

naturalness of altruism. From the 1890s onwards, altruism was supplanted by the growth 

of a new egoism, exemplified above all by Nietzsche’s association of altruism with 

decadence and decay.9 What is important here is that the rise of altruism as a dominant 

means of conceptualizing ethical obligations corresponds very closely with the crucial 

period of Secularism’s formulation and greatest success as a movement.  

In Collini’s analysis, altruism’s ascension to cultural dominance was a response to the 

crisis of faith among intellectuals. We addressed the problems attending the crisis of faith 

thesis in Chapter 1, and I will not re-litigate here its explanatory power for the wider 

society. In short, a number of influential theorists no longer found Christianity to be an 

acceptable foundation for ensuring that individuals would fulfil their social duties.10 The 

emphasis on duties is critical because it reveals how the nature of ethical debate rested 

upon the theoretical foundations for morals rather than on the minutia of conduct. A vital 

characteristic of the culture of altruism was the conflation of two distinct connotations of 

self-interest: self-interested acts taken without heed to their consequences for others, and 

acts that are not harmful to anyone else but are nevertheless purely self-regarding. By 

collapsing the distinction between these aspects of self-interest, Victorian moralists 

elevated an extreme conception of duty and selflessness by devaluing all self-interest as 

morally suspect. It is this sense of altruism that brought together theorists as seemingly 

                                                      

9 Stefan Collini, Public Moralists: Political Thought and Intellectual Life in Britain, 1850-1930 (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1991), 60-90; Thomas Dixon, The Invention of Altruism: Making Moral Meanings in 

Victorian Britain (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 1, 3, 4-5, 41-65. 
10 Collini, Public Moralists, 84. Hock Guan Tjoa, George Henry Lewes: A Victorian Mind (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1977), 31.  
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disparate as J. S. Mill, an arch-individualist, and T. H. Green, an idealist whose rejection 

of any legitimate tension between the individual and the common good has led to his 

characterization as a vector for late-Victorian and Edwardian collectivism.11 

Establishing the grounds of ethical conduct was of vital interest to secularists. 

Holyoake’s expression of ethics was entrenched in the language of duty. In English 

Secularism: A Confession of Belief (1896), Holyoake declared that “he who maintains 

that mankind can be largely improved by material means, imposes on himself  the 

responsibility of employing such means, and of promoting their use as far as they can, 

and trusting to their efficacy.”12 The true grounds of ethical philosophy were those which 

made the individual embrace altruism, or service to others: “a man is not a man while 

under superstition, nor is he a man when free from it, unless his mind is built on 

principles conducive and incentive to the service of man.”13  

Moral philosophy is a key area in which the relative dearth of formal higher education 

reveals the intellectual gap between the secularists and their middle-class freethinking 

fellow-travelers. The artisans of the secularist movement could not compare to their 

contemporaries in regards to the depth, organization, and originality of the latter’s 

thinking.14 In saying that the artisan freethinkers cannot be fairly compared to the likes of 

                                                      

11 Collini, Public Moralists, 65-6, 67-74, 83.  
12 G. J. Holyoake, English Secularism: A Confession of Belief (Chicago: Open Court Publishing, 1896), 

106. 
13 Holyoake, English Secularism, 111. 
14 While some of the differences in the quality of the ideas described here may perhaps be attributable to 

differences between individual writers, we must be attentive to the material advantages enjoyed by middle-

class writers in terms of education. The artisan freethinkers were not trained in logic or in formal 

argumentation, and unlike Holyoake and a minority of other movement leaders, most freethinkers did not 

have access to social circles where these skills could be cultivated and refined. Ultimately, this educational 

gap resulted in the lesser degree pf argumentative rigour and discipline that is apparent in freethinking texts 

when compared to those produced by their middle-class compatriots and fellow freethinkers.  
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Mill, Lewes, or Stephen, I do not mean to denigrate their intelligence or their 

accomplishments. Nor do I intend to suggest that the secularists lacked all originality or 

influence. Michael Rectenwald has traced the interpersonal connections which allowed 

Holyoake’s formulation of Secularism to influence and shape the development of 

Agnosticism and scientific naturalism.15 Nevertheless, the major debates in Victorian 

ethical thought appear to have operated largely independently of the direct influence of 

the artisan freethinking movement. Despite the relatively marginal status of the 

secularists, the broad contours of the Victorian response to the problem of establishing a 

secular ethics remain relevant to understanding the paths that the secularists pursued in 

their own thinking and in their popularization of elite ideas. Moreover, while the material 

differences arising from social class had implications for the character of artisan 

intellectual productions, their contributions nevertheless provide valuable insight into 

how non-elite intellectuals and activists conceived of and grappled with the major ethical 

problems of their age. 

One of the most anxiety-inducing methods embraced by Victorians seeking the non-

theological foundations of ethics was the development of Biblical criticism. The 

development of what became known as the Higher Criticism is beyond the remit of this 

project. Its long history extends back into traditions of medieval scholarship. That long 

history shows that Biblical criticism did not begin, and was not necessarily predicated 

upon anti-Christian or atheistic principles. Scholars of modern Biblical criticism often 

mark Benedict de Spinoza as its key progenitor. In the Tractatus Theologico-Politicus 
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(Basingstoke, Hants.: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 107-34. 
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(1670), Spinoza challenged traditional Biblical hermeneutics, and conducted a withering 

analysis of the authenticity of Old Testament miracles. Spinoza was followed by a host of 

critics. Among English-speaking writers, some of the most significant contributions were 

John Toland’s Christianity Not Mysterious (1690), and David Hume’s chapter “On 

Miracles” in An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (1748), as well as Hume’s 

Natural History of Religion (1757), and The Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion 

(1779). Meanwhile, in Germany from the second half of the eighteenth century onwards, 

a host of scholars including F. D. E. Schleiermacher, G. L. Bauer, David Strauss, Ludwig 

Feuerbach, and others produced a deep and penetrating historical and philological 

literature of Biblical criticism. The accumulated weight of this criticism was twofold. 

First, it served to remove Biblical research and scholarship from the hands of the clergy. 

Second, it eroded belief in the Bible as divinely inspired, and reconfigured the Bible as a 

piece of literature, open to the same methods and speculations as any other text. As 

Jonathan Sheehan has shown, it transformed the Bible into something cultural; something 

human, historical, and particular rather than divine, eternal, and universal.16 

The problems that attended the search for certain and sustainable ethical structure 

were complex and diffuse, and were consequently closely and hotly contested. For the 

sake of both clarity and brevity we can narrow the discussion here to encompass only a 

few of the more vital epistemological debates in the Victorian era. J. S. Mill was a central 

figure in many of the philosophical debates about ethics in that period. Mill’s utilitarian 

                                                      

16 Royle, Victorian Infidels, 14-15; Geoffrey Taylor, “The Cambridge Triumvirate and the Acceptance of 
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scheme of ethics featured centrally in two great controversies in the early and later parts 

of the century. In the 1840s, Mill situated himself and his empirical “school of 

experience” against moral intuitionism, particularly in relation to the works of William 

Whewell, Sir William Hamilton, and H. L. Mansel. For Mill, the primacy of experience 

meant the necessary rejection of all a priori knowledge and the assertion that all 

knowledge was generated by sensations and the mental recognition of consciousness.17 In 

the second half of the century, Mill’s system became the target of English idealists, most 

notably T. H. Green. These debates revolved heavily around questions of how one could 

come to know one’s moral obligations.18  

To reiterate, the conflicts between Mill and other moral philosophers did not primarily 

turn on questions of conduct but rather on how right conduct could be known. In his 

conflicts with the intuitionists, Mill set out to dismantle a set of interlocking claims 

arising out of mathematics. Intuitionists grounded their moral philosophy in a view of 

causation that was based on natural necessity. In particular, they appealed to the 

inconceivability of an uncaused cause. The intuitionists approached epistemology as a 

process of dispensing with confusions to reach an understanding of the root, natural 

necessity of a causal chain. The question here turned on the nature of causation. For the 

intuitionists, a cause created its effects rather than merely preceding them. For Mill, this 

was rubbish. He argued that the intuitionists mistook our experience of causality for the 

cause itself. Applying this debate to moral philosophy, Mill attacked notions of an 

absolute free will and the idea that moral knowledge could be intuited. For Mill, the root 

                                                      

17 R. F. McRae, “Introduction,” in Collected Works of John Stuart Mill, vol. vii, xxii. 
18 Sandra den Otter, British Idealism and Social Explanation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), 55-
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appeal to effective causes resulted in prejudice becoming the only ground for ethics. In 

contrast, Mill argued in favour of a naturalistic and inductive method that was itself 

rooted in an atomistic naturalism. Mill sought a social and moral science that could be 

used to build further facts upon facts, resulting in the accumulation of general principles. 

Applied to utilitarianism, this meant inductively establishing a hierarchy of pleasures to 

which one could appeal in order to infer right actions.19 

In the 1870s, idealists such as Green, F. H. Bradley, and Edward Cairn took aim at the 

naturalist epistemology and moral philosophy of Mill. In opposition to Mill’s inductive 

reasoning in pursuit of discrete and distinct facts, the idealists conceived of philosophy as 

an integrating power that would bring all nature, and therefore facts and knowledge, 

within a networked whole.20 However, inductive causal reasoning remained at the 

forefront in the application of epistemology to social ethics. Empiricists concerned with 

social ethics saw the study of discrete causal phenomena as the key to tracking and 

narrating the connection between circumstance and action. Causation, in short, provided 

access to knowledge about the determinants of behaviour. For the idealists of the later 

nineteenth century, what was at stake was not whether inductive causation was important, 

but rather that there were holistic root causes that gave actions a larger, teleological 

meaning.21 

A vital part of the naturalism that infused the thinking of Mill and his contemporaries, 

most notably Herbert Spencer, was an interest in applying the lessons of science, 

                                                      

19 Alan Ryan, The Philosophy of John Stuart Mill (London: Macmillan, 1970), xi-xx; Alan Ryan, 

“Introduction” CW ix, xlix-l; Snyder, Reforming Philosophy, 226-42. 
20 den Otter, Idealism and Social Explanation, 56. 
21 den Otter, Idealism and Social Explanation, 64-8. 
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particularly evolutionary science, to ethics. Comte was instrumental in this project. His 

hierarchy of the sciences, grounded in his laws of the three stages of development, 

offered his readers a foundation for constructing a social science that could govern 

human conduct.22 Comte’s philosophy of science was enormously influential among mid-

century radicals like Mill, Harriet Martineau, G. H. Lewes and others. The popularity of 

Comte’s evolutionary schema helps explain why Darwin’s evolutionism came to have an 

important role in ethical debates after 1859.  

There were a number of attempts to apply the logic of evolution to ethics. While the 

most famous effort was perhaps that of Herbert Spencer, the flawed efforts of Leslie 

Stephen have more bearing on the discussion here. Stephen was especially anxious to 

determine how to create a science of ethics without God. Stephen bridled at Henry 

Sidgwick’s attempt to construct a unified ethical system operating in both life and the 

afterlife. In particular, Stephen rejected Sidgwick’s assertion that this ethical sphere could 

shape conduct regardless of the existence of God. Sidgwick appealed to the idea that 

science supported the possibility of an afterlife even if God did not exist. For Sidgwick, 

this was a defensible ontological mystery that could compel individuals to embrace their 

ethical obligations in both this life and beyond.23 Stephen consequently sought to ground 

social ethics in evolution, using an analogy that compared individual humans to the cells 

of an organism. In his analogy, the values of the social tissue were inculcated into the 

cell/individual by the family. This process was driven by the pressure of natural selection, 

ensuring efficiency in all areas of life, including ethics and conduct.24 
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23 Noel Annan, Leslie Stephen: The Godless Victorian, 278.  
24 Annan, Leslie Stephen, 282-4. 



 

176 

 

All of the nineteenth-century efforts to apply science to ethics were predicated upon 

determining how right conduct could be compelled in a social structure where the old 

bonds of traditional religion binding individuals to communities had been broken. The 

question of the community was ever present. The benefits of right conduct and the 

disadvantages of immorality were pitched at the level of society, although the object of 

reform and persuasion was the individual. This individualism was vital to the context of 

Victorian secularist ethical debates. Freethought was thoroughly civil-libertarian in its 

politics. Its leaders and its membership were driven by a broad antipathy to authority, 

particularly religious. Their antipathy to clerical authority was especially acute in terms 

of the nature of morals and right conduct. The right to establish moral conduct through 

the free use of individual reason was vital to the secularist project, a project that endures 

to this day. Modern atheists up to the present time appeal to their ability to be “Good 

without God.”25 In addition to the decline of tradition and Biblical authority that 

motivated elite Victorian ethicists, the secularists were driven to articulate a secular 

ethics in response to historical prejudices that equated unbelief with immorality. 

4.2 A Moral Society of Atheists 

Secularism never stood a chance of avoiding critical scrutiny over the issue of 

morality. Despite Holyoake’s strenuous efforts to distinguish Secularism from mere 

atheism, the charge of infidelity – and with it, immorality – dogged Secularism. Matters 

were not helped by Charles Bradlaugh’s insistence that atheism and Secularism were 

indistinguishable. But even if Bradlaugh and his faction had remained silent, 

                                                      

25 See, for example, Greg Epstein, Good Without God: What a Billion Nonreligious People Do Believe 
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Secularism’s roots in working-class atheism and Owenism offered fodder to its critics, 

who were quick to accuse secularists of irreligious moral delinquency. Faith in a 

providentially-designed life and afterlife regulated by a divine economy of salvation and 

punishment was a bulwark of traditional Christian society. To many among the orthodox, 

atheism posed a direct threat to society’s theological foundations. Secularism was only a 

new expression of the traditional threat posed by infidelity. 

The term “atheism” reappeared in European languages in the early sixteenth century. 

At the time of its reappearance it was inseparable from stereotypes of heathen 

licentiousness.26 In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, anti-atheist rhetoric revolved 

around the differences between practical and speculative atheism. The practical atheist 

was someone who was merely immoral, and behaved as if they did not believe in the 

divine economy of reward and punishment. In contrast, the speculative atheist was 

someone with reasoned disbelief in the existence of God.  Clerics, scholars, and political 

theorists debated about whether speculative atheists could even exist, and if they did 

exist, whether speculative atheists deserved toleration.27 

                                                      

26 The term “atheist” came into modern use in Latin in 1502 and entered English in 1561. David Wootton, 
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The existence of atheists, their morality, and their toleration were intersecting 

problems.28 In the English context, John Locke famously excluded atheists from religious 

toleration. For Locke, “the taking away of God, tho but even in thought, dissolves all.” 

Atheists could not be trusted to keep promises, covenants, and oaths, which Locke called 

“the Bonds of Humane Society.”29 The eighteenth century witnessed the appearance of 

the first published self-avowals of atheism. 30 Their appearance marked the decline of 

debates over the existence of atheists, but it did not end the controversy over godless 

morality. Thomas Chalmers and other evangelical reformers continued to equate atheism 

with immorality on the grounds that atheists had no fear of the divine economy of 

                                                      

28 In the Miscellaneous Reflections, Occasion’d by the Comet Which Appear’d in December 1680 (1682), 

Pierre Bayle argued for the possibility of a moral society of atheists. Four years later, in A Philosophical 
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rewards and punishments, and from the late eighteenth century, the growth of 

industrialism fueled orthodox fears that the new urban working-class – freed from the 

social regulatory bonds of parish life and traditional authority – was manufacturing 

godlessness alongside industrial wares. These fears reached a pinnacle with the release of 

the 1850 religious census, which found that only about fifty percent of the population 

attended church on Sundays. Fears of an “unholy city” helped to spark programs of home 

evangelization seeking to revitalize Christianity, and with it Christian morals.31 

Religious fears of social disorder fueled by industrialization and urbanization were 

exacerbated by the apparent atheism and riotous violence of the French Revolution. 

Orthodox critics and Church and Crown conservatives attacked pro-revolutionary 

radicals as agents of atheistic chaos. Carlile’s generation of post-Napoleonic ultra-

radicals were painted with the same brush. Because Holyoake emerged from within 

Owenism as a leading artisan freethinker, his attempt to formulate Secularism as a 

substantive category,32 as something more than atheism, was immediately and inevitably 

attacked by many divines as nothing more than a new disguise for the same old anti-

social godlessness: 

Let us, however, be accurate, for they will repudiate the term 

Atheistic, and prove from our use of it that we do not understand 

their sentiments. They are for progress, and to keep up with them 

makes us almost out of breath. It is positively some months since 

the term Atheist became obsolete as Mr. Holyoake’s watchword. 

The one who disbelieves in a God is not here tonight … And still 

they build a system on the idea of no God and no future life, for 

their method is the exclusive attention to this life, – Secular, as 
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opposed to spiritual, divine, and eternal. They do not now deny 

another life; they will not deny God theoretically, only practically, 

as being, if not less emphatic, less offensive … In other words, they 

build on an opening, on the surface of a bottomless gulf, rearing to 

the clouds a magnificent edifice that rests on nothing.33 

Grant’s sarcastic dismissal of the distinction between atheism and Secularism captures 

the contemporary tension surrounding Holyoake’s decision to “disuse the term atheist, 

since the public understand by that word one who is without God and also without 

morality, and who wishes to be without both.”34  

Holyoake objected to Grant’s insinuation of base obfuscation. He wanted Secularism 

to be inclusive, and imagined it as a non-theological method of securing social ethics that 

did not demand that its adherents abandon their theological beliefs: “Our principles have 

disposed us to look for neutral ground of human duty, and by freeing us from Sectarian 

prejudice, have enabled us to occupy it. We will work with all who will for the Secular 

welfare. We trepan no man. None who work with us for Secular welfare need think with 

us on other points.”35 Grant’s barbs and Holyoake’s rationale for abandoning the label of 

atheist reveal the powerful role respectability played in Holyoake’s thinking. Holyoake 

had to navigate a narrow passage between his sincere theoretical commitment to an 

inclusive, non-theological ethics, and linguistic expedience to render his system palatable 

to people who were not already non-believers. Grant clearly meant to exploit Holyoake’s 

difficulty: he implied that Secularism was atheism, and Holyoake’s efforts to distinguish 

the terms were nothing more than dissimulation. For Grant, Secularism’s non-scriptural 
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claim to moral authority amounted to nothing more than a rudderless and atheistic 

materialism: 

Their bright gospel is black fate; their spiritual theory is promise; 

their practical principles are annihilation; their faith is this life; 

their works are the decomposition and recomposition of matter. 

They did not give this life; they cannot guide us in it, that we may 

walk in it uprightly, honestly, clearly; they think they can only 

destroy our hope of another, and mock us with a material 

dependence on materialism, which is the only cause of material 

destruction.36 

4.3 Sexual Ethics, Schism, and Unity in Secularism 

Victorian ethical thought, as noted above, largely revolved around questions about the 

basis of morality, rather than the details of conduct. However, in the case of sexual ethics, 

conduct and respectability were vitally important and mutually imbricated. The threat to 

gender and sexual norms posed by the erosion of traditional social authority raised 

alarming questions for many Victorians. Irreligion had long been associated with sexual 

indecency. In the seventeenth century, Restoration libertines like John Wilmot, the Earl 

of Rochester wedded sexual license with religious scepticism.37 A generation later, the 

heterodox theorist Bernard Mandeville explored the social benefits of libertinage. Early 

eighteenth-century political thinkers generally conflated social morality with economic 

and military greatness. In The Fable of the Bees; Or, Private Vices, Publick Benefits (2 

vols., 1714-1723, 1729), Mandeville turned this ideology on its head and provocatively 

declared that “private vices” led to “publick benefits.”38 Mandeville rated prostitution 
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among the publicly beneficial vices, arguing that “there is a necessity of sacrificing one 

part of Womankind to preserve the other, and prevent a filthiness of a more heinous 

nature.”39 Mandeville’s provocations earned him the label of atheist and he “inherited the 

office of Lord High Bogy-man, which Hobbes had held in the previous century.”40  

Historical associations between religious doubt and sexual license were further 

solidified in the minds of the orthodox by ultra-radical and Owenite attacks on traditional 

marriage. In Every Woman’s Book or What is Love? (1826), Richard Carlile declaimed 

that “the marriage ties in this country are too many for the simple enjoyment of a passion 

that is not constant,” and argued that “mutual desire should, at every period of life, 

constitute the practical part, or the gratification of love, which, if left quite free, would 

not become ore fickle in its attachment.”41 Carlile followed the logic of his own argument 

and eschewed marriage in favour of a “moral union” with Eliza Sharples in 1832.42 The 

Owenites developed a sexual morality distinctly at odds with mainstream Victorian 

mores. Like Carlile, Owen emphasized the moral importance of dismantling traditional 

marriage and sexual relations.  

Robert Owen’s socialism was attractive to freethinkers because Owen publicly 

declared Christianity and all other existing religions to be failed, anachronistic 

superstitions. Sexual ethics were one element of Owen’s rejection of Christianity. Like 

many liberal reformers in the first half of the nineteenth century, Owen campaigned for 

the reform of women’s legal status and divorce laws. However, he expanded his critique 
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beyond the respectable bounds of other radicals and advocated for a system of “natural 

marriage” within his communities. Orthodox divines and a host of other conservatives of 

various types reacted to Owen’s sexual politics as “the apogee of infidel degeneracy.”43 

The Owenite idea of “natural sexuality” was grounded in freethinking and infidel 

opposition to theological and clerical intervention into interpersonal affairs like love and 

marriage.44 Barbara Taylor characterizes socialist sexual radicalism as the most 

controversial and acrimonious debate related to Owenism. It is therefore not at all 

surprising that the issue had a lively afterlife in Owenism’s most important mid-century 

successor: Secularism.  

Holyoake and other early secularists who had cut their radical teeth as Owenite social 

missionaries and lecturers, maintained radical Owenite opinions about contraception and 

marriage. Holyoake was committed to the idea that contraception was a means by which 

all individuals, rich and poor, could achieve dignity and happiness.45 However, there were 

fierce debates among secularists over the appropriate way to publicise contraceptive 

information and freethinkers maintained conflicting views on the boundaries of sexual 

freedom.  

Contraception and sexual ethics featured in a schism of Secularism in the 1870s. 

Sexual morality was not the sole issue which engendered divisions among the 

freethinkers, but the topic was sensitive and featured in artisan politics throughout the 

century. In addition to historical connotations of sexual liberality among infidels, the 
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early freethinkers also had to contend with the powerful and enduring influence of 

Malthusian thought on ideas of society and progress. In Principles of Political Economy 

(1820), Thomas Robert Malthus linked the supposed habit of the working classes to have 

unchecked sexual congress – with consequently high birth rates – to a cycle of population 

growth, wage depression, famine, demographic collapse, wage increase, and then once 

again resurgent birth rates. Malthus’s pessimistic argument, rooted in an evangelical 

emphasis on atonement and personal responsibility, precipitated a heightened desire 

among middle-class reformers to regulate working-class sexual relations. This revived 

interest in sexuality was also part of a post-Napoleonic political backlash that included 

the rise of the New Poor Laws and other means of social regulation designed to discipline 

labourers for the demands of political economy and industrial capitalism.46 

Infidels in the early part of the century, particularly Owenite feminists such as Eliza 

Sharples, Margaret Chapplesmith, and Emma Martin rejected Malthusian and Christian 

structures, and opposed patriarchal marriage. They also pushed back against ideas of 

libertinage that had gained currency among some radical men, most notably the 

eighteenth-century deist Peter Annet. Emma Martin in particular argued against both 

chastity and libertinage by asserting that natural affections, or “true love,” tended towards 

monogamy. These ideas were similar to those being expressed by men such as Carlile, 

but it must be acknowledged that Martin and other women faced greater scrutiny and 
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threats to their material well-being than did their male colleagues as a result of the stands 

they took against dominant sexual mores.47  

Despite working-class radical detestation of Malthus’s condescending pessimism 

about the moral capacity of the working-classes to regulate sexual desire and birth rates, 

Victorian freethinkers sought the right to control reproduction. This led a number of 

freethinkers to embrace neo-Malthusianism in the second half of the century. Neo-

Malthusianism was the euphemism adopted for contraception. Bradlaugh and Besant, for 

example, were both members of the Malthusian League which was founded in 1877. 

Neo-Malthusianism adopted language that was virtually identical to that of Malthus in 

1820, describing positive checks to procreation, with rhetoric oriented towards the 

regulation and civilization of the labouring classes. The artisan leaders of the secularist 

movement embraced contraception as a means to free both women and men from the 

financial burdens of unwanted childbirth. However, contraception was a toxic subject in 

regards to respectability, and the dissemination of birth control literature was deeply 

controversial. For this reason, the secularist press generally advertised contraceptive 

pamphlets but did not tend to draw attention to the subject with letters or articles. The 

controversial nature of contraception is perhaps best illustrated by Annie Besant’s loss of 

the custody of her daughter Mabel to her estranged husband as a consequence of her role 

in the Knowlton Affair, discussed below.48 
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A schism overtook the secularist movement in 1876, precipitated by the arrest of 

Charles Watts, a secularist leader and co-editor with Bradlaugh of the National Reformer. 

Watts’s crime was printing Charles Knowlton’s contraception pamphlet The Fruits of 

Philosophy, or the Private Companion of Young Married People (1832). Watts was 

arrested after a Bristol bookseller named Mr. Cook added lewd illustrations to copies of 

the Watts edition of Knowlton. Upon reviewing Cook’s alterations to the pamphlet, Watts 

chose to plead guilty rather than fight the obscenity charge. Bradlaugh and his ally, 

Besant, were outraged by Watts’s unwillingness to become a martyr for free speech, and 

Watts was dismissed from his position at the National Reformer. Bradlaugh and Besant 

also severed ties with Watts’s publishing firm and established their own Freethought 

Publishing Company. Their first action was to publish and publicly distribute a new 

edition of Fruits of Philosophy. Besant and Bradlaugh wanted to make the Knowlton 

pamphlet a test case for free discussion and intentionally sought to goad the authorities 

into arresting them. In June 1877, they succeeded.49 

Ultimately, Besant and Bradlaugh were convicted, but they were spared the sentence 

of six months’ imprisonment when it was overturned on a technicality.50 Despite this 

partial vindication, the Knowlton Affair exacerbated existing tensions within the 

movement and resulted in a splintering of the secularist movement’s national leadership. 

Upon his dismissal from the National Reformer, Watts established the Secular Review as 

an alternative organ for the movement, and in August of 1877, after failing to oust 
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Bradlaugh from the presidency of the National Secular Society (N.S.S.), Holyoake, 

Watts, and Harriet Law founded the separate British Secular Union (B.S.U.). 

The schism resulting from the Knowlton Affair was not primarily about the Fruits of 

Philosophy, nor contraceptive ideas in general. Holyoake had advertised Knowlton’s 

pamphlet alongside Robert Dale Owen’s Malthusian pamphlet Moral Physiology (1830) 

in the Reasoner since 1846.51 However, the subject of sex and contraception was always 

fraught for freethinkers. Secularism’s socialist roots meant that some freethinkers viewed 

Malthusian ideas of contraception suspiciously, seeing it as middle-class condescension 

and surveillance. Indeed, the feminist freethinker Harriet Law opposed contraception on 

these grounds.52 But the rejection of Malthusian pessimism about working-class 

constancy was not the same as opposition to sexual reform. Bradlaugh and Besant were 

not criticized merely because they embraced sexual radicalism. The opprobrium directed 

at the pair stemmed primarily from the fear that their actions threatened secularist 

respectability. Later secularist leaders evinced similar concerns. J. M. Robertson tolerated 

free love arguments in the National Reformer while stressing that their publication was 

not an editorial endorsement. G. W. Foote believed that population control was outside 

the bounds of respectable free discussion and disliked the disrepute brought upon 

Secularism by the topic.53  

                                                      

51 Holyoake preferred the Fruits of Philosophy to Carlile’s Every Woman’s Book because he considered the 

former less obscene. Budd, Varieties of Unbelief, 57. 
52 Law’s antagonism to free love and Malthusian contraception may reflect how women secularists were 

particular targets for charges of sexual impropriety. Law regularly faced reverend critics who slipped 

seamlessly from denigrating her defence of epistemological materialism to the claim that Secularism 

offered no grounds for moral conduct, and from there to the insinuation that Secularism was merely a thin 

cover for a desire to pursue sexual deviance. 
53 Schwartz, Infidel Feminism, 196, 200. 



 

188 

 

Despite broad agreement among freethinkers that the reform of traditional sexual 

norms was necessary, the subject remained contentious. Were sexual ethics therefore the 

principle point of division among secularists? Michael Mason has claimed that 

Secularism was the leading edge of an “anti-sensualist” liberal politics, while Gowan 

Dawson, in his study of Victorian Darwinism, has argued that there was a vital division 

between Holyoake’s “anti-sensualist” Secularism and Bradlaugh’s promotion of greater 

sexual libertinage. However, historians principally concerned with Secularism tend to 

reject sexual ethics as the determinative factor for the secularist schism.54 As suggested 

above, the conflict over sex and contraception is better understood as a symptom of 

deeper and more fundamental tensions within the movement.  

Sexual ethics were an aspect of a wider conflict regarding the respectability of 

freethought. The fight over respectability also encompassed the conflict over whether 

being a secularist necessarily entailed being an atheist. Susan Budd and Edward Royle 

both identify the tensions between atheism and positive freethought as a fight about 

respectability. Holyoake and his allies believed that emphasizing the positive aspects of 

freethought would appeal to a wider audience than Bradlaugh’s crude attacks on Biblical 

authority. David Nash views the battle between positive freethought and atheism as 

rooted in a tension between a strategic focus on specific campaigns for reform versus the 

desire to elaborate new philosophical foundations for life. Bradlaugh’s confrontational 

style was successful in attracting sympathizers to the secularist camp over issues such as 

freedom of the press and legal oaths, but his approach provided scant intellectual 
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foundations for Secularism to maintain the interest of members. Rectenwald characterizes 

Holyoake’s Secularism as representative of an “inaugural expression” of “modern 

secularity or the post-secular condition.” But the highly individual character of the sort of 

ethical and intellectual journey Holyoake developed meant a movement grounded in 

these terms was as difficult to sustain as Bradlaugh’s campaign-centered approach.55   

Rectenwald’s analysis reflects something of a generational shift in thinking about the 

relationship between secularization, Secularism, and religion. Both he and Laura 

Schwartz have made vigorous attempts to incorporate Charles Taylor’s vision of 

secularization into their reconceptualization of Secularism. Crucially, Schwartz and 

Rectenwald both object to Royle’s view that Secularism might best be understood as an 

extreme expression of Protestant Non-Conformity.56 For Schwartz, it is key to recognize 

Secularism as a “substantive rather than a negative category – as something more than 

simply an absence of religion”, and the relationship between the secular and the religious 

is “symbiotic as well as oppositional.”57  

Rectenwald emphasizes Holyoake’s vision of Secularism as a substantive category 

that “maps very well onto Taylor’s notion of secularity as a condition that comprehends 
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unbelief and belief.” Holyoake’s Secularism “was not, or no longer, an entirely religious 

movement per se. Instead, by virtue of a demarcation principle that removed from 

consideration Christianity’s metaphysical convictions, the secular began a process of 

differentiation from within the religious sphere.” Rectenwald provocatively declares that 

Holyoake’s Secularism was a vital anticipation of Taylor’s secularity, stating that 

Secularism was “understood and described as a distinct development, a new stage 

resulting in an overarching condition that embraced unbelief and belief, the secular and 

the religious, and not the negation of one by the other.” This means that Taylor’s 

recognition of secularization as something other than “continual ‘subtraction’” works not 

merely as a better way of understanding nineteenth-century freethought, but describes 

Secularism itself: “this understanding of secularity should not only guide our research but 

also should be recognized as precisely the conception that was dawning on Holyoake by 

the late-1840s, and what he consciously understood as developing with Secularism.”58 

I follow both Schwartz and Rectenwald in attempting to reconstruct Secularism as a 

positive contribution to Victorian social thought. Rectenwald’s conclusion that 

Holyoake’s Secularism successfully predicted Taylor’s model of secularity is attractive. 

However, as we will see below, it does not address the ways in which Holyoake’s anti-

theological ideas of ethics and progress could limit Christian acceptance of Secularism. 

To emphasize that Holyoake’s Secularism was positive while Bradlaugh’s was negative 

obscures how the substantive project of ethics developed by secularists was reflected in 

the thinking of both the exclusively atheist and ecumenically inclusive wings of the 

movement. I argue that we should re-situate Secularism within the wider world of 

                                                      

58 Rectenwald, Nineteenth-Century British Secularism, 106. 



 

191 

 

Victorian ethical thought, and consider how its reforming ethos illuminates a wider 

debate about the foundations of social ethics in a modern, industrial society.59 

Two assumptions are required to read Secularism as a movement embedded within a 

diverse environment of ethical reform projects. First, there was a substantive project at 

play throughout Secularism. Even Bradlaugh – who is conventionally dismissed as 

labouring under little more than a crude anti-theism – proposed a positive alternative to 

religion, though Bradlaugh’s views were much less refined than Holyoake’s. Both 

Holyoake and Bradlaugh grounded secular ethics in utilitarianism and an Anglicized 

Comtean positivism. Second, Holyoake’s positive freethought was not as ecumenical as 

either Holyoake himself nor some scholars believe it to have been. In an 1870 debate 

about the nature and meaning of Secularism, Bradlaugh declared that Holyoake’s 

definition suffered from a logical problem. Specifically, Bradlaugh objected to what he 

understood as Holyoake’s claim that “Secularism occupies ground independent alike of 

Theism and Atheism.”60 For Bradlaugh: 

Theism, if it claims anything, claims to be everywhere. How you 

can take the ground outside of everywhere, I do not know. The 

Theist claims that there is no thought, no phase of thought, that is 

not determined by Deity. You have to challenge this initial 

groundwork before you can make any way with your Secularism at 

all.61  
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Bradlaugh’s criticism should be heeded. Holyoake may not have demanded that 

secularists be atheists, but by proposing to regulate the foundations for ethical behaviour, 

he made fundamental claims about the nature of ethics that have serious theological 

implications. In the early 1850s, Holyoake adopted as a motto for the main justification 

for Secularism, Comte’s statement that “nothing is destroyed until it is replaced.”62 The 

major difference between Holyoake and Bradlaugh is that Bradlaugh believed that 

Christianity must be destroyed to prepare the ground for Secularism. In contrast, 

Holyoake’s view was that Christianity would be destroyed only after the ground it 

occupied was overtaken by Secularism’s non-theological ethics. 

4.4 Articulating the Grounds of Secular Morality 

While many Victorians, orthodox and heterodox alike, were anxious about the 

consequences of  de-Christianization, the secularists viewed Christian decline as an 

opportunity to elevate non-theological ethical metrics. Principally, they turned to 

utilitarianism and an Owenite-cum-Comtean hierarchy of knowledge that had the 

scientific study of society at its pinnacle. Even without the language of altruism, service 

and inter-personal obligations were at the centre of secularist ethical thought. In the 

Principles of Secularism (1871), Holyoake defined Secularism as “the study of promoting 

human welfare by material means; measuring human welfare by the utilitarian rule, and 

making the service of others a duty of life.”63 Like Comte, Holyoake saw Secularism as 
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distinct from Christianity because it emphasized “the promotion of human improvement 

by material means, and making these agreements the ground of common unity for all who 

would regulate life by reason and ennoble it by service.”64  

Around mid-century, Comtean positivism rose to prominence alongside a native 

English utilitarianism as a dominant language for radical and heterodox ideas about the 

non-theological grounds of ethics.65 However, when dealing with the secularist 

movement, we cannot ignore the seminal importance of Owenism. In the 1830s, Owen 

articulated an ethical conceptualization that was broadly consonant with Comte’s altruism 

when the former landed upon the eighteenth-century language of necessetarianism. Owen 

juxtaposed the freedom of the will and the doctrine of moral responsibility with necessity. 

Free will was “a wicked, an ignorant, and an artificial character,” and the perceived 

ubiquity of this “artificial character” among world religions made them “the most 

formidable obstacle to the progress of every kind of mental improvement.”66 In contrast, 

Owen believed necessity revealed that “the whole character of man, physical, mental, and 

moral, is formed for him; and formed independently of any power which he can exert.”67 

                                                      

64 Holyoake, Principles of Secularism, 11. Although, as illustrated above, Holyoake also took pains in the 
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For Owen, the “proper business of human life is to form man to attain the highest degree 

of physical, intellectual, and moral perfection; to remove from around him every 

impediment to the acquisition of happiness; and to create new circumstances which shall 

contribute most essentially to promote his permanent enjoyment.”68 With his idea of a 

“new moral world,” Owen sought the eradication of want (and, therefore, material 

suffering) and the physical, mental, and moral improvement of the human species.69  

Understanding necessity means understanding nature. For Owen, moral evil stemmed 

from ignorance of nature.  

Owen applied his ethical epistemology to religion. He viewed the world’s existing 

religions as a reflection of human immaturity: “the religions founded under the name of 

Jewish, Budh, Jehovah, God, or Christ, Mahomet, or any other, are all composed of 

human laws in opposition to nature’s eternal laws.”70 Further, “unity and harmony could 

never be found in any religion or codes of laws founded on the mistaken notion that 

instincts were free-will.”71 In the 1840s, Owen tried to resolve the complications created 

by theological faiths by conceiving of a rational religion. This move did not go over well 

with the more thoroughly irreligious Owenites. 

In the early 1840s, Holyoake joined other freethinkers who objected to Owen’s 

proposed rational religion. Holyoake drew a firm distinction between religion and 

morality and rejected Owen’s idea that “religion” was, at its heart, a synonym for truth: 

Ask the world what is truth, and you will have to pause longer than 

Brutus did in the Roman forum for a satisfactory reply.  A thousand 
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and one sects send up a thousand and one, or more likely two 

thousand and two replies. Then if truth is religion, how various, 

changeable, and infinite it is! To offer it after this as the guide of 

men is like making the chameleon the standard of colour … But if 

truth is not religion, is it anything we do know?  Inquire what is 

morality – all agree in defining it as the sense and practice of such 

duties as best promote the common and universal good. That utility 

is the basis of morality is acknowledged, and that the essence of 

utility is truth, must be admitted. Then truth, if any second name is 

required for it, should be called the essence or grand element of 

morality, which has a venerable, healthy, and undying reputation; 

which is always and everywhere comprehensible, and kind, and 

worthy, above all things, of honour, regard, general acceptance, 

and love from the human race.72 

In the early 1840s, radical freethinkers appeared convinced that moral progress merely 

required the end of religion. They sometimes pushed their rhetoric to extremes. For 

example, Thomas Paterson declared that “every man who reasons is an unbeliever, for 

reason exposes the chimeras of theology – and shows that religion is the chief source of 

our calamities, and, as a consequence, that it is at variance with morality.” While clearly 

burdened by an excess of hyperbole, Paterson’s declaration is useful for his bold 

statement of the self-sufficiency of human reason as a foundation for ethics: “a reasoning 

being cannot be incapable of his duties, or of perceiving what he owes to beings who are 

necessary to his happiness – and reason naturally leads him to a knowledge of the 

morality most essential to mankind – and what an advantage, on the side of morals, has 

he who reflects and reasons, to whom who believes it to be right never to reason.”73  

                                                      

72 G. J. Holyoake, “Another New Religion,” The Oracle of Reason 1, no. 21 (1842): 170. 
73 Thomas Paterson, “Religion Destructive of Morality,” Oracle of Reason 2, no.70 (1843): 137. This sort 
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Charles Southwell elaborated the wider social benefits of atheism. He declared that “in 

those countries where there is least religion there is most morality – where priests are 

despised virtue is respected – and where hell seems almost forgotten, the delights fabled 

of heaven seem actually realised upon earth.” Southwell’s was fixated on the negative 

elements of religion and equated religion with vice: “the fact is, whatever shape religion 

assumes, its nature is invariably antagonistic to knowledge. The most religious 

individuals generally, and the most religious nations universally, are the least wise, 

therefore the most vile.”  In contrast, “a nation of atheists would be governed by the law 

of reason.” The law of reason would be synonymous with a moral law since “nothing 

moral can be unreasonable, and nothing reasonable can be immoral.”74 

Over time, Holyoake came to believe that the mere dissolution of religion was 

insufficient for supplying an alternative moral system to Christianity. Between his 

ascension to the editorship of the Oracle in 1842 and his elaboration of Secularism in the 

early 1850s, Holyoake wrestled with how to ground his conception of morality. While he 

was certainly influenced in his thinking by his entry into the world of middle-class 

radicalism, Holyoake’s Owenism must not be ignored as an important aspect informing 

his desire to conceive of a positive freethought. His first extended programmatic foray 

into positive freethought appeared in Rationalism: A Treatise for the Times (1845). 

Holyoake situated this effort in “the conviction that Mr. Owen’s views are capable of a 

new statement.”75 Rationalism had two aims: first, to establish that morality is subject to 

natural laws and is therefore open to empirical and scientific understanding; and second, 
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to connect knowledge of the natural laws of morality to the process of self-improvement. 

Both of these aims owed direct debts to Owen and Mill. Holyoake, however, was more 

sensitive to the difficulties that these goals represented to the reformer. Holyoake’s “new 

statement” of Owen’s system hinged upon mitigating the totalizing implications of 

Owen’s articulation of necessity – the power of circumstances to determine character. 

Holyoake wanted to maintain the power of circumstances upon character formation, 

while explicating a clear path to individual moral self-improvement. 

Holyoake’s effort to mitigate Owen’s hard necessity was clear from the outset of 

Rationalism. He opened with the “general fact” that “the opinions and actions of men 

result from their original susceptibilities, and the external influences which effect them.” 

From this general fact, Holyoake inferred that “self-knowledge and self-improvement are 

the primary duties of each person in pursuit of intelligence and happiness.” This pursuit 

of intelligence and happiness “suggests to each individual wariness of conduct” and 

“teaches him that in the worst circumstances there is hope of amendment or chance of 

dignity.” The hope for improvement consequently “justifies reliance on human endeavour 

and assimilates progression to a science.” Progression as a discernible science demanded 

that “man, society, and nature generally” ought to be “especial objects of study – the 

better to bring all these relations of humanity into harmony with happiness and 

progression.”76  

Holyoake mitigated Owen’s rigid determinism by stressing that knowing the natural 

laws of moral progress would provide properly educated individuals with the power to 

choose to follow those natural laws: 
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The vulgar impression is, that if circumstances made us what we 

are at birth, and have since influenced us beyond our controul – 

then we are the perpetual playthings of fate – that to be the blind 

instruments of the day is our destiny – that for us to act is as 

superfluous as it seems impossible … They overlook the strong 

fact, that in the hour when the order of things gave us life we 

received a nature capable of progressive improvement – that every 

moment of existence increases our consciousness, our intelligence, 

and our power … Though we inherit the dull materials of 

mediocrity or the happy elements of genius, we soon find that 

progression depends on culture – that the weak by exercise are 

made strong, that vast capacity narrows by disuse.77 

Holyoake’s attempt to mediate determinism and free will was not unique. J. S. Mill 

took a similar, if more theoretically robust turn in The System of Logic (1843).78 Mill 

allowed that humans are subject to natural laws of causation. However, he simultaneously 

insisted upon freedom of the will. He did so for two reasons: his disdain for the 

pessimism of Calvinist determinism, and because he objected to Owen’s hard view of 

necessity on the grounds that it limited individual self-improvement.79 In Holyoake’s 

objections to Owen, the former mirrored and was likely influenced by Mill’s System of 

Logic. Holyoake accepted the libertarian idea that “of any given number of objects 

presented to a man’s notice he can choose which he likes” while retaining his belief that 

“what a man likes depends upon his natural and acquired taste and on the strength of the 

evidence before him.”80  

Holyoake also followed Mill in identifying “the dangerous fallacy of fatalism,” which 

Holyoake saw as an important target for Secularism.81 Necessity, properly speaking, held 

that an event “will be the infallible result of the causes which produce it.” For Mill, the 
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problem was that most believers in necessity slipped from this position to the fatalistic 

conclusion that “there is no use struggling against it [the caused event]; that it will 

happen however we may strive to prevent it.”82 For Holyoake, fatalistic determinism 

offered a “blind” conception of human consciousness which “submits to destiny” while 

“the philosophical necessarian moulds it.” The ability to mould character meant that 

freethinkers had an ethical obligation to do so: “this inference at once directs man’s 

attention to himself and to education as the sources of dignity and enjoyment,” and 

“imposes high personal duties on the individual.” These high personal duties were 

constitutive of  a “self knowledge” that Holyoake believed was “the key stone of the arch 

of intellect.” Proper education was, therefore, “not only the minister to capacity but also 

the means of moral elevation.”83 

Liberal radicals like Mill and Holyoake depended upon the capacity of individuals to 

improve themselves to become rights-bearing political subjects.84 However, unlike Mill, 

Holyoake’s social position was relatively precarious. His quest for respectability may 

have influenced his formulation of necessity. As with sexual morality, secularist 

objections to Christian ideas of free will, moral responsibility, and the doctrine of 

atonement left freethinkers open to accusations that they advocated moral license. In 

1853, Rev. J. H. Rutherford argued that Christian belief in “the consciousness of 

responsibility” refuted Holyoake’s Owenite dogma “that man is the creature of 

circumstances.” For Rutherford, conscience was “evidence of a higher and holier judge of 

human character”, and “remorse, as a phenomena of our moral nature, … is at once a 
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proof of the existence of moral evil, and a premonition of future judgement.”85 Brewin 

Grant believed that repudiating our duties to God meant losing the only sure safeguard of 

moral behavior. He declared that the “real power and wisdom of Christianity” was found 

in our sense of individual responsibility to God “which [is] the great motive power of 

moral, social, and physical improvement.”86 Grant implied that Holyoake’s Secularism 

was merely dissimulation to hide his morally depraved atheism, and that Secularism was 

itself evidence of freethinking immorality: 

It is declared that many infidels are waiting till it is safe to avow 

themselves. Christ and his Apostles, and glorious army of Martyrs, 

bought our safety at a dearer rate, and the motives of the Gospel, 

its present spiritual aids, the powers of the world to come, inspire 

men with a true heroism of endurance, without waiting for a safe 

place and secure time … What life, then, to quicken men in the 

performance of moral duties, in the face of public scorn, in 

opposition to outward violence or inward frailty, does Secularism 

afford? Has it not even now abandoned the word Atheist for Non-

theist, because the latter is more genteel? And does it not hide Non-

theist in Secularist to propitiate public feeling, after commencing 

with the boast of “daring opinion?”87 

Despite Grant’s uncharitable characterization, it is clear that Holyoake was interested 

in more than dissimulation. Holyoake sought a scientifically certain foundation for ethics 

that flowed from his rejection of the absolute responsibility of unmitigated free-will as 

well as deterministic fatalism. He gave his system a number of names before settling 

upon Secularism. Naturalism, Rationalism, Cosmism, and Secularism were all 

expressions of Holyoake’s search for a moral “code in itself” that he set against “an 

Almighty Policeman keeping perpetual surveillance above, converting the world into a 

                                                      

85 J. H. Rutherford and G. J. Holyoake, Christianity versus Secularism: A Public Discussion in Newcastle-

On-Tyne (London: Ward and Co., 1854), 43.  
86 Grant and Holyoake, Christianity and Secularism, 71.  
87 Grant and Holyoake, Christianity and Secularism, 55-6. 



 

201 

 

vast penitentiary and we frail and unhappy mortals into wretched prisoners, so sunk in 

moral degradation as never to be worth of a moments trust, … as gloomy as it is 

debasing.”88 In contrast, “from the higher philosophy of Rationalism a man learns that in 

no obscurity is he hidden … that his doings ever tell for society’s advancement or his 

own deterioration … [and] if he will be a worm he knows he shall leave behind the slimy 

tract marking his groveling course – but pursuing useful objects he may like the stars 

shed a lustre over the earth.”89  

While the freethinkers agonized about respectability and right conduct, it was the 

foundations of morality that were their primary concern. With theological ethics “when 

men did well we knew not why, save and except by reference to God’s good grace, which 

however good, is always fleeting and uncertain.”90 For Holyoake, Rationalism provided 

certainty because “one can trace integrity to its source and noting the influence which 

nurtured it, mark its ascension in a mathematical line, and foretell its culmination with the 

accuracy of an astronomical calculation.”91 

4.5 Eastern “Secularism” and Grounding Morality in Nature 

The secularist quest for the rational and empirical foundations of ethics encompassed a 

wide array of arguments and evidentiary claims. One avenue for proving the non-

theological basis of human morality was to derive evidence of common ethical arguments 

from across religious and cultural borders. As we saw in the previous chapter, religious 

comparison played an important role in the articulation of the freethinking case against 
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Christianity. Religious comparisons conducted by the secularists served to historicize 

Christianity as an outgrowth of older pagan traditions, to popularize secular knowledge 

that would erode orthodox superstition, and to render Christianity strange by challenging 

and criticizing its relationship to Judaism. Freethinkers also engaged non-Christian 

traditions to find inspiration for their moral claims. Buddhism and Confucianism were 

particularly fertile sources for secularists who hoped to unearth universal and natural 

ethical arguments at the expense of Christianity and its claims to divine foundations. 

It is no surprise to find evidence of secularist interest in Buddhism. Beginning in the 

1830s, interest in Buddhism swelled among Victorian Britons.92 And after the publication 

of Eugène Burnouf’s Introduction l’histoire du buddhisme indien (1844), Buddhism 

became central to the development of scholarly comparative religion.93 In the 1870s and 

1880s, several book-length poems detailing the life of Buddha were published. Sidney 

Arthur Alexander’s Sakya-Muni: The Story of Buddha (1887) won the Oxford Nudigate 

Prize.94 Enthusiasm about Buddhism peaked with the late Victorians, and was so 

widespread at that time that J. Jeffrey Franklin has characterized it as the “counter-

invasion of Britain by Buddhism.”95 However, this “counter-invasion” was not led by 

Asian Buddhists themselves. The Victorian mania for Buddhism was principally a textual 

phenomenon predicated upon Western Orientalists compiling textual doctrines and 

histories. Phillip Almond describes the Victorian embrace of Buddhism as a “polarity of 

assimilation and rejection … assimilating Buddhism in so far as it correlate[d] with 
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normative Victorian values; rejecting Buddhism in so far as it [was] incommensurable 

with these.”96 In practice, this also meant that the many branches of Buddhist belief and 

practice throughout Asia were judged – and generally found wanting – by a textual 

interpretation of the tradition that was itself filtered through the lens of existing British 

ethical thought and cultural prejudices.97 The same may reasonably be said for 

Confucianism.  

In reading secularist sources that deal with these Eastern traditions, we must evaluate 

how secularist heterodoxy fits within the wider culture of British interpretations of the 

East, while also asking how the freethinkers, as a dissident minority, can aid our 

understanding of the political and cultural uses of Buddhism. An important question is 

why Buddhism captured the Victorian imagination. Franklin proposes that interest in 

Buddhism was driven by the confluence of its “discovery” with a Victorian crisis of faith 

that itself was shaped by the development of Darwinian evolutionary theory and by the 

destabilizing experience of cultural pluralism created by empire.98 Franklin is particularly 

interested in the enormous commercial and literary success of Sir Edwin Arnold’s poetic 

history of Buddha, The Light of Asia (1879). He argues that Arnold successfully 

integrated Buddha into a favourably comparative relationship with Jesus that helped to 

justify the Protestantism of his British readership, while side-stepping the uncomfortable 

associations between Buddhism and atheism and between the doctrine of Nirvana and 
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nihilism. In short, Arnold successfully disrupted the unity of European identity in an 

“exciting, instructive, and enjoyable” manner while simultaneously preserving dominant 

colonizing ideologies.99 

Secularists were not looking for a Protestant Jesus to stabilize an uncertain 

Christianity. Nevertheless, many of them were keen to integrate Buddha into their own 

evaluative framework. Freethinkers reacted to knowledge about Buddhism by 

interpreting it as vital evidence against Christianity: “the so-called Divine revelations of 

Christianity and Mohammedanism are not fit to be compared with the … system of the 

‘Light of Asia,’ the man whose teachings still survive and will probably continue as long 

as the human race endures.”100 

The first sustained treatment of Buddhism in the secularist press was a two-part article 

written by T. W. Thornton which appeared in the fifth volume of the Reasoner (1848-9). 

Thornton followed Burnouf’s claim that Buddhism was best understood as a reformation 

of Brahmanism. Buddhism therefore “has a regular and authentic chronology which place 

it five centuries, at least, before the Christian era.”101 Thornton believed Buddhism to be 

another “prototype of Christianism.” As with their treatment of Hinduism described in 

Chapter 3, freethinkers appear to have assumed that Hinduism’s superior age and the 

coincidental similarity of doctrines indicated that Christianity owed formative debts to 

Buddhism: 

The first Roman Catholic missionaries who came in contact with 

the Buddhic religion, were so struck with its numerous points of 

resemblance to their own, that they could find no means of 

accounting for it except the sapient idea of attributing it to Satan, 
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who must have instituted it in mockery or out of spite to the 

Christian system. There certainly is a great similarity in many 

respects, and it appears very probable that Buddhism greatly 

contributed towards the formation of the doctrines that were 

disseminated some centuries later in Syria. If the latter system be 

not an echo of the more ancient one, a copy modified by addition 

and admixture of ideas derived from Greek philosophy, at any rate 

the points of resemblance between them are too numerous and 

striking to be the result of mere accident.102 

What made Buddhism unique in comparison to other Eastern traditions was the sense 

among many Europeans of the similarity between the characters and doctrines of Christ 

and Buddha, as well as the traditions they founded. We have seen previously how 

Orientalists and Christian divines scoured Hindu texts for evidence of monotheism. 

Belief in the consanguinity of Christianity and Buddhism outstripped these efforts and 

was much more widespread. The result was that secularist interpretations were in direct 

tension with those of the orthodox. Nevertheless, as with the influence of the early 

Orientalists on the freethinkers of the 1840s, Christian interpretations of Buddhism fed 

freethinking ones. For example, William MacCall’s serialized translation of Charles 

Schoebel’s Le Bouddha et Le Bouddhisme (1857), which appeared in the National 

Reformer between 1863 and 1867, introduced secularist readers to the explanation that 

Buddhism arose from an early apostolic communion with the East. Schoebel insisted 

vehemently that modern Buddhism was the result of Christian ideas carried to the East by 

early Christian missionaries.103 

Unsurprisingly, Schoebel’s argument was not accepted by secularists. But its premise 

of cultural exchange was not rejected, either. Instead, secularists reversed the lines of 
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transmission. In 1868, Myles McSweeney argued in the National Reformer that the three 

main sects of Judaism at the time of Jesus were not, in fact, Jews at all. The Pharisees and 

Sadducees were Pythagoreans and Epicureans, while the Essenes – the sect Jesus was 

assumed to have been born into – “to all intents and purposes, were followers of 

Buddha.”104 McSweeney argued that the Buddhist code of belief and conduct “exactly 

corresponds with the tenets of the Essenes at the time the Romans became masters of 

Syria, and from this sect originated the Christian legend … from whence comes the 

Christian and Jewish prophecies of the Old and New Testament.”105 Similarly, Thornton 

argued that: 

Under the supposition of the pre-existence of Boodhism, such as 

these sacred books describe, and its professors still preach, the 

rapid spread of Christianity in the first and second centuries of our 

era is not surprising. To a mind already impressed with Boodhistic 

belief and Boodhistic doctrines, the birth of a saviour and redeemer 

for the western world, recognized as a new Boodh by wise men of 

the east … was an event expected, and therefore readily accepted 

when declared and announced. It was no abjuration of an old faith 

that the teachers of Christianity asked of the Boodhists, but a mere 

qualification of an existing belief by the incorporation into it of the 

Mosaic account of the creation, and original sin, and the fall of 

man. The Boodhists of the west, accepting Christianity on its first 

announcement, at once introduced  the rites and observances which 

for centuries had already existed in India. From that country 

Christianity derived its monastic institutions, its forms of ritual, 

and of church service, its council, or conventions to settle schisms 

on points of faith, its worship of relics, and working of miracles 

through them, and much of the discipline, and of the dress of the 

clergy, even to the shaven heads of the monks and friars.106 
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The belief that Jesus and the Essenes were Buddhist disciples was not a uniquely 

secularist phenomenon. Nevertheless, it was controversial. Protestants could accept 

similarities between Buddhism and Christianity so long as Buddhism was understood as a 

pagan corruption of Christian truth. Some Christians believed that Buddhism had 

influenced Christian ritual and monasticism, but this was only acceptable because it 

reinforced existing anti-Catholic ideologies. In the 1870s and 1880s a minority of 

scholars such as Arthur Lillie and Ernest de Bunsen began to elucidate substantial 

Christian debts to Buddhism traced through the Essenes. But such a belief remained 

heterodox, and was primarily adopted by experimental new religions like Helene 

Patrovna Blavatsky’s Theosophy.107  

The impetus for supporting the idea of Christian debts to Eastern faiths was not merely 

about denigrating Christian history and revelation. It also concerned moral universalism. 

Eastern traditions like Buddhism and Confucianism, decidedly foreign but enticingly 

familiar, were a prime avenue for theorization. Again, the secularists were not alone in 

this endeavour. Max Müller believed that the ethical similarities between Christianity and 

Buddhism emanated from their shared status as religions. Max Müller’s belief was rooted 

in an interpretive universalism that assigned certain prior conditions to the formulation of 

a properly religious ethic.108 The secularist approach to universalism was very different. 

Secularism was born out of a radical Enlightenment tradition that characterized the 

apparent universality of religion, or at least some expressions of religion, as a historical 

expression of human reason seeking to understand nature and causality. In the hands of 
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the secularists, this tradition became yoked to a vision of ethical naturalism. The 

similarity between Christianity and Buddhism was therefore attributed to their status as 

religions. As such, Jesus, Buddha and their followers had captured natural truths, but 

those truths would be better and more fully realized by stripping them of their theological 

accoutrements.  

The devaluation of Revelation and scriptural history was only one avenue the 

secularists used to naturalize ethics. Another was to identify atheism and nascent 

Secularism in non-Western traditions. With Buddhism, this was facilitated by the 

common British perception by the mid-1870s that Buddhism was an atheistic religion.109 

In the freethinking press, this view was happily adopted as early as 1844 when Malthus 

Ryall published a pair of articles in Holyoake’s Movement describing “The Chinese and 

their Religion.” Ryall characterized Confucianism, Buddhism, and Taoism collectively as 

“a species of Epicurean philosophy.” While he claimed that “their idolatry is 

accompanied by the most debasing, absurd, and superstitious bigotry,” Ryall nevertheless 

believed that “Atheistical doctrines are derived from Fuh [Buddha]” and “the morals and 

philosophy too, by the same accounts, seem similarly tinctured with atheism.” Ryall drew 

from his observations the conclusion that atheism was not a barrier to the maintenance of 

civil society: “it must, however, be conceded that no eastern nation had surpassed this 

people for polite accomplishments, decorum, and the courtesies of life.”110 
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What, for Paine and Owen, had been the universalism of religion, became in the hands 

of the freethinkers a challenge to the idea that faith was either universal or necessary to 

civil peace: 

The very idea of a god, as creating or in any way ruling the world, 

is utterly absent from the Buddhist system. God is not so much as 

denied; he is simply not known. Contrary to the opinion once 

confidently and generally held, that a nation of atheists never 

existed, it is no longer to be disputed that the numerous Buddhist 

nations are essentially atheist; for they know no being with greater 

supernatural power than any man is supposed capable of attaining 

by virtue, austerity, and science; and a remarkable indication of this 

startling fact is to be seen in the circumstance, that some at least of 

the Buddhist nations – the Chinese, Mongols, and Tibetans – have 

no word in their languages to express the notion of God.111 

Freethinkers viewed Asia as proof that secular values could provide a lasting 

foundation for society. In the Reasoner, Leigh Hunt described Confucius as “the great 

teacher of secular morality” and argued that the failure of religious morality was that “the 

Divine Teacher must succeed differently from all others, and make his children love him 

by dint of fear and terror; by setting pits of torment beside lessons incapable of 

comprehension.”112 Confucius’s superiority resided in his system being “set up wholly on 

a ground of reason, and yet it has outlasted many a superstition, frightfulness 

notwithstanding.”113 

Among the secularists in the 1870s, this vision of a precocious eastern Secularism was 

further entrenched. British Christianity was now cast as the minority position. 
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“Secularism may appear to many in this country as but a small and despised sect or party, 

but in the world at large, it comprises at least one-third of its inhabitants, for there is a 

fundamental agreement between Secularism and Buddhism.”114 Similarly, another 

secularist declaimed that “the so-called Divine revelations of Christianity and 

Mohammedanism are not fit to be compared with the apparently complex, yet really 

simple, system of the ‘Light of Asia’” and that “above all, Buddhism is Secularism, 

because it teaches us that within ourselves lie all potentialities of amelioration.”115 

Reading Buddhism and Confucianism as forms of antique Secularism supplied 

secularists with ancient foundations for secular principles. It was evidence that society 

could be governed without religion, without abdicating norms of morality and ethics. 

Like the Western classical tradition, particularly Epicureanism, these Eastern foundations 

for Secularism also contributed to the idea that Christianity was a foreign faith that had 

derailed human progress in Europe. This provided the secularist imagination with a 

historical basis for a view of a society ordered by non-theological principles. Freethinkers 

used Buddhism and Confucianism to naturalize and secularize the moral foundations that 

Christian clerics claimed were divine. Secularists saw in the East valuable moral concepts 

that they integrated into their system of values. Furthermore, they argued that such ideas 

revealed that their system was an already existing, globally accepted truth. What was 

moral was already secular because it was accessible across creeds and cultures. 

Imagining Confucius and Buddha as Eastern predecessors of Secularism allowed 

secularists to naturalize Secularism as moral truth. Secular motivations were, therefore, 
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the most sincere of all motivations. This view was evidenced by a parable offered by 

Holyoake, in which a group of individuals go to assist a faraway town in distress. In his 

parable, rescuers compelled by a priest, Scripture, or faith were motivated by obedience, 

calculation, and theological piety. In contrast, one who “goes on the errand of mercy 

because it is immediate service to humanity, knowing that material deliverance is piety 

and better than spiritual consolation; this is Secularism.”116 This naturalization of the 

grounds of ethical conduct was a common assertion across the secularist movement. 

4.6 Unity and Disunity in Secular Ethical Discourse 

In the use of supposed Eastern Secularism as part of a secularist naturalization of 

ethics, we return to the debate about the necessity of atheism to secularism. This question 

marked a central conflict within Secularism that persisted throughout the nineteenth 

century. Holyoake’s conciliation and cooperation with liberal Christians was opposed by 

the bombastic atheism of Southwell and Bradlaugh. While this division was far from 

trivial, if we track the debate we find that there was a great deal of shared ground 

regarding the foundational nature of secular ethics.  

On March 10 and 11, 1870, Holyoake and Bradlaugh debated at the New Hall of 

Science over the question of atheism and Secularism. Holyoake maintained that 

Secularism was distinct from atheism and argued that Secularism was “built partly upon 

the results obtained” by atheist and freethinking societies. But he insisted that Secularism 

“proposed to go farther than that – to be distinct from them – to be affirmative instead of 

negative – to act upon what free inquiry had discovered – to occupy the ground criticism 
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had won – to set up principles of nature in the place of principles of theology, and found, 

if possible, a kingdom of reason, for those who found the kingdom of faith inadequate 

and unreliable.”117 In response, Bradlaugh rooted his argument in a criticism of what he 

viewed as a fundamental tension in Holyoake’s definition of Secularism. Specifically, 

Bradlaugh noted the difficulty in defining Secularism as a proposition independent of 

either theism or atheism while simultaneously characterizing it also as a kingdom of 

reason for those for whom “the kingdom of faith [is] impossible.”118 This tension, for 

Bradlaugh, explained the necessity of atheism to Secularism. Bradlaugh used Holyoake’s 

own 1853 arguments against Brewin Grant to elaborate his point. Specifically, if the laws 

of health, morality, knowledge, and material prosperity demanded that secularists deny 

“‘a Special Providence, and [foster] a distrust of it,’” then it followed that “before you 

can be a Secularist, to take the position Mr. Holyoake takes, you must reject all 

supernatural supervision, reject all Theistic control, and if that is not in reality and fact 

being an Atheist … then I confess I have yet to learn the meaning of the words.”119 The 

distance between Bradlaugh and Holyoake on this foundational point was significant. 

However, it is important to note that the debate did not turn on the question of moral 

foundations. Common ground existed in moral theory between Bradlaugh’s and 

Holyoake’s strains of Secularism.  

It is informative to track the articulation of moral theory within the secularist press in 

the years after Holyoake’s Reasoner folded in 1872 and the division occurred between 
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N.S.S. and B.S.U. in 1877: namely, between Bradlaugh’s National Reformer and Secular 

Review edited by Charles Watts. What we are seeking is evidence of either a substantive 

difference of moral vision after 1877, or some larger unity of moral theory and its 

foundations complicated by the fraught divisions of the atheism and contraception 

questions.  

Throughout the secularist press of the 1870s, there was a sense that morality was a 

question distinct from religion. Religion was held to not sufficiently address the 

foundational principles of morality. Providence was represented as incorrectly locating 

the source of morality in God. We find, for example, an argument in the National 

Reformer that providence – the idea that the “obligation” of belief was predicated on 

belief that “the will of God best indicated what is conducive to goodness and happiness in 

mankind” – rested upon a moral a priori. This a priori suggested that “prior to according 

belief to the precepts of any religion, we must, to judge sanely, hold conceptions of 

goodness and happiness, by which to test their soundness.” Morality, therefore, was a 

higher order of knowledge, a “science of natural obligations” to which “religious 

obligation (…) would … be but a branch.” This morality, with its utilitarian emphasis on 

happiness as goodness, proceeded on the basis of empirical evidence. Obligations 

depending “upon external testimony” and emerging from an “obligation towards God, or 

as essential to their own happiness in another life” provided “no rule for determining 

what extension of the same principle would be inadmissible.”120 The implication was that 

the only valid point of moral reference was happiness in this life, assessed by worldly or 

secular measures. 

                                                      

120 J. R., “Religion – Morality,” The National Reformer 21, no.4 (1873): 53. 



 

214 

 

We find a similar argument from Ajax in the National Reformer in 1875. Secularism 

was again represented as a higher order of morality. In contrast to Holyoake’s 

appropriation of Comte’s motto that nothing can be destroyed until it is replaced, Ajax 

argued that Secularism was destructive of religion because “you cannot plant flowers in 

ground which is full of weeds, until you have pulled up and destroyed the weeds.” The 

process of replacement was subsequent to the destruction of the existing moral system. 

This negative emphasis was then abandoned in favour of an explicit embrace of 

utilitarianism. Ajax declared that “our morality is tested only … by utility in this life and 

this world; with any other life, with any other world we have nothing whatever to do.” 

Ajax allowed that Christian and secularist morality frequently coincided but, in an echo 

of Holyoake’s argument from 1845’s Rationalism pamphlet, these two systems of 

morality “spring from different roots.” While Secularism was predicated upon science, 

the Christian was only “unconsciously Utilitarian.”121  

Secularists strived to present secular morality as more severe and demanding than 

Christian ethics. Further, all abrogation of happiness in this life in favour of another life 

was held by the secularist to be “distinctly immoral, and [deserving of] stern 

reprobation.”122 The secularists’ emphasis on what was worldly meant that “asceticism, 

in any shape, is immoral” but Ajax made it explicit that this should not be conceived as 

advocating base hedonism. Instead, secularists adopted a qualitative view of happiness 

that was in line with J. S. Mill’s revision of the crudely quantitative calculus of 
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Bentham.123 Secularism therefore demanded that “obedience to physical law is incumbent 

on every Secularist, and impurity of life, uncleanliness, excess of any description, are all 

sins against Secular morality.”124 

We can see unity of ethical purpose in the divergent branches of Secularism in the 

thinking of one of Holyoake’s closest allies, Charles Watts. In an 1875 article in the 

National Reformer, Watts emphasized this-worldly morality, declaring that “the theory of 

Secularism is simply that this life and this world in which we live demand and will 

reward our utmost cultivation.”125 Watts affirmed the moderated Owenite necessitarian 

doctrine first articulated by Holyoake in Rationalism. Human nature, “no less than nature 

in general, is the subject of unvarying natural laws” and Secularism therefore “regards 

Science as the true Providence; and affirms that by the study of Man, and the application 

of the results of that study, this Providence can be wrought to confer ever richer and 

richer boons on our race.”126 

Watts’s positivist emphasis on a science of man, embraced utilitarianism as the path to 

moral knowledge. Crucially, Mill’s qualitative method of utilitarian calculation was used 

by both Ajax and Watts. Interestingly, Watts’s qualitative view of utility was derived 

from a comparison rather than an immediate juxtaposition with Christianity: 

As for the controversy between virtue and happiness, which is in 

great measure a mere contest as to words, it is also an old one. We 

know how the great name of Epicurus was almost from the first 

degraded by his opponents as a mere synonym for the pursuit of 

coarse sensuous pleasures, in the term Epicureanism. But why 

should this happiness, which Utilitarianism teaches us to seek in 
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common, be spoken of as something mean? The great object of 

Christian life is to gain eternal happiness in Heaven, and we do not 

find that such happiness is supposed to be conceived only with 

sensuous joys; on the contrary, it is assumed to involve all the most 

sacred emotions and aspirations, to include all the beatitudes. It is 

such happiness, in so far as it shall prove to be attainable, that 

Secularism seeks to realise, not in Heaven but on Earth, not in 

Eternity but in Time, not for elect individuals here and there, but 

for all Mankind.127 

In addition to appealing to the value of higher pleasures, Watts invoked the 

universality of secularist ethics. Watts rejected Calvinist election in favour of the 

universality of empirical ethical knowledge which provided “a pregnant rule of life 

informing and swaying all our plans and actions.” Once empirical ethical knowledge was 

recognized, “we emerge altogether from the old gloom of ignorant selfishness into the 

broad light of humane existence.”128 Watts ended on an intriguing flourish which renders 

clear his proposition that Secularism represented a higher moral sphere than Christianity. 

Recognizing and accepting the universal implications of utilitarianism meant, “in the 

languages of the Christians, we are born again; it is our Secular regeneration.”129 For 

Watts, this regeneration marked Secularism “as the true religion of Humanity.”130 

If we attend to the way moral theory was expressed in the Bradlaugh camp after the 

division between the N.S.S. and the B.S.U., we see that the utilitarian doctrine remained 

in full force. However, there was one key change in emphasis. The focus on natural laws 

of behaviour was abandoned in favour of utility as a socially constructed measure of the 

good. Thus, we find an explicit rejection of the infallibility of the utilitarian test in favour 
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of rendering the test adequately functional: “the standard, though not infallible, is 

sufficiently reliable for everyday life, and rationalists seek each day to improve the 

efficiency of the standard by enforcing generally more accurate knowledge of life-

conditions.”131 This change of emphasis around the nature of the test of utility did not, 

however, upend either the empiricist element nor the assertion that secular morality 

provides a surer test than did religion: 

Thus the Secularist is far better off morally than his neighbours. 

Most of them are pledged to superstition and bound by intellectual 

and moral trammels. He is not thus bound. He feels bound only to 

do what is right, that is, what human experience declares to be 

useful; whereas the Christian is bound to follow his infallible 

guide, whether experience condemns it or not. The Secularist no 

more expects infallibility in morals than in art, science, and 

language. These grow with the growth of the race, whereas 

infallibility would kill all. Let the Christian then make his empty 

boast of his creeds and codes, and ascribe to his God the 

contemptible and shocking morals of his Bible; let him taunt the 

Secularist with having no moral code. His taunt, on the one hand, 

is as pointless as his boast on the other. If his Bible were destroyed 

it would not alter his life; in all that is noble, civilised, and 

enlightened, he is a Secularist, though he professes to follow the 

dicta of an ancient book. If Secularism were destroyed civilisation 

would be destroyed; if Christianity were dead the world in a few 

years would no more miss it than it misses the religion of the 

ancient Britons.132 

Symes’s argument echoed Ajax’s declaration that the Christian is unconsciously a 

utilitarian.133 However, Symes made this case even more forcefully by declaring that the 

Christian was in all that substantially mattered, already necessarily a secularist. However, 
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the foundational point remained: the scientific morality, founded upon utilitarianism and 

named Secularism, was the real realm of moral thought.  

If we turn to Watts’s Secular Review we can find a characterization of morality that 

was similar to the characterization in the National Reformer. The founding principles of 

the B.S.U. stated that “human improvement and happiness” were the primary goals of the 

society and, therefore, “that conduciveness to human welfare is the criterion of morality, 

and its determination is independent of any supernatural belief.”134 The ends of morality 

remained located in this world. The key distinction was the explicit effort to distinguish 

Secularism from the reality or non-reality of God: 

Secularism intrinsically does not contend against the Existence of 

the Deity, but against dishonouring conceptions thereof; nor 

against the Inspiration of Scripture, but against the binding force of 

what is inapplicable to human welfare; not against a Future 

Existence, but against the idea of it which excludes the hope of 

improvement and honestly-earned happiness.135 

As we saw above, the question of the necessity of unbelief remained the major point 

of distinction between those secularists who followed Bradlaugh and those who followed 

Holyoake. However, the tension appeared in many ways to be one of degree rather than 

real difference. Holyoake and the B.S.U. represented Secularism as an independent 

category, separate from religion. By rendering Secularism independent of theological 

questions, Holyoake denied the necessity of conflict between Secularism and religiosity, 

while Bradlaugh tackled this conflict head on. 
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4.7 Conclusion 

The moral theory of the secularists retained a high degree of unity despite the schism 

of the 1870s. There were significant disagreements over matters of tactics, respectability, 

and the problems of moral conduct. We must not dismiss their importance. Many 

freethinkers saw them as vitally important. Mill criticized Holyoake for his conservatism 

in matters of sexuality in an 1848 letter, stating: “the root of my difference with you is 

that you appear to accept the present constitution of the family and the whole of the 

priestly morality founded on and connected with it.”136 Despite their differences, all 

secularists remained committed to a scientific, empirically grounded system of morality.  

The secularists made use of knowledge about Eastern, non-Christian traditions such as 

Buddhism and Confucianism to assert that the Christian moral system was inferior to the 

higher, more scientific moral system of Secularism. As we turn to examine secularist 

evaluations of the colonial state, we must keep in mind these appropriations from the 

East. In the context of the European civilizing mission, it is vitally important to consider 

the limits of mutuality. The next chapter addresses the development of secularist criticism 

of British colonial policy. The critique advanced on several fronts, and the moral front 

was not the least of these. The project of Secularism depended upon an expansive view of 

morality. The “party of experience” thus sought through time, and across cultural space, 

for the empirical data of utilitarian morality, data that the secularist was obligated to 

disseminate: 

Let Secularists take measures to compile a liturgy that shall really 

prove to be a public service and a benefit to the world. Such a book 

is all the more necessary, because public morality – despite the 

stale platitudes of the Christian Press and Christian Pulpit – clearly 
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stands in need of what Professor Huxley considers a necessity – 

namely, to be ‘governed and guided’ by some high standard of 

ethics. There is not a Christian country in the world that is not 

infinitely inferior in temperance, probity, and purity to many 

‘heathen’ lands we could name. The Secular Reformation is not to 

be confined to emancipating the world from the thraldom of priests 

and their evil inventions; it aims at providing man with a rule of 

life by which that life shall be made happy, benevolent, and good; 

and this rule or system can only be derived from the cumulative 

knowledge and wisdom of teachers of every age and every 

clime.137
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Chapter 5 

Sceptical Missionaries: Secularism and the Civilizing Mission in India 

In India, the missionary was the sceptic, atheist, and infidel. He 

went out expressly to sow the seeds of scepticism. At home, he 

preached that doubt was the stepping-stone to perdition: in India, 

that it was the stepping-stone to salvation. Every sermon he 

preached was a sceptical sermon: he was the minister of infidelity.1 

G. J. Holyoake seized upon the 1857 Mutiny as an opportunity to attack what he saw 

as the divisive impact of overzealous Protestant missionaries on Indian society. His 

invocation of Christian hypocrites peddling abroad what ministers condemned at home fit 

snugly into the broad contours of secularist controversy. It was also consistent with what 

secularists believed was the overly-cozy relationship between missionaries and colonial 

administrators. Secularists wanted government neutrality in matters of religion, and 

denounced the appearance of state preference for Christianity as an obstacle to a true 

civilizing mission and a vector for native resistance.  

While Holyoake was toeing a consistent argumentative line, his rhetoric was risky. 

Linking religious scepticism to the outbreak of rebellion in India in 1857 threatened to 

lend credibility to accusations that Secularism was a threat to British stability. 

Holyoake’s decision to ignore this problem – or his inability to see it – points to a tension 

at the heart of his brand of Secularism. Holyoake’s Secularism, as opposed to 

Bradlaugh’s assertively atheistic interpretation, was organized around the belief that the 

free expression of religious doubt and state neutrality in matters of faith would allow 

nonbelievers and believers to cooperate in achieving social progress in this life. In this 
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sense, Holyoake could invoke the destabilizing effects of unchecked infidelity while 

plausibly denying that Secularism bore the same implications. However, as I argued in 

the previous chapter, Holyoake never grappled with how his insistence upon grounding 

Secularism in an anti-theological science of society constituted a barrier to orthodox 

assent to his vision of the secular. Holyoake embraced the rhetoric of ecumenical 

inclusion. And while all evidence suggests he did so sincerely, Secularism’s success 

would entail prioritizing a social ethics that was decidedly anti-Christian in its 

foundations and in many of its vital assumptions. It is within this conceptual space that 

we have to consider Holyoake’s 1861 claim in The Counsellor, that the many religions of 

the empire made Secularism necessary: 

Of the three hundred millions of subjects who constitute the empire 

over which the Queen reigns, not fifty millions are even nominally 

Christian, and among our own people there are large and increasing 

numbers of the working and thinking classes to whom Christianity 

proves intellectually unacceptable, or politically unreliable. Over 

these vast masses in England and India … it is clearly an advantage 

that the unsectarian authority of Secular principles should be 

established.2 

Holyoake’s assertion that secular principles were advantageous because they were 

unsectarian is vital to situating Secularism within imperial debates. It evokes questions 

about how freethinkers understood the relationship between Secularism, the secular and 

secularization. Holyoake appears to have sought to make a distinction between these 

terms. In The Origin and Nature of Secularism (1896), he castigated Christian opposition 

of secular education for conflating the secular with Secularism: “Things secular are as 

separate from the Church as land from the ocean. And what nobody seems to discern is 
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that things secular are quite distinct from Secularism. The secular is a mode of 

instruction; Secularism is a code of conduct. Secularism does conflict with theology; 

Secularist teaching would, but secular instruction would not.”3  

What impact did Holyoake’s distinction between Secularism and the secular have 

upon secularist engagements with empire? That Holyoake felt the need to render such a 

distinction shows that it was not uncontroversial. Freethought was “part of a wise self-

defence in a man to own no master, to brook no control, to obey no command, which 

contradicts his own deliberate judgment of the right.” Knowledge thus had to be 

protected from interference from “priest or king, society or custom.”4 Claiming that the 

state ought to be neutral in matters of religion was necessarily a claim regarding the 

nature of knowledge, authority and the division of intellectual labour. We must attend to 

how such a view, even when it was merely implicit, imposed itself on secularist 

interpretations of empire and its mission. 

For Holyoake, who had been on the receiving end of religiously-motivated 

prosecution, the stakes in the contest for authority were high. Like many of his 

contemporaries, Holyoake attributed the Indian rebellion of 1857 to Christian overreach 

and the supposedly fanatical intolerance of Indian Hindus and Muslims. Holyoake traced 

a direct line between the socio-religious conditions in India  and what he called a 

“modified sepoyism of opinion” in Britain.5 The consequence, Holyoake argued, was that 
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“any knave might rob him [the secularist] … and yet in this Christian land he could get 

no redress”: 

If his wife were murdered before his eyes, if his children were put 

to death with torture as children had been in India, and he was the 

only witness, the murderer would go free in this country, and  no 

law, no judge could touch him (…), and all because he did not stand 

on the Christian side. If this could be done in England, how could 

the missionary go to India and ask them to respect his cause? Their 

voice would have ten times more weight in India, if they could say 

that in England all men were equally free, whatever their opinions.6  

This chapter argues that secularists treated empire, particularly the imperial civilizing 

mission, as an extension of a secular civilizing mission at home. The previous two 

chapters examined how imperial knowledge production, particularly Orientalist 

scholarship, shaped the formation of secularist criticism of Christianity. Here, we turn our 

attention to the ways in which freethinkers applied the logic of Secularism to imperial 

matters. The British state’s experience of administering India supplied secularists with 

ammunition in their campaigns for secular reform at home and abroad, and secularist 

interventions in imperial debates were spurred by the belief that progress meant the 

secularization of both the domestic and imperial British state. Empire and metropole 

existed within the single imaginative framework of secular progress. While secularists 

generally embraced the idea that Britain was more advanced and progressive than its 

colonies, the ability to export progress depended on secular progress at home. Both 

depended upon secularist faith in the universally progressive qualities of secularization. 

This suggests that, despite Holyoake’s claim to the contrary, the secular was deeply 

entangled in Secularism. 
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The entanglement of Secularism and the secular impacted freethinking ideas about 

empire’s purpose and administration. This chapter seeks to show how the British 

administration of India informed how secularists imagined reform both at home and 

abroad. Secularists aired repeated criticisms of Britain’s governance of its South Asian 

colonies. Freethinkers were especially critical of Christian missionary encroachment 

upon what they viewed as a secular civilizing mission. These criticisms were inextricable 

from secularist concerns about metropolitan Christianity. Challenging Christian influence 

in India was therefore part and parcel of secular campaigning at home, and secularist 

assessments of Indian empire overlapped with campaigns for civil and moral reform in 

Britain.  

Secularists’ ideas about colonial reform were deeply marked by their minority status at 

home. They feared that imperial power threatened liberty at home, and were sceptical 

about the ability of the British state to competently govern geographically and culturally 

distant non-European peoples. Unsurprisingly, secularist anxiety and criticism also 

centered upon problems arising from the religious plurality of empire. Freethinkers 

opposed the power of the churches in settler colonies and the freethinking movement was 

especially critical of Christian missionaries in India. India was a particular locus of 

controversy. Freethinkers engaged Indian religious pluralism in order to argue that 

secular reforms would benefit both Britain and India. Ultimately, the value of empire was 

evident but also ambivalent. While Secularism was not at the forefront of anti-

imperialism, the secularist movement warrants inclusion in the story of how criticisms of 

imperialism became anti-imperialism. To freethinkers, empire was an opportunity to 

achieve progress at home and abroad but it also threatened that process. This chapter 
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examines secularist responses to empire in India and situates them within the political 

and ethical language of progress that served as the rhetorical foundation for Secularism. 

5.1 Liberalism, Utilitarianism and a Secular Civilizing Mission 

Secularist interventions into imperial debates were shaped by civilizing doctrines 

formulated between 1780 and 1850, a formative period in the development of liberal 

imperial thought. As the British consolidated power in India and it became the site of 

knowledge creation, the exigencies of colonial rule led the East India Company to train 

and employ European scholars in Indian languages and history. Orientalist scholarship 

had implications that extended far beyond its intended administrative use. Linguistic 

research in particular led to upheavals in European ideas of language, history and 

civilization that would have lasting repercussions for notions of race and progress.7 The 

compulsion to consolidate and rationalize power also made India a locus for British 

experiments in legal, educational, and economic reform.8 The nature and rationale of 

these social experiments evolved with the changing rationales for British rule in India. As 

the justifications for Indian empire changed, so too did British methods of rule. 

Justifications for imperial rule, administrative strategies, and methods of reform were all 

intimately tied to conceptions of the European racial and civilizational relationship to 

India and Indians. While the sense that Britain was superior to India was a stable feature 
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of British worldviews, changes to ideas of race and civilizational difference had an 

impact on both the idea and practice of empire.  

Britain’s civilizing mission in India was rooted in the first days of Company rule in the 

eighteenth century following the East India Company’s (E.I.C.) acquisition of the diwan 

of Bengal in 1765. In the first decades of British rule, some Company agents believed 

that the structures of Mughal rule offered viable avenues for successfully governing 

Bengal. But this was contested by a strain of imperial thought in which Indian rulers were 

seen as venal and degenerate, the result of an innate “Asiatic despotism.”9 From the 

fertile ground of eighteenth-century imperial ideology sprang what became known as 

Britain’s civilizing mission in India. In brief, the civilizing mission was an unstable set of 

justifications for imperial rule that Carey Watt describes as “at its core … about morally 

and materially ‘uplifting’, ‘improving’ and later ‘developing’ the supposedly ‘backward’ 

or ‘rude’ people of India to make them more civilized and more modern.”10 The 

modernity imagined for India was the imposition of free trade capitalism, government 

guaranteed by the rule of law, and the end of war and civil violence under the auspices of 

an imperial Pax Britannica.11 It is beyond the scope of this project to narrate the 

complexities of this mission in full. However, there were some aspects of the civilizing 

mission, and some of its agents and advocates, that bear directly upon how the civilizing 

mission was understood and regarded by secularists. 
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The civilizing mission was integral to the warp and weft of the imperial tapestry, an 

interwoven drama of conquest and political, economic and cultural upheaval supposed by 

its agents to resemble the forward march of civilization. Though often partial and 

contradictory, the most potent vector for the realization of a civilizing mission was the 

introduction of British legal structures to India, and their simultaneous overlay and 

absorption of Indian law and custom.12 Inspired by Jeremy Bentham, James Mill, and 

later John Stuart Mill, a number of British administrators in India developed 

comprehensive plans to transform India and reshape it to resemble their idea of a 

civilized society. It is crucial to note that the most influential utilitarian involved in 

Indian affairs, James Mill, very much considered India to be uncivilized. Like many 

liberal critics, he viewed Indians as akin to children.13 In 1819, Mill was hired by the 

E.I.C. on the strength of his History of British India (1817), which, in the eyes of the 

company’s directors, made Mill one of the leading experts on India in Britain.14 Unlike 

Orientalists such as Sir William Jones, Thomas Munro, and Montstuart Elphinstone, Mill 

was contemptuous of Hindu history and society, and characterized the Hindus as having 

taken “but a few of the earliest steps in the progress of civilization.”15 To remedy these 

supposed failings, utilitarians pursued a host of administrative and legal reforms, while 
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Mill focused his interests on the land revenue and the project of settling Indian land 

tenure upon the basis of small individual land owners.16 Mill believed that restructuring 

Indian society in regards to individual property rights after stripping the traditional power 

structures of nobility, religion, and caste would force Indians to learn civilized habits of 

individual initiative and would result in prosperity for both India and  Britain.17 

The application of liberal and utilitarian reformism in India was in many respects 

markedly secular in its orientation. There were practical reasons for this secular focus, 

stemming from English stereotypes of Indian Hindus and Muslims as exceptionally 

religiously prejudiced and prone to violence if their religious customs were disturbed. 

These concerns resulted in an imperial state that was wary, though not altogether 

unwilling, of integrating Christianization into the official civilizing mission. I will 

address this imperial secularity in more detail below. For the time being, it is worthwhile 

to take stock of the significant freethinkers involved in liberal reform. The Mills were 

influenced in their legal, educational, and administrative reform focuses by an irreligious 

faith in the secular, scientific power of the social sciences.18 Another leading light was 

the critic and social theorist Harriet Martineau. In addition to the value of examining 

Martineau’s contributions to imperial debates in India on their own merits, her ideas are 

also notable here because of her support for Holyoake and Secularism.  

Martineau’s concept of the civilizing mission was rooted in her youthful Unitarianism 

and her enduring belief in philosophical necessity and the idea of natural laws of 
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individual and societal development.19 Martineau was deeply concerned with religious 

barriers to progress. She favoured a system of religious freedom that extended robust 

political and social freedoms to religious minorities. Religious freedom was meant to 

protect converts, but it also served as a means of stripping away communal power in the 

name of the progressive power of the natural laws of development. At the same time, 

Martineau also upbraided British imperial agents and Protestant missionaries for their 

contemptuous condescension towards Indian religion. The civilizing mission would 

radically alter Indians and discipline them for capital and progress, but she saw no need 

to rudely disparage Indian traditions in the process.20  

Secularist views of Indian empire were shaped by the liberal and utilitarian ideas 

embraced by the Benthamites. As a small movement principally populated by artisans 

and members of the lower middle class, the secularists were not as well placed as 

utilitarians like Bentham and the Mills to realize their ideas in India. Nevertheless, some 

secularists were able to exert influence upon Indian affairs. After finally taking his seat as 

the MP for Northampton in 1886, Bradlaugh took a particular interest in Indian political 

rights and Indian nationalism. Bradlaugh’s ally Annie Besant was also passionate about 

Indian affairs. Finally, Thomas Evans Bell, a supporter of Holyoake’s leadership of the 
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secularist movement, served as a deputy commissioner of police in Madras from 1861-

1863, and contributed to Holyoake’s The Reasoner under the name Unidecimus.21 He 

also wrote on Indian topics, notably Retrospects and Prospects of Indian Policy (1868).  

The limited influence secularists had upon imperial policy should not blind us to the 

importance of empire for Secularism. Historians have traditionally viewed the empire as 

a secondary, often marginal feature of British working-class politics, and the civilizing 

mission in particular has generally been treated as the preserve of a middle class 

endeavouring to “improve” women and plebeian subjects, both domestic and colonial.22 

However, the empire was more than a passing curiosity for the secularists. Secularist 

ideas about empire informed their vision of  a secular world. Secularists appropriated 

non-Christian doctrines as proof that morality was natural, universal, and secular, and 

they coopted empire’s cultural and religious pluralism as supporting evidence of the need 

for their reforms. The colonial civilizing mission was an extension of the domestic 

civilizing mission many freethinkers first engaged as Owenites.23 

5.2 Criticism of Empire versus Anti-Imperialism 

Secularists conceived of India as a site in need of secular reform, but they were also 

critical of how the British governed India. Embedded within the idea of a civilizing 

mission as a justification for empire was the implicit suggestion that, once civilized, 

Indians would become, if not necessarily independent from the British empire, then at 

least political equals within it. Victorian freethinkers were generally committed to 
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political and social equality across the empire. Their commitment to progress and 

equality requires us to situate the secularist movement within the development of British 

anti-imperial thought.  

While Jeremy Bentham exhorted Europeans to unilaterally withdraw from their 

imperial possessions overseas, nineteenth-century utilitarians and liberals generally 

accepted that European leadership was necessary to progressive reform.24 This did not 

mean that empire was uncontroversial. At its most abstract, there were two major strands 

of liberal imperial criticism. The first strand viewed empire as detrimental to international 

peace and human progress. The second centered on the financial and political cost of 

empire for the metropolitan power. This latter strand developed in the eighteenth century 

alongside fears about moral and political corruption stemming from E.I.C. nabobs and the 

slave-owning Caribbean plantocracy, and the financial costs to the nation of empire. 

Many early and mid-Victorian liberal observers were sceptical about the political and 

economic value of a territorial empire, and preferred the idea of maritime empire. Among 

philosophical radicals, including the Mills, there was a clear preference for an empire of 

European settler colonies over territorial empire. Settler colonies were believed to be both 

less expensive to maintain and were less threatening to domestic commercial order.25  
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The most commonly recognized strain of imperial criticism in the mid-nineteenth 

century is the “Little Englandism” of Richard Cobden and John Bright of the Manchester 

School of free trade liberalism. Cobden and Bright criticized the costs of empire. They 

disparaged empire as a plaything of aristocrats, and considered the settler colonies to be 

unnecessary expenses. The free trade vision of empire moved to the centre of British 

international policy with the repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846.26 The free trade critique of 

empire was not anti-imperialist per se. Steeped in Adam Smith’s vision of sociability, 

moral sentiment, pacific commerce, his criticism of monopolies such as the E.I.C., and 

his opposition to the inhumanity and inefficiency of slave labour, Cobden and Bright 

presented free trade as a panacea that would bring competing nations into mutually 

dependent industrial progress, with Britain at the head of the table. However, these ideals 

were complicated by the problem of how to integrate other societies into a global system 

of free trade. While the leading edge of liberal opinion centered on a civilizing mission, 

some liberal-minded critics were drawn to the conclusion that powerful states lacked the 

legitimate right to impose progress upon others. The British contingent of Comte’s 

Religion of Humanity, led by the Wadham College coterie of Richard Congreve, 

Frederick Harrison, J. H. Bridges, and E. S. Beesly, developed an atheistic, republican 

and humanitarian case against imperialism.27  
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Positivist anti-imperialism stemmed from Comtean notions of social progress. This 

social theory was at odds with the Christian providentialism of free trade theorists like 

Cobden and Bright. In 1863, Cobden explained that his opposition to intervention in 

foreign conflicts was due to his belief in the self-correcting force of Providence: 

I have faith in God, and I think there is a Divine Providence which 

will obviate this difficulty; and I don't think that Providence has 

given it into our hands to execute His behests in this world. I think, 

when injustice is done … the very process of injustice is calculated, 

if left to itself, to promote its own cure; because injustice produces 

weakness — injustice produces injury to the parties who commit it 

… But do you suppose that the Almighty has given to this country, 

or any other country, the power and the responsibility of regulating 

the affairs and remedying the evils of other countries? No. We have 

not set a sufficiently pure example to be entitled to claim that 

power.28   

While philosophical necessity bore trace remnants of Providentialism – adherents saw 

conformity to the laws of nature as the key to unleashing the intrinsic capacity for 

progress – Positivists stressed the transformative power of individual and collective 

education and action. Congreve rebuked Manchester School Little Englandism in his 

Positivist international policy: 

It is loudly urged by the partisans of the doctrine of non-

intervention, at present in the ascendant, that we should, in our own 

interest, abstain from handling any such matters … We are told that 

we are incompetent; that human intelligence must abandon as 

hopelessly beyond its capacity the direction of the affairs of the 

world. In the conviction that such a view is at once erroneous and 

noxious – erroneous in its estimate of man’s capacity; noxious in 

that it discourages his legitimate exertion of his intellect, and 

sanctions indirectly all his anarchical tendencies – the present work 

is undertaken.29 
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Despite their faith in the power of humans to intervene and shape progress, the British 

Positivists adopted a theory of shepherding humanity towards development that 

minimized intervention in non-European societies. The question was where progressive 

action was needed. The Positivists believed that Europe was the leading civilization. In 

International Policy (1866), E. H. Pember declared Europe “at the head of the human 

race.”30 For the Positivists, this meant Europe had to lead by reforming itself along 

Positivist lines. The roadmap for reform was Comte’s System of Positive Polity (4 vols., 

1851-1854) and his vision of Europe as a united polity of small republics bound together 

by a shared Religion of Humanity.31 Progress for the East depended upon the advance of 

the Positivist faith in Europe. As Congreve wrote to the Indian Positivist Jogendra 

Chandra Ghosh, Positivism must be “directly western in its action and can only directly 

call on the East to join it when it has gained the power which some day or other it will 

gain of guiding the West.”32 Progress was contingent upon bringing societies together in 

a universal Religion of Humanity: 

In the growth and adoption by one nation after another of the 

religion of Humanity as alone universal lies the hope of man. And 

you are in the midst of elements where this is naturally very 

difficult, the more so as they [Indians] do not see the West adopting 

it. The influence of the West on India through England you feel to 

be great and that influence is at present practically irreligious, 

destructive not constructive of religion.33 
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As an outgrowth of Owenism, Secularism inherited an emphatically internationalist 

outlook. Owenite universalism favoured the slow erosion of national and cultural 

differences as part of the progress of humankind as a collective, familial whole.34 The 

Owenite freethinkers who became the first secularists lacked Comte’s carefully 

elucidated stadial history of religion. As we saw in Chapter 2, the Owenite history of 

religion tended towards high abstraction and generalization. Nevertheless, the Owenites 

shared with the Positivists the belief that progress, peace, and a human commonwealth 

depended on replacing theological moral systems with ethics grounded in positive 

science. 

Politically, the secularists were republicans. Victorian republicans frequently took a 

critical view of empire, viewing it as little more than an outlet for the corrupt adventurism 

of the ancien regime.35 Owen had developed the idea of an international commonwealth 

of semi-autarkic states that was similar to Comte’s republican confederacy.36 However, 

the main body of the secularist movement adhered to artisan radical internationalism that 

supported the development of European republican nationalist movements throughout the 

middle decades of the nineteenth century. Under Holyoake, the secularists were avid 

supporters of nationalist republican figures, particularly Mazzini in Italy, Kossuth in 

Hungary, and French republicans such as Louis Blanc.37 Under Bradlaugh, Secularism 

retained its republicanism, but Bradlaugh was a committed constitutionalist who 

approved of radical republicanism abroad while distancing himself from militant 
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republicans at home. Nevertheless, Bradlaugh condemned royalty in pamphlets such as 

The Impeachment of the House of Brunswick (1872), and received little sympathy from 

Queen Victoria during his campaign to be admitted to Parliament in the 1880s.38 

The internationalism and republicanism that suffused freethought informed their 

positions on matters of empire and foreign policy. The freethinkers favoured self-rule in 

Ireland and were generally opposed to colonial adventurism, particularly in Africa.39 At 

the end of the century, secularists were among the most vociferous critics of the South 

African War of 1899-1902. National Secular Society (N.S.S.) President George Foote 

cautiously supported the British, who he saw as a nominally modernizing force as 

opposed to the religious obscurantism of the Boer settlers. In contrast, J. M. Robertson 

was one of the leading secularist opponents to the war. Robertson published a scathing 

attack on imperialism in Patriotism and Empire (1899) and chronicled the horrors of the 

war as a correspondent in South Africa for the Morning Leader. Robertson picked up on 

the theme of rapacious financiers that would feature in J. A. Hobson’s economic critique 

in Imperialism (1902); the two were acquainted through their mutual attendance of the 

South Place Ethical Society meetings. However, Robertson focused his analysis on 

religious and moral issues, and directed his ire at the bloody implications of muscular 

Christianity and the militarization of Christianity and British popular culture in general.40 
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On Indian issues, freethinkers could be vociferous critics of what they saw as British 

overreach. For example, in Retrospects and Prospects of Indian Policy (1868), Thomas 

Evans Bell lambasted English writers who defended Lord Dalhousie’s annexation of 

princely Indian states. However, Bell’s criticism was rooted in a conventionally 

constitutionalist and legalist discourse that did not reject the right of the British to rule 

over parts of India. His concern was that annexations such as that of Satara in 1848 and 

Awadh in 1856 were carried out using the spurious and illegal invocation of the doctrine 

of dynastic lapse.41 And while Bell appears to have delighted in attacking disingenuous 

justifications for annexation, his delight did not lead him to reject the idea that the British 

state had an improving role in India. Notably, Bell decried the exclusion of Indians from 

administration on the grounds that it would deter progress. He attacked the Duke of 

Argyll’s belief “that it would lead to the elevation and enlightenment of the vast 

population subject to our supremacy, if they were all placed under the direct rule and 

tutelage of highly educated and selected Englishmen”: 

Unfortunately for this benevolent theory, the facts of human nature 

are against it. Neither the ideal Hindoo nor the ideal Briton exists. 

Neither the average Hindoo nor the average Briton is a being of 

pure intellect. The Natives of India, of every caste and creed, are 

men of like powers and passions with ourselves; and in obedience 

to the universal law, – as true in social science as in physiology, – 

the healthy development of their civilization cannot proceed 

without space and range for the exercise of all their faculties. Too 

much constraint, too much assistance, – however benevolently 

intended, – will but distort the phenomena of progress, disturb its 

steady course, and drive the streams into dangerous channels.42 
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Support for Indian political rights and outrage at dishonourable conduct in the colonies 

did not compel secularists to endorse Indian separation and independence from the 

empire. After taking his seat in Parliament in 1886, Bradlaugh followed in the footsteps 

of Henry Fawcett and John Bright and took up the mantle of the parliamentary “Member 

for India.” Bradlaugh was an early supporter of the Indian National Congress, and in 

1890 argued that the Congress movement was prepared for some level of home rule on 

the basis of a limited franchise: 

In conclusion I venture to deny that it is fair to treat the resolutions 

of the Congress, or the proposals now before Parliament, as “the 

hasty demands of mistaken friends who claim for the people a 

power they are not yet fit to wield.” On the contrary, I contend (a) 

that the Indian National Congress movement is a perfectly 

constitutional one, in which several millions of the population 

already take earnest interest; (b) that the number of those favouring 

the Congress movement is daily increasing; and (c) that its 

demands are reasonable, are on the whole urged with great 

moderation, and ought to be at least carefully examined in 

Parliament by the representatives of the British nation.43 

Bradlaugh’s support for the I.N.C. was framed within a pro-imperial worldview that 

would grant autonomy to India while retaining its political connection to Britain. In The 

Radical Program (1889), Bradlaugh outlined his preference for confederation between 

India and Britain over separation.44 Gregory Claeys persuasively argues that Bradlaugh’s 

stance demonstrated that the secularists engaged in a less thoroughgoing and fundamental 

critique of empire than did their Positivist fellow travelers.45 Claeys’s point is born out by 

the case of Annie Besant, who, after becoming a theosophist in 1889, and relocating to 
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India in 1893, argued in favour of Indian Home Rule, and in 1917 became president of 

the Calcutta section of the Indian National Conference.46 In the 1870s, while she was still 

a secularist, Besant developed what was perhaps the most scathing and thorough critique 

of Britain’s empire in India to appear in the secularist press. In “England, India, and 

Afghanistan,” serialized in the National Reformer, she described British rule in India as 

“oppressive as the most oppressive form of barbarian despotism” and something that 

resembled “the government of evil genii rather than the government of human tyrants.”47 

Despite this caustic assessment, Besant argued that the Indians would defend the Raj 

against Russian incursions through Afghanistan. If the British would but “begin, even, to 

build up Indian liberty,” Indians would “spring to their frontier to beat back the northern 

bear who would lay waste to the garden of freedom.”48  

Even though the freethinkers did not articulate a thoroughgoing argument against 

imperialism, to understand secularist views of Indian empire, we are best served 

examining the reforms that secularists wished to see realized in India, and to consider 

what actions those reforms legitimated, rather than focusing on the political relationship 

between colony and metropole. Bradlaugh’s defence of the I.N.C. reveals three key 

insights into the values at play in secularist evaluations of India. The first key point is the 

importance of Western education. Bradlaugh praised the I.N.C.’s December, 1889 

Congress in Bombay for its “orderly” and “temperate” debates conducted “with very 
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slight exception” in English.49 The second point is that he objected to the argument that 

the I.N.C. was a specifically Hindu movement. Bradlaugh admitted that the majority of 

delegates were Hindu, but argued that the “practical genius” of the Hindus led them to 

more happily embrace European education compared to upper class Muslims, whose 

“pride of race and disdainful creed” led them to reject English schooling.50 Bradlaugh 

also cited the prevalence of Parsee delegates such as the Reception Committee chairman 

P. Mehta. Bradlaugh was clearly anxious to defend Indian nationalism from charges of 

sectarianism, which is hardly surprising for an atheist and secularist. Finally, the diversity 

and educated character of the I.N.C. meant for Bradlaugh that the Congress sought “to 

supplant … by open organized, and constitutional agitation for the Parliamentary removal 

of the causes of discontent – the old method of violent expression of discontent.”51 In 

short, the I.N.C. was a secular – or, at least, non-sectarian – movement, led by the 

educated, and committed to peaceful political change.  

Bradlaugh’s enthusiasm for secular Indian nationalism reflected longstanding 

secularist interest in national independence movements. Freethinkers actively supported 

European nationalist and republican movements in Hungary, Italy, and elsewhere. 

Bradlaugh’s support for the I.N.C. was therefore a continuation of a tradition of 

republican internationalism that had roots in artisan radicalism reaching back into the 

1790s.52 Among secularists, the European republican predilection for anti-clericalism was 

amplified by the philosophical and ethical rejection of theistic religion. As we have seen, 
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the result was that freethinkers tended to view religion as an impediment to progress and 

freedom. The merger of political anti-clericalism and a secular telos of progress resulted 

in a deep secularist antipathy towards overseas Christian missionaries.  

The progressive implications of the overseas civilizing mission added urgency to 

secularist criticism of missionaries. Anti-missionary sentiment was an externalization of 

domestic dynamics. As such, contesting evangelical zeal for conversion was part of a 

competition for the future of progress in Britain as much as in India. To understand the 

nature of secularist opposition to missions, we must attend to the content of evangelical 

and secularist ideas. Freethinkers and evangelical Protestants shared a number of similar 

hopes for Indians and other colonized peoples. The evangelical gospel of individual 

salvation and philanthropy was organized around principles of individual discipline, self-

improvement and rigour.53 To secularists steeped in a working-class tradition of 

autodidactism, mutual aid and Owenite progressivism, the broad value structures of 

evangelicalism were far from anathema. What was anathema was what freethinkers saw 

as the coercive and terrorizing doctrines informing evangelical notions of probity. The 

doctrine of atonement was a particular target of ire, as was intrusive surveillance of 
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conduct and thought that attended denominations like Methodism, which freethinkers 

considered to be diametrically opposed to the libertarian values of freethought.54  

The secularist press was also poised to engage imperial issues with an apparent eye to 

advancing radical positions at home. One notable example is a series of articles on Indian 

land tenure and taxation written by the radical publisher John Chapman and published in 

the National Reformer in 1870. The series, titled “Who Ought to Own the Land?” was 

not written with domestic issues foregrounded. Indeed, Chapman cites British obligations 

to rule India competently and progressively as the central rationale for his essay: “justice 

and self-interest alike point out that if we would hold India, we must govern it on those 

principles which distinguish our government at home. We must treat it, not as a 

conquered country, but as an integral part of the British Empire, trusting to our hold on 

the opinions and affections of the people, by virtue of our intellectual and moral 

superiority, for the stability and permanence of our dominion.”55 Nevertheless, the 

appearance of Chapman’s essay in the National Reformer placed it contextually within a 

robust and vitally important debate over domestic reform issues that surely would not 

have been lost on the paper’s readers.  

The appearance of land reform debates in the National Reformer is not surprising. 

Artisan freethinkers had been active in the cause of land reform since the 1840s. Indeed, 

Holyoake had been one of the few Owenites not to oppose the Anti-Corn Law League.56 

Land reform returned to the centre of radical agitation from the 1860s through to the end 

of the century. Secularists embraced the idea that it was the state’s duty to encourage the 
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economic improvement of the land. Steeped in the discourse of the Anti-Corn Law 

League, land reformers targeted the large land-owning aristocracy. By the 1870s, this 

rhetoric was increasingly radicalized. In the same year as he published Chapman’s 

observations on Indian land tenure, Bradlaugh printed in the National Reformer a series 

of articles titled “The Land, The People, and the Coming Struggle,” which he would 

reprint as a pamphlet in 1871 and which appeared in several editions up to 1880.57 

Bradlaugh invoked the specter of the French Revolution before denouncing the 

aristocracy for its abuse of its property rights: 

You have monoplised the land, and while you have got each year 

a wider and firmer grip, you have cast its burdens on others; you 

have made labour pay the taxes which land could more easily have 

borne. You now claim that the rights of property in land should be 

respected, while you have too frequently by your settlements and 

entails kept your lands out of the possibility of fulfilling any of the 

obligations of property, and you have robbed your tradespeople and 

creditors, because your land was protected by cunningly contrived 

statutes and parchments against all duty, while it enjoyed all 

privilege. You have been intolerant in your power, driving your 

tenants to the poll like cattle, keeping your labourers ignorant and 

demoralised, and yet charging them with this very ignorance and 

degradation as an incapacity for the enjoyment of political rights. 

For the last quarter of a century, by a short-sighted policy, and in 

order to diminish your poor-rates, you have demolished the 

cottages on your estates, compelling the wretched agricultural 

labourers, whose toil gave value to your land, to crowd into huts 

even more foul and dilapidated than those you destroyed. We no 

longer pray, we argue—we no longer entreat, we insist—that spade 

and plough, and sickle and scythe, shall have fair right to win life 

and happiness for our starving from the land which gave us birth.58 

Bradlaugh ran for and narrowly lost the presidency of the radical Land and Labour 

League when it was founded in 1869, and by the mid-1880s, Bradlaugh championed state 

                                                      

57 Royle, Radicals, Secularists, and Republicans, 195. 
58 Charles Bradlaugh, The Land, The People, and the Coming Struggle, 3rd ed. (London: Freethought 

Publishing Company, 1880, first published 1871), 15. 



 

245 

 

ownership of British and Irish waste lands so that they could be improved and made 

productive. Bradlaugh, who vigorously opposed socialism, found himself sharing 

political positions with socialists. The Land and Labour League, moribund after 1874, 

was heavily populated by O’Brienites and Marxists. The failures of the League may have 

influenced Bradlaugh’s later unwillingness to embrace cooperation with socialists as he 

foiled Besant’s attempts to bring Fabian socialists on board with his proposals by denying 

that his land nationalization plan in any way socialist.59 

The domestic context of land reform agitation makes the appearance of Chapman’s 

essay in the National Reformer both explicable and pointedly domestic in its meaning. 

Land taxation had been an important part of Indian politics and administration since the 

earliest days of British rule, and the question of who owned the land was and remained a 

contentious issue for British administrators. Governor Cornwallis’s 1793 Permanent 

Settlement of Bengal fixed property in the hands of the large local landowners, the 

zamindars, and extracted the lucrative Bengali land revenue through them. In contrast, in 

Madras, Sir Thomas Munro decided to fix land tenure in the hands of villages and 

peasant farmers, the ryots.60  

The period after the 1857 rebellion saw a revived debate about Indian land tenure. The 

post-Mutiny period was marked by a renewed interest on the part of the British in the 

subject of Indian land customs. The new interest in Indian customs had material effects 

on the application of law in India. In cases such as the “Great Rent Case” of 1865, new 

interpretations of India’s past and its significance for British rule led to the revision of the 
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relationship of ryots to land, rent, and taxation.61 But the renewed interest in custom also 

influenced liberals other than Chapman to return to the land question in England and 

Ireland. Most famously, J. S. Mill used his review of Henry Maine’s Village-

Communities in the East and West (1871) to argue against the pattern of land ownership 

in Britain. Specifically, Mill utilized Maine to argue that feudal land ownership was a 

corruption of earlier communal norms and so the alienation of commons in enclosures 

and privatization could not only be halted, but reversed in favour of some more 

progressive and communal mode of ownership.62 

Mill employed Maine’s history to support the arguments of the Land Tenure Reform 

Association, a more moderate and respectable correlate to the Land and Labour League. 

Mill argued that the British state had the “unquestionable moral right” to reconvert 

“individual property into some new and better form of collective.”63 As we noted above, 

Chapman did not connect his study of Indian land tenure to domestic questions. 

Nevertheless, he argued that the British state was both the de jure and de facto landlord 

of all of British India, and was therefore obligated to intervene to realize the 

improvement of Indian agriculture and infrastructure. Chapman demanded that the 

British state cease alienating Indian lands through private sale, and repatriate what it had 

sold.64 Given the parallel between Chapman’s conclusions for Indian land tenure and 

Bradlaugh’s radical position regarding land nationalization in England and Ireland, it is 
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probably safe to assume that Bradlaugh expected his readers to see the domestic and 

colonial land tenure question as linked in the same manner as Mill’s explicit connection a 

year later.   

Outside Chapman’s intervention into the debates over land tenure and its implications 

for domestic politics, evaluations of Indian development in the secularist press revolved 

around the interpenetrating problems of religion, civilization and progress. A particular 

point of contention was secularist fears that Protestant missionary interference in the 

colonizing mission jeopardized the civilizing mission. Correspondents to the Reasoner 

bemoaned that “the missionaries … from the social position they occupy, succeed in 

identifying themselves, in the estimation of the ignorant natives, with the ruling 

authorities, and thereby create a belief that they are backed by Government in all their 

actions.”65 Freethinkers also viewed missionaries as a threat to Indian civil peace. For 

example, the Reasoner reprinted an article from the Indian paper Rust Goftar, that 

castigated missionaries for converting children under fourteen. The practice provoked 

anger among Indians. Worse, violence was only averted by Indian perceptions of a 

nepotistic relationship between the colonial state and the missionary churches: “had not a 

general belief been prevalent that the missionaries secretly are backed by the authorities, 

every conversion would be attended with a break of the peace and perhaps bloodshed.”66 

The implicit argument is that missionary activity, benefitting from Indian assumptions 

about the status of missionaries within the colonial state, undermined trust in the colonial 

administration.  
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5.3 Christian Missionaries and the Indian State 

The relationship between colonial authorities and missionaries was complex, and 

historians have struggled to overcome a set of stereotyped narratives that were initially 

fixed by Victorian observers. Jeffry Cox argues that missionary reputations since the 

nineteenth century have been shaped by three perspectives. Imperial agents viewed the 

missionary as a marginal figure. Ranging from the comical to the mad, the missionary 

was regularly portrayed as a bit character in an imperial drama dominated by political, 

administrative, and military affairs. Among anti-imperialists, missionaries were the 

lurking villain of imperial domination and cultural genocide. In this view, missionaries 

were an insidious metonym for imperialism in general. Finally, among their supporters, 

missionaries were viewed as manly heroes for Christ and the Gospel.67  

Since the 1990s, historians have worked vigorously to supplant stereotyped narratives 

of Christianity and the British, and have sought to capture the ambiguities and 

uncertainties of the mission field as it existed within the imperial field. A renewed 

interest in religion among imperial and anti-imperial scholars, and new methods of 

interpretation derived from anthropology and post-colonial literary and feminist criticism 

have opened a number of new vistas for historians across various sub-disciplines to 

rethink the nature and role of Protestant missions as part of the colonial enterprise, and in 

shaping both colony and metropole.68 

One of the primary divisions within the reinvigorated historiography of religion and 

empire turns upon the relationship between missionaries and colonial states. On one side, 
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historians such as Susan Thorne have sought to re-centre missionaries at the forefront of 

making an imperial culture.69 On the other hand, Andrew Porter views missionary 

objectives as largely distinct from that of colonial authorities. He chastises revisionist 

historians like Thorne for attempting to “remodel the inherently variegated character of 

so much in the activity of missions and agencies of imperial expansion into a series of 

rigid functional connections between empire, national identity, and missions.”70 Jeffrey 

Cox follows Porter in counselling against vilifying missionaries by reading them as 

imperial agents par excellence. But while he acknowledges the value of Porter’s 

perspective, Cox calls attention to the importance of actual collusions between 

missionaries and empire. He argues that the missionary enterprise and the expansion of 

Christianity did not operate on an equal footing with native religions. While often and 

even primarily operating independently of the state, Christian missionaries also had 
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important privileges and, when they could convince authorities of a coincidence of 

interests, could find the state acting positively on their behalf.71 

For scholars with a primary interest in examining the British Indian state rather than 

missionaries, the issue of colonial religion takes on a different cast. Peter van der Veer 

argues that the imperial state’s formal nonintervention into Indian religious affairs means 

that “one can indeed speak of a definite secularity of the British state in India that was 

much stronger than in Britain itself.”72 This secularity is vital to van der Veer’s 

contention that key concepts like secularity and modernity, traditionally proffered as the 

essential differences between East and West, are misplaced and occlude important 

connections and interdependencies in the conceptualization of British modernity and 

Indian traditionalism.73 For van der Veer, secularity is not coeval with modernity. Rather, 

modernity and secularity both emerged from particular formations of a public sphere that 

is “relatively independent from the state.” In Britain, that development was driven by 

Protestant Nonconformists, resulting in a free-market of divergent ideas that included 

non-belief. In India, a distinctly Hindu anticolonial public sphere formed in opposition to 

the colonial state; the secularity of the latter was understood as an avenue for Christian 

power.74 
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Van der Veer’s characterization of a secular British public sphere raises some nagging 

questions. In particular, his conceptualization depends heavily on Owen Chadwick’s 

description of a “secular atmosphere” in public life between 1860 and 1890.75 Van der 

Veer’s vision of the public sphere relies too heavily upon the ironic and unintended result 

of Dissenters who pursued religious toleration and created secularity as a consequence. 

He pays scant attention to the liberals and utilitarians who actively pursued secularization 

as a desirable end unto itself.76 Secularization, insomuch as it occurred in nineteenth-

century Britain, was simultaneously an organic process evolving from the political and 

social demands of Dissenters, and an end actively pursued by a minority of freethinkers, 

utilitarians, and liberals who found unintentionally fertile ground in British Protestantism. 

The religious pluralism of empire also affected the development of secularity in Britain. 

Engaging the freethinkers’ stereotypical view of missionaries illuminates how secularists 

developed their case for secular reforms in both Britain and India. 

5.4 Secularists and Missionaries 

Freethinkers approved of British state neutrality in matters of Indian religion and 

applauded colonial policies that kept Christianity at an arms length. At the same time, 

they appear to have remained perpetually anxious about missionaries expanding their 

power and influence over both the Indian state and the Indian people. Certainly, Christian 
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missionaries, their relationship to the colonial state, and their fortunes in conversion were 

central to secularist interest in India. Through the secularist press, a stereotypical image 

of missionaries and missionary societies emerged: missionaries and their supporters were 

fools, charlatans, and dangerous bigots. Missionary meetings had “their peculiar, never-

varying, as it were stereotyped, characteristics.”77 The attendees were “a class – mostly 

women – of marvel-seekers and lovers of exaggeration, who have leisure at their 

command and money to throw away.” The meetings featured a “religious galvanizer” 

who ensured that “no one within hearing of him can escape his influence.”78 The 

meetings themselves, in addition to “invariably long speeches” that left their audience 

“fagged and heated” also featured: 

either a boná fide tattooed, but converted great chief – they are 

always ‘great’ chiefs with horrid names (such as ‘Kah-ge-ga-gah-

bow,’ who is at present in England) – to be exhibited, to address 

the company in broken English devoid of sense; or else some large-

mouthed, goggle-eyed, pot-bellied, wooden dolls to be shown, 

which the poor innocents in some far-off lands are said to worship 

… But, should either or both these ‘great attractions’ not be 

available, there are always some Major Longbows recently arrived 

from the uttermost parts of the earth, where they have been 

spending half their lives among naked man-eaters or devil-

worshippers, who are open to an engagement for the occasion, and 

certainly never fail to prove themselves admirable adepts in one of 

the accomplishments at least of heathen lands – that of propelling 

a certain sharp and useful instrument.79 

The secularists were not alone in mocking missionary enthusiasm. Both Charles 

Dickens and Thomas Carlyle castigated and lampooned Exeter Hall – the London hub of 

evangelical philanthropists and social climbers – for the sentimental enthusiasm for 
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imperial expansion and overseas missionary labours.80 While opposition to overseas 

Christianization was part of the critical milieu in mid-nineteenth century Britain, it was 

especially acute among secularists. They feared the intertwining of imperial and 

missionary interests and opposed official support for Christian education for colonial 

subjects. Secularists believed that indoctrinating colonial natives into Christianity would 

entrench superstition and political tyranny.81 

Secularist criticism of missionary influence in India, grounded in opposition to 

Christian social power at home, was also tied to a vision of a successful overseas 

civilizing mission. In an 1855 letter to the Reasoner, one anonymous Anglo-Indian laid 

out the case in bald terms: “it will probably strike you at first, as it did me before I began 

the work, that I must be quite unequal to the post I hold; but if you were to see something 

of the primitive (indeed, savage) state of the people in this part of India, and to hear 

something of the style in which the province was administered, you would see that any 

tolerably well educated man, with a few notions of English justice, and a little common 
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sense, would be a perfect Minos in comparison with the cruel, tyrannical, and sometimes 

corrupt, men whom we have superseded.”82 

The secularists happily endorsed religious neutrality in India. They saw distinct 

advantages for India in the enactment of secular state policy. However, we must keep in 

mind the dual register in which the secularists operated. For contributors to the Reasoner, 

for example, Lord Stanley’s declaration “‘that the sphere of Government and the sphere 

of theological belief are absolutely separate’” was applauded as “admirable language.”83 

Their admiration for Lord Stanley’s language compelled them to demand that he “accept 

the principle” in regards to domestic politics and “admit what stares us in the face all over 

the land, that one Christian sect is patronised and controlled by the State.”84  

Missionary supporters also saw secularizing implications for Britain in the separation 

of the Indian state from religious power. The Reasoner article applauding Lord Stanley 

closed with an excerpt from The Liberator bemoaning “‘what a noble vista of the 

England of the future does this open for the Holyoakes and Vincents of the next 

generation, who, as Lord Stanley augurs, will live under a system in which politics shall 

be wholly dissevered from religion; or, in other words, under a constitution from which 

the religious element, hitherto the safeguard of the Crown and the glory and bulwark of 

the country, shall have been altogether abandoned’.”85 The appeal to prophecy – India as 
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augur for England – reveals the reflective nature of the colonial sphere for debates with 

consequences quite close to home.86  

The anxieties about secularization expressed in the orthodox press are demonstrated in 

an article from the Bombay Guardian reprinted in the Reasoner on September 11, 1859. 

The anonymous author agonized that infidelity was gaining more converts among the 

natives of Bombay and Poona than Christian missionaries had gained in the whole 

Presidency. Moreover, the author contends that “what is true of Western India is probably 

true of India generally.”87 The Bombay Guardian blamed the expansion of freethought on 

sinfulness and the turning away from religious truth, compounded by the labours of 

European secularists inculcating “infidelity” among the Indians. The Indian government’s 

religious neutrality, particularly in education, was therefore interpreted as government in 

favour of infidelity: 

While the government, with a most exorbitant delicacy, shrinks 

from even inculcating the being of a God, and frowns upon 

pointing out the principle testimony offered by our apprehensions 

by the works of creation, Infidelity enters the Government schools 

invisibly, goes from room to room, from class to class, and looks 

with joy upon a reunion of the most advanced young men of the 

community offering such facilities for the diffusion of these 

pestilent negations through the masses of the population. It would 

be a shocking thing for the missionary or the chaplain to enter the 

Government school with the Bible under his arm; but the exclusion 

of all religious instruction opens just the door that Infidelity 

demands, and gives to Deism, Atheism, and Pantheism, 
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unrestricted opportunities for poisoning the minds of these 

unfortunate youths.88 

Against this formidable unbelief, the only reasonable solution was to “permit men who 

are competent and willing to deliver courses of lectures designed to meet this sad and 

perilous tendency to Scepticism on the part of the student in Government schools.”89  

The question of government sanction for Christianity was central to secularist 

criticisms of the missionaries. It was connected to their conception of the mechanism for 

progress in India. Moreover, the secularists saw missionary power as indelibly linked 

with the problem of violence in the colony. When we look into this critical discourse, it is 

important to remember the limits of secularist criticisms of the imperial project. The fact 

of the British colonial state in India was not at issue, and the language was not directed as 

a general criticism of British imperial control of non-European peoples. Rather, the issue 

at hand was the efficacy of governance. The civilizing and progressive nature of the 

British imperial project was taken as a given. 

5.5 The Spectre of Violence and the Importance of Secularism to India: Secularists 

Respond to the Rebellion of 1857 

How secularists reacted to religious violence by Muslims and Hindus in India is 

important for understanding secularist ideas of progress and secular reform in India. It is 

not, for example, incidental that Holyoake’s observations about India, presented at the 

start of this chapter, were spurred by the 1857 rebellion. The secularists were not the only 

critics who blamed the rebellion on Christian bigotry among colonial authorities, the 
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military, and missionaries.90 As such, Holyoake’s response must be situated within the 

secularist interpretation of the role of Christianity within the imperial field.  

In an 1855 Reasoner article, the religious tolerance of Indian Hindus was commended 

as “instructive” to Christians. The author identified native hatred for the conversion of 

children as the inciting incident behind “that gentlest and meekest of mobs, a Hindoo 

mob.”91 Indian civil violence was the cumulative effect of the “outrages” inflicted upon 

Indians by Christian authorities and Christian missionaries. While the author indulged the 

stereotype of the peculiarly religious East, the onus for amelioration was placed upon the 

European intruders who had to become sensitive to the religious differences of colonial 

subjects. Of course, India was an exceptional case. Europeans were prepared to 

acknowledge a greater degree of civilization and religious development there than in 

other societies deemed more primitive. Hinduism and Islam – furnishing freethinkers 

with ideas of eastern rationalism in opposition to Christian superstition – were more 

readily accepted as valid, compared to the traditions of the native peoples of North 

America, Australia, New Zealand, and Africa, which the secularists, like most other 

Europeans, denigrated as belonging to a savage stage of religious fetichism.92 

The relative high place of Islam and Hinduism in nineteenth-century European scales 

of religious development did not protect those faiths from condescension. There were 

limits to secularist acceptance of Indian religions. The mid-nineteenth century was 

marked by hardening notions of racial difference, given impetus by events like the 1857 
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rebellion.93 Like many of his liberal contemporaries, Holyoake’s initial response to the 

Mutiny was violent condemnation. Harriet Martineau initially called for the destruction 

of Delhi as retribution, because of its sacredness to Muslims.94 She would later adopt a 

much more measured approach in her two major publications on India, A History of 

British Rule in India (1857) and Suggestions for the Future Rule of India (1858). Like 

Martineau, Holyoake initially demanded a strong military response. However, he did not 

embrace the rhetoric of vengeance: 

Mercy is murder until the Sepoy savages are disarmed. After that, 

punishment without retaliation is all that Britain will ask. Let those 

ministers who cry ‘spare’ while the Sepoy is at his slaughter, be 

invited to take a turn in India and taste Sepoy gratitude. We honour 

the sentiment which would see the Hindoos win nationality by open 

and manly warfare. If any are so engaged, we say spare them when 

the battle is over, and, as far as possible, while it rages. Forbid the 

retaliation of Neill – save a city, in which the poor ryots live who 

save Mrs. Nun’s life. The Sepoy nature is not British nature. He 

feels contempt for kindness where we feel gratitude. Put him down 

without vengeance and without weakness.95 

Other commentators in the Reasoner echoed Holyoake’s invocation of difference. In 

November of 1857, Winfred Ainslie deplored violence in India while also arguing that 

Christianity was not free of sanguinary sectarianism. The bloodshed arising from “the 

political hatred and religious fanaticism of the Mussulmen and Brahmin” was such that it 

had “sent a shudder through every civilised land,” but Ainslie argued that to support 

English clerical assertions that a Christianized India would have forestalled such violence 
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“is to insult the intellect of the age, and the insulting party must be rebuked and 

rectified.”96 

Holyoake utilized ideas of difference to deplore Indian violence. For him, “the 

Oriental character was totally different from the English.” And, as noted previously, 

while he “regarded Christianism, Mohamedanism, and Brahminism as three superstitions, 

he did not regard them as superstitions equally bad.” Christianity was “infinitely the best 

of the three, and comparatively should be glad to see it prevail over the whole of India.”97 

Ainslie did not make similar explicit invocations. Nevertheless, both Holyoake and 

Ainslie argued that British policy and conduct in the colonies was ultimately to blame for 

fomenting violence. Echoing Positivists like Congreve and Harrison, Ainslie and 

Holyoake saw the British presence as illegitimate, and believed that the conduct of 

Britons in India was the cause of violence. Holyoake declared that “if it were a question 

now of going to India, supposing we were not there, he should vote against our going 

there, unless we could go and obtain possession by some honourable means like that by 

which the Quakers entered Pennsylvania.”98 For Holyoake, the E.I.C. took control of 

India “by means which heaven never gave” and its control was maintained “by means 

which heaven never sanctioned.” Nevertheless, he agreed with his friend and ally Thomas 

Evans Bell that English rule in India was generally superior to that of its native rulers: 

“under the East India Company’s rule, the common people of India had been better 

treated than under the best rule of their own sovereigns.”99 Despite a legacy extending 
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from “the days of Hastings and Clive, of many nefarious projects … as a general rule, the 

rule of the British power in India had been far more merciful than ever the rule of the 

native princes was.”100 Holyoake’s position was consonant with Deborah Logan’s 

interpretation of Martineau’s imperial criticism. Logan characterizes Martineau’s 

writings on empire as a negotiation of the tension between the ideals of the civilizing 

mission and the practice of empire.101 Like Martineau, Holyoake seems to have decided 

that the project of empire was an acceptable avenue for the realization of secularization. 

Empire merely needed better management. 

Secularists believed that imperial mismanagement arose from the distortion of 

Britain’s positive civilizing mission by Christian zealots and missionaries. Secularists 

contended that violence was stoked by Indian belief that the British state was actively 

serving the interests of missionaries. This dynamic underlined the secularist view that 

secular reforms would be particularly useful for India: 

At the same time, he [Holyoake] thought that better views than 

Christianism might prevail. He objected to the manner in which 

Christianism was proposed to be extended in India, and contended 

that the manner in which it had hitherto been attempted to be 

extended had proved a source of great irritation to the natives, and 

had been one of the inciting causes of this bloodshed … In India 

there were some sixty or seventy races of people, with different 

religions, different habits, more distinct, and more deadly opposed 

to each other than the races of Europe. What for the first time had 

united them? The fear that their religion was in danger; and hence 

were now fighting side by side, men of every race and every 

religion. They had been under  an impression that we should take 

their religion from them. Nothing could revive our power there but 

an appeal to Secular principles, which were natural principles of 

human policy, founded upon nature ...102 
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The conflation of secular policy and civil peace was made explicit in an 1860 letter to 

the Reasoner from an “Indian Correspondent.” The writer applauded the policy of 

religious neutrality under the post-1857 colonial establishment. Secular education “is 

gradually expanding the minds of young Bombay,” and “if they pay no attention 

whatever to the cry of the missionaries, Government must rest assured that the fanatic 

Mohamedan and the bigoted Hindoo will have very little cause to threaten the British 

with another mutiny, and that they (the British) will govern India in peace and tranquility 

for centuries together, much to their advantage and to the advantage of their poor Indian 

subjects … [and] progress toward such an enlightenment will be in rapid proportion to 

our emancipation from the influence of the priest in general, and Protestant clergy in 

particular.”103 

The secularist commentary that emerged in the extended wake of the Mutiny offered a 

clear picture of how secularists saw the relationship between the colonial state and 

religion. We can recall Holyoake’s words from the epigraph to this chapter: in India the 

missionary was “the minister of infidelity.”104 Holyoake’s invocation of similarity 

between the secularist at home and the missionary abroad also operated as a challenge. 

The missionary was an agent of superstition and a barrier to progress. Christianization 

was therefore an obstacle to the telos of progress.  

In the secularist representations of the missionary, we can see an emergent claim that 

Christian conversion was a subversion of secular progress. Despite Holyoake’s 

declaration of the superiority of Christianity to the native religions of India, conversion to 
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Christianity does not appear to have been treated as a step towards secularization.  

Conversion was antithetical to modernity. Moreover, infidelity and freethought were 

represented as a bulwark to the stability of the state. Thus we find, in an editorial preface 

to a letter from India requesting a subscription to the Reasoner, an invocation of the Sikhs 

and the Gurkhas, “our valiant allies in India, who alone have been faithful to Britain – are 

of nations counted ‘infidel’.”105 Moreover, reportedly freethinking movements such as 

young Bengal were obliquely mentioned alongside the reminder that in Bombay “loyalty 

to England has been unbroken.”106 All of this is rendered in a language of anti-theological 

constitutionalism, as Holyoake’s summation of the promise secularism holds for India 

makes clear: 

The people of India are entitled to freedom and free institutions. 

The aspirations of liberty and self-government should be cherished 

among them. These the Secular principles avowed by leading 

British  statesmen will foster and develop. The Christianising 

principles of those who seek the conversion of India will throw the 

people back into abject submission. Christianity, as Evangelical 

missionaries preach it, will do to the Hindoo what it has done for 

the negro. What that is, is well illustrated in the following lines, 

occurring in the last ‘Westminster Review,’ in its notice of Dr. 

Mackay’s book on America: – 

‘De Lord He lub de niggar well; 

He know de niggar by de smell: 

And when de niggar children cry 

De Lord He gib’em possum pie.’ 

If de Lord gib de poor niggar all he gets, he ‘gibs’ him ‘possim pie’ 

and de horsewhip. We certainly hope that the people of India, as 
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they throw off the superstitions which have hitherto enslaved them, 

will not suffer the less gross but still misleading superstitions of 

Christianity to continue the bondage of the mind.107 

Against the Christian bondage of the mind, the secularists proposed progress through 

the advance of reason. But did that constitute the need to convert Indian Hindus, 

Muslims, and Sikhs to something else? What did the secularists expect Indians to 

become? As we have seen above, the aim among liberals and utilitarians was to create 

independent agents within a free labour market founded upon private property. Broadly 

speaking, the secularists shared the liberal emphasis regarding the creation of rational, 

individual subjects. The secularists were influenced by socialist thought to such a degree 

that the relationship between liberal individualism and capitalist social formations 

presented a tricky challenge, one that they did not resolve in their estimations of Indian 

empire. But transforming political economy was not the ultimate end of Secularism. 

Secularism was at root a project for the reconceptualising of social ethics; it aimed to 

shift the ethics of social obligation away from the transcendent and the sectarian and 

towards the worldly and the universal. Did such a transformation demand that Indians 

cease to be Hindus, Muslims, Sikhs, Christians, Jains, Parsees, or Buddhists? The answer 

must be both yes and no.  

While the variety of religious traditions in India were not directly belittled in the 

secularist press, a transformation was indeed called for. Holyoake eagerly and gladly 

embraced an idea introduced by Francis William Newman in 1861 that freethinkers and 

other Britons who did not support missions would rush to fund “the employment of active 

means for the propagation of ‘Secular knowledge’ in India, tending of course to uproot 
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the popular superstitions, leaving nothing in their place.”108 For Holyoake, this act of 

negation would be a revolutionary boon for India: “nothing could benefit India more 

which thirsts for the knowledge of this life, unalloyed by superstition.”109 This language 

suggests that Holyoake, and presumably Bradlaugh and other secularists, envisioned a 

process by which individuals, in increasing numbers, would be detached from their 

religious communities and refashioned as rational and independent individuals. To create 

autonomous individuals was, to echo Gauri Viswanathan, part of the discourse in which 

modern Indian religious identities were “produced, contained or opposed by the 

languages of law, reason, and classification identified with the modern secular state.”110 

Like other scholars of empire and religion over the last three decades, Viswanathan is 

concerned with how the communally disruptive effects of conversion operated in “the 

interstices of simultaneous developments” in Britain and India.111 The simultaneity of 

developments is worth holding closely in mind. The secularity of British modernity in the 

Victorian metropole was not obvious to members of that society, and it was robustly 

contested by powerful agents for the primacy of Church and State. The power of that 

discourse waned in the middle decades of the century, but it was not spent. The extension 

of secular modes of administration to India was part of a contest over the course of 

society in Britain. And for relatively marginal actors like the membership of the secularist 

movement, their cheerleading for secular reforms in India may be understood as enacting 

what Viswanathan describes as John Henry Newman’s “grammar of dissent.” Like 

                                                      

108 Holyoake, “Secular Missionaries for India,” The Counsellor 1, no.2 (September, 1861): 5. 
109 Holyoake, “Secular Missionaries for India,” 5. 
110 Gauri Viswanathan, Outside the Fold: Conversion, Modernity, and Belief (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1998), 19. 
111 Viswanathan, Outside the Fold, 19. 



 

265 

 

Newman, secularists used patriotism to mediate the implications of their criticism. The 

freethinkers did not turn to Newman’s religious solution, but their commitment to reason 

reflected a similar transnationalism.112 In their advocacy for secular policies of 

educational and legal reform in India, we can discern a desire to extend their idea of 

progress abroad while at the same time expressing their patriotism and pursuing their 

own freedom at home. 

5.6 The Oath 

When the Bishop of Oxford declared, in response to the 1857 Mutiny, that no man 

should suffer any punitive disadvantage due to his religion, Holyoake demanded to know 

whether such ecumenical toleration extended to those without religion: “if, therefore, 

Sepoys are not to be punished for their false religion, nor be disgraced for it, nor suffer 

for it, we ask are loyal English sceptics to be outlawed, disgraced, and punished for 

theirs?”113 In the middle decades of the nineteenth century, secularists like Holyoake 

committed to a civilizing mission abroad because they were invested in a civilizing 

mission at home. Empire provided an opportunity to argue for secularizing institutions 

and social customs in Britain.  

We have seen how secularists responded to the events of 1857 by making explicit 

connections between a secular state and civil peace in India. Civil peace was 

unsurprisingly regarded as vital to realizing civilizing progress, and Holyoake drew an 

emphatic line between stability and progress in India and the expansion of secular laws 

and institutions both at home and in India. 
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As a matter of both civil peace and civil belonging, legal oaths were a vital and deeply 

personal target for secularist reform. Ending legal disabilities for non-believers did not 

garner the sort of utopian hyperbole that was employed to describe education reform, but 

the issue was central to Secularism’s raison d'être as a movement. The law is not 

hegemonic; extra-legal cultural, economic, and political forces have significant power to 

shape the structural networks in which we live, but laws have unique powers to define 

how an individual or a group may lay claims upon the state or a community of 

belonging.114 In this sense, the contest over the oath and the ways in which secularists 

looked to India for argumentative resources as they pursued their own legal belonging, 

provides instructive evidence about the content and meaning of Secularism. Through the 

oath, secularists brought metropole and colony within a single conceptual framework for 

progress. While India was not always invoked with Indian ends in mind, its presence 

within Britain’s legal and political community through the bonds of empire made it 

conceptually useful for both imperial issues as well as more parochial concerns. This 

does not mean that Indians were held in equal terms with Britons. We must not ignore 

how ideas of difference and hierarchy were embraced by freethinkers, a point addressed 

in greater detail in the following chapter. Nevertheless, secularists used the contest over 

the oath to attempt to articulate an ideal society that afforded progress to all. Oath reform 

was an avenue for exploring the practicalities of progress as something that could be 

usefully distributed throughout the empire to the benefit of religious minorities abroad 

and at home. 
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The problem of oaths was not new to the nineteenth century. It was a question 

connected to religious toleration that had persisted since the Reformation. Non-believers 

were among the last to be considered as legitimate subjects for toleration. John Locke 

famously excluded atheists from toleration on the basis that, lacking the fear of God, they 

could not take oaths.115 The most important implication of this legal disability was the 

inability of atheists to present evidence before court, or to take public offices. Formally, 

this situation was not altered until the passage of Bradlaugh’s Oaths Act of 1888. 

Practically speaking, things were rather more complicated.  

Though non-religious objections to oaths had been excluded from the protections of 

the 1855 Affirmations Act, magistrates used their discretion to allow and disallow 

affirmations as they pleased. Moreover, Bradlaugh’s Oaths Act required individuals 

taking advantage of the right to affirm to disclose the reason for their objection. As a 

consequence, this left atheists open to discrimination.116 Indeed, the problem of the oath 

prevented Bradlaugh from taking his parliamentary seat after winning in 1880. He was 

not seated until 1886, when Parliament was able to find a compromise. Bradlaugh’s case 

was a defining moment for Secularism as a movement. His fight to be seated as an MP 

marked the period of the N.S.S.’s largest membership, as radicals and liberals, many only 

marginally sympathetic to Secularism’s larger aims, gave their support for the removal of 

legal disabilities for nonbelievers.117  

The oath was also a point of controversy among freethinkers. Despite his later 

association with the principled fight over the oath, Bradlaugh had courted controversy 
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among freethinkers for capitulating on the question of swearing. Holyoake was disgusted 

when, in a case in 1861, Bradlaugh chose to swear the oath when he was denied the 

affirmation.118 For Shirley Mullen, this was evidence of the ways in which “the 

freethinkers were as pious and critical of one another as were any of the legalistic 

religious circles that the freethinkers so despised.”119 However, given the long history of 

exclusion experienced by non-believers on the grounds of their untrustworthiness, we 

might take a more humane view of Holyoake’s dissatisfaction with Bradlaugh’s decision. 

For a movement which asserted its political rights on the basis of forthright and honest 

disbelief, deviating from that path must have had troubling existential implications.  

In addition to petitioning Parliament for legislative relief from legal disability, the 

secularist press counselled forms of (very) civil disobedience as a means of pushing 

Parliament to act. For example, an 1861 article on the oath in the Counsellor asked 

freethinkers, when called to give evidence, to “offer to take the oath as a civil ceremony, 

but refuse it as a profession of faith … he will thus show his willingness to further the 

ends of justice, consistently with his conscience – he will avoid imprisonment for 

contempt of Court – his evidence will not be taken, and the criminal will probably 

escape.”120 The author was convinced that “the effect of this on Parliament will be 

satisfactory.”121 

The personal and political element of the oath debate did not preclude secularists from 

connecting the problem of oaths to other common bugbears of the freethinking 
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movement. Notably, the advance of liberal legal rights was, unsurprisingly, conflated 

with the idea of social progress. Extension of the oath represented “enlightenment” in the 

face of the “baleful” influence of the “religious fanatic.” Thus, for one anonymous 

contributor to the National Reformer, “much of the wrong done me in their civil and 

social relations, follows necessarily from the prevalence of this so-called divine religion.” 

The advance of “liberal principles” and community enlightenment ameliorates this 

prejudice, but “we owe no thanks to those abettors for that.” In contrast, “let the course 

recommended by liberal men be universally adopted, and we ask, on what right of the 

fanatic would it infringe in the smallest degree, unless it be the right to do wrong, or the 

right of the strongest?”122 

The invocation of universalism in the appeal for secular legal reform is revealing. The 

freethinkers were keen to marshal whatever evidence they could to forward their 

argument. In some cases, this meant looking to the East to uncover evidence of legal 

disqualifications applied to Christians. Thus, for example, the Counsellor reprinted from 

Macmillan’s Magazine an article explaining the legal penalties faced by Christians in 

Turkey, which the editor described as “descriptive of the condition of all non-Christians 

of England who object, on conscientious grounds, to make an oath.”123 

It was on the grounds of toleration and progress that freethinkers invoked India as an 

example which Britain would do well to follow. For example, Austin Holyoake 

favourably contrasted the Indian judicial dispensation to that prevailing in England. In 

England, the practice of the court was “to administer the oath to all alike, whether they 
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believe in the terms of it or not.” This was presented in contrast to India where “for a 

long time past we believe, all persons, of whatever religion, have been competent to give 

evidence in the courts of law.” The younger Holyoake brother’s piece served as an 

introduction to an article forwarded by the Lahore Chronicle applauding the fact that “in 

the New Evidence Bill that incompetency to give evidence from want of religion is not 

recognized.”124  

Austin Holyoake explained the legal dispensation in India on the basis of religious 

pluralism: “apart from the fact that the majority of educated Europeans in that country are 

liberal in matters of faith, the various tribes who are under British sway hold such 

complex and conflicting forms of belief, that an attempt to classify all litigants, as we do 

here, as believers in ‘future rewards and punishments,’ would not only be difficult but 

utterly ridiculous.”125 Apparently endowed with a good sense of literary irony, he shifted 

quickly from an exposition of the difficulties of enforcing a uniform oath in India to this 

characterization of the English system: 

…[T]hose having Secular objections to the oath have no alternative 

between uttering words which have to them no meaning, or being 

denied justice altogether. The Christian, with his hat off, swears by 

God; the Jew, with his hat on, swears by Jehovah; the Quaker, the 

Moravian, the Separatist, affirm; the Chinese ‘breakee plate,’ …If 

a Freethinker objects, he puts himself out of court. There will never 

be equal justice for all, till the religious element is left out of these 

legal ceremonies altogether.126 

Austin Holyoake’s characterization of the universal application of Indian law 

regarding the oath ran roughshod over the peculiarities and problems created by Britain’s 
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126 Holyoake, “The Law of Evidence in India,” 22. 
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legal conceptualization of Indian communities.127 The underlying ideal was the idea of a 

secular legal subject, a subject whose ability to engage the law was separate and distinct 

from any communal bonds beyond those between the individual and the state. Ultimately, 

this was not to be the case in India. Britain struggled but never succeeded in establishing 

a unified legal code covering personal law in India. Moreover, personal law remained 

divided along religious communal lines, with one law applied to Hindus and another to 

Muslims.128 In the period after independence, this history bequeathed Indian secularism a 

peculiar inheritance in which the state, through its role as guarantor of secularity, took on 

a role in defining Hinduism for legal purposes.129  Such a development would have been 

an unwanted and unintended consequence for the Victorian secularists but it serves to 

illustrate the complex tensions resulting from their need to define what lay both inside 

and outside the pale of secularist knowledge claims. As we saw in Chapter 3, secularists 

happily embraced translations of Hinduism and other faiths that depicted these traditions 

in ways useful for contesting Christianity. In this sense, Secularism could not be purely 

negative because, even in its most suspensive iteration under Holyoake, it had to 

                                                      

127 den Otter, “Law, Authority, and Colonial Rule,” 173-4.   
128 den Otter, “Law, Authority, and Colonial Rule,” 169. 
129 I do not mean to suggest that either the British colonial government or the secular Indian state that 

superseded it had the exclusive power to define Hinduism, Islam, or any other religion. More substantially, 

the construction of the modern subject in India cannot be reduced to the working of a hegemonic Western 

secularism. Forms of Hindu devotionalism and the affective language of faith and mysticism played 

important roles in the shaping of the modern Indian subject as well as Indian nationalism. Nevertheless, 

modern Indian secularity includes the state’s peculiar power to at least partially determine the boundaries of 

communal belonging. See, Javed Majeed, “The Crisis of Secularism in India,” Modern Intellectual History 

7, no.3 (2010): 654; Partha Chatterjee, “Secularism and Tolerance,” in Rajeev Bhargava (ed.), Secularism 

and its Critics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 345-79; Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing 

Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), 

149-79; and Vijay Pinch, “Bhakti and the British Empire,” Past & Present no. 179 (May, 2003): 159-196. 
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construct and delineate the rational and empirical from the theological and, to their 

reckoning, unknowable.130 

The effort to invoke Indian affairs to shame the English state into reforming the oath 

could be a two-way street. In an 1863 number of the Secular World we find an article 

from the Hindoo Patriot penned by an Indian correspondent of G. J. Holyoake’s by the 

name of Omichand. The writer offered financial support to Holyoake’s campaign in 

support of Sir John Trelawny’s proposed Affirmation Bill. Omichand’s article is explicit 

in its aim of showing that “there were Indians much more advanced in liberal sentiments 

than many Englishmen.”131 The author offered no explanation for why this perception of 

Indian liberality was important, but within the context of the idiom of progress common 

to secularists and liberals, it is suggestive of contestation over the question of Eastern 

tutelage to the West in the process of civilization.  

That the colonies might offer something instructive to Britain on the question of oaths 

was readily accepted by the secularists. However, in the articles produced by the 

secularists, it is clear that the source of that wisdom was not located in the native 

populations, but instead resided in the hands of colonial administrators. As Austin 

Holyoake’s article implied, the relative advancement of conditions in India stemmed 

from the cleverness of British officials there. The native Indian correspondents and allies 

of the British secularists could present their own liberality, but in the representations of 

                                                      

130 Such tensions raise a number of complex questions about the nature of secularity in modern Western 

states. The lively debates in France, Quebec, Britain and throughout the West over how to accommodate 

religious minorities, particularly immigrants from majority Muslim societies, have been complicated by the 

need to define what constitutes Muslimness and where Muslimness meets, mingles, or diverges from the 

secular. It has been left to authors of fiction, such as the Scottish science fiction author Ken Macleod, to 

imagine what a secular state that took no cognizance of religion at all would look like. See Ken Macleod, 

The Night Sessions (Amherst, NY: Pyr, 2012).   
131 Omichand, “Hindoo Support for the Secular Affirmation Bill,” Secular World, March 1, 1863, 194. 
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the Europeans, the engine of progress was the colonial encounter with governing non-

Europeans, not the non-Europeans themselves. This point was emphasized in the editorial 

introduction to a trial of a Brahmin charged with “defaming Christianity” in Bombay: 

The English reader will obtain from this report an idea of the 

amount of religious equality prevailing under British sway in the 

East, which is greater than that enjoyed by Englishmen at home. 

We cannot point to a single magistrate, in London or elsewhere, 

who would promise equal protection to a lecturer of the Secular 

Propagandist Society, as to a preacher of the Young Men’s Bible 

Institute. They do these things differently in the colonies. As 

civilisation is said to have travelled from the East to the West, 

perhaps in some future age the denizens of these islands may enjoy 

privileges equal to the worshippers of Vishnu, Buddha, and 

Mahomet.132 

It is tempting to read this comment through the lens of its rather charged language. 

There is certainly a whiff of obnoxious, self-pitying condescension involved in a 

metropolitan Briton sniffing at their relative legal disadvantage compared to Hindus, 

Buddhists, and Muslims in India. It evokes the early feminists who invoked the 

Reconstruction-era enfranchisement of former American slaves as proof of their fitness, 

as white women, for the vote.133 But while we can and should attend to the ways in which 

imperial condescension figured into secularist claims to possess rights they saw endowed 

in non-white colonial subjects, we should also attend to the ways in which such secularist 

rhetoric was figured with minority protections in mind. Secularists saw in the erosion of 

religious privileges the realization of freedom, and they saw the oath as a legal aspect of a 

                                                      

132 “A Brahmin in Bombay Charged with Defaming Christianity,” The National Reformer, January 18, 
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civilizing mission that held benefits for religious minorities both at home and in the 

empire at large. 

5.7 Education 

While law is a powerful force for defining membership within the political nation, 

education is an intimate technology for shaping an individual and inculcating values. 

Education was ground that secularists vigorously contested. We saw at the beginning of 

this chapter that Holyoake sought to distinguish secular education from Secularism. We 

return to that question by pursuing how India figured in education debates in the 

secularist press. Freethinkers actively supported the extension of secular education in 

India. While they sought a national secular education at home with much more vigour, 

the issue of secular education in India and Britain were linked within a single sphere of 

activity that was one of the central organizing justifications of the secularist movement. 

One of the key tactical justifications for this advocacy was that secular education was 

vital to creating civil peace by mitigating Indian fears of Christianization.  

Education was an important part of the secularist idea of progress, as discussed in 

Chapter 2. Freethinkers embraced a progressionist vision of education when cheering on 

the secularization of education policy in India. While the secularist press was mute on the 

details of policy – no clear position was taken about the relative benefit of education in 

English or in native languages – the salutary benefits of education were clearly 

enunciated. In the wake of the 1857 Mutiny, freethinkers from across the social spectrum 

had queried how they could retain India and the progressive benefits of introducing 

European civilization there, without further violence and resentment. In Suggestions 

Towards the Future Government of India (1858), Harriet Martineau identified education 



 

275 

 

in science and reason as a vital element that would allow India to remain peacefully in 

British hands. Specifically, Martineau argued that attempts to Christianize India through 

missionary education would sow dissension. In a jab at Orientalists, Martineau stated that 

education in arts and language was insufficient for “establishing a sound mutual 

understanding and sympathy between two opposing races of men.” In contrast, “the only 

knowledge that can affect this is the knowledge of fact; in other words, science”: 

Men have no power of disagreeing about the multiplication table, 

or the properties of space, or the precision of a predicted eclipse, 

or the accuracy with which a ship of any nation, commanded by a 

captain of any race or language, hits its port. Let a man of each race 

on the globe meet all the other delegates at any point of 

convergence: it is probable that each will insist on some theological 

dogma which will appear impious or absurd to all the rest … But 

introduce science, and what immediate and necessary agreement 

there is among all, from the moment they understand the terms, and 

can verify the facts! The practicable qualities of all objects afford 

an inexhaustible field of study for all manner of men; and the only 

arena in which there is any hope of peace and progress, as long as 

opposing races remain otherwise unreconciled.134 

In the decades after 1857 and the end of company rule, freethinkers would return to 

the religious question in Indian education. For example, “A Hindu Spectator” writing to 

the National Reformer in 1875, applauded the Indian administration’s involvement in 

education. The author contrasted the present moment with the condition of education in 

the years before the rebellion. Where once European education had been limited to the 

hands of missionaries because of the high costs of state schools, in the 1870s conditions 

now favoured secular education. The cost of government schools had declined, and 
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partial state funding for missionary-run schools compelled the adoption of secular norms 

of education: 

When the Government pays a part for the missionary schools, the 

latter should abide by the rules of the former; and should go 

onward, keeping pace with the advancement of time – a terrible 

temptation. The progress of the higher classes of these schools is 

judged by the number of successful candidates in the examination 

… The missionaries are now ashamed to walk in the streets and 

preach the Christian Gospel like their brethren in former days. 

They are entangled in the web of getting up success for their 

students … These missionaries think that instruction in Scripture is 

detrimental to the secular studies, and so lessen the time of the 

teaching of the former to three-fourths of an hour per diem, some 

even of which is now taken up now and then by the paper of 

examination in other subjects.135 

The progressive conditions caused by the ascendance of secular education were 

compounded by the appearance of organizations like Brahmo Samaj: “in morality they 

are the strict adherents of the late J.S. Mill, whose essays on “Liberty,” “Utilitarianism,” 

and “Theism,” whose dissertations and discussions and examinations in Philosophy, and 

whose Autobiography live in the heads of many natives, who can send Paley’s watch 

theory to the wall, together with the analogy of Butler.”136 For the Hindu Spectator, the 

Brahmos were agents of Bradlaugh’s Secularism: “even without your [Bradlaugh’s] 

presence in India these two Somaj served as stepping stones to the views you hold,” and 

“the N. R. (that we know not how to thank you for) never finds rest, but goes round and 

round the length and breadth of streets and edifices … your striking arguments are on the 

                                                      

135 A Hindu Spectator, “The Religious Condition of India,” National Reformer 26, no.26 (December 26, 
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136 A Hindu Spectator, “The Religious Condition of India,” 402. The Brahmo Samaj play an important role 
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lips of everyone.”137 The author stated his fear that “you will think I flatter you.” We 

would do well to take a sceptical view of the author’s expansive claims regarding 

Secularism’s Indian influence, but we are well served in seeing the linkage he or she 

makes between the advance of secular opinion, secular education and the implication of 

progress attached to the dissemination of secular ideas. These ideas were consonant with 

those proposed by Holyoake some fifteen years previous, that Secularism offered a 

means of defence and advance against the depredations of superstition. For Holyoake, a 

vital question was how the English state, with millions of only nominal Christians at 

home and millions more non-Christians in its empire, should govern such as to achieve 

progress: 

The Christian minister can only raise expensive funds and convert 

them one by one, but whole generations must meanwhile pass 

down to eternal perdition before the words of the Gospel could 

reach them. The Christian has nothing to say to these people until 

he has converted them, but Secularism says there are principles 

independent of Christianity, which are derived from nature and 

experience, which can be commended by reason, and which 

address themselves to people of all languages, climes, and 

professions of religion. The Secularist may not be right or 

successful, but it cannot be denied that there is room to propose 

something. He advocates free thought as a means of self-defence, 

as an element of growth and power.138 

Secularism and secular state education were, in Holyoake’s view, crucially important 

for all the citizens of Britain’s empire. In addressing colonial subjects in the same breath 

as artisan and labouring infidels in Britain, Holyoake served to shorten the distance 

between colony and metropole by orienting both towards an as yet to be achieved future 
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state of progress with freedom from religious intervention in civil life. The agency of 

Indians in realizing freedom was ambiguous. To my knowledge, the secularists never 

addressed or broached the question of whether Indians desired the extraction of faith 

from Indian civil life. While freethinkers such as Bradlaugh and Besant embraced the 

activities of the I.N.C. and saw them as a means of realizing political reform and political 

agency for Indians, the path of progress India was expected to follow was distinctly 

European.  

5.8 Conclusion 

In the middle decades of the nineteenth century, the secularist movement, following 

mainstream Victorian liberalism, embraced and supported a civilizing mission in India. 

However, I contend that secularist engagement with that liberal project was not merely 

reducible to political liberalism. The religious, political, and legal problems peculiar to 

the non-elite freethinkers of the secularist movement informed their engagement with the 

issues arising from empire. Furthermore, their interventions operated in a double register 

wherein their interest in colonial affairs coincided with their desire to effect some sort of 

policy reform at home in the metropole. This is particularly the case in the policy cases of 

oath reform and education.  

In the special case of the secularist response to the mutiny of 1857, we can see that the 

secularist view was affected by two aims. In the first instance, secularists offered their 

perspectives on how to establish civil peace in India so that the civilizing mission could 

be better facilitated. They argued that the best solution for preventing a further rebellion 

was the establishment of secular governance. Second, secularists employed a stereotyped 

image of the missionary as a socially corrosive zealot. In formal terms, the secularists 
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demanded equal rights for themselves with the Christian and the missionary; rhetorically, 

however, the missionary was presented as a religious fanatic, and used to ground 

secularist criticism of religion and tyranny. The infidel at home was the real engine of 

progress. The same applied overseas. 

We have seen some of the limits of the civilizing mission in this chapter. The language 

of race and a sense of intrinsic European superiority intruded repeatedly upon a discourse 

of improvement and progress promised to the colonized people of the East. In the next 

chapter, we explore the outer limits of secularist progressive universalism. We will 

explore how secularist materialism and faith in science made the secularists susceptible to 

a logic of racial fatalism that meant progress was exportable to only some non-European 

peoples.
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Chapter 6 

“Were Adam and Eve our First Parents?”: Secularism, Racial 

Extinction, and the Limits of Universal Progress 

 What is the value of this Book of Genesis, the sole authority for 

the hypothesis that Adam and Eve, about 6,000 years ago, were the 

sole founders of the peoples now living on the face of the earth? … 

We have, on the one hand, an anonymous book, which, for the 

development of the diversities of the human family, does not even 

take us back as much as 6,000 years. At least 1,600 years must be 

deducted for the alleged Noachian deluge, when the world’s 

inhabitants were again reduced to one family, one race, one type. 

On the other hand, we have now existing Esquimaux men, of the 

Arctic realm – Chinamen, of the Asiatic realm – Englishmen, of 

the European realm – Sahara negroes, of the African realm –

Fuegians, of the American realm – New Zealanders, of the 

Polynesian realm – the Malay, representative of the realm which 

bears his name – the Tasmanians, of the Australian realm – with 

other families of each realm, too numerous for mention here; dark 

and fair; black-skinned and white-skinned; wooly-haired and 

straight-haired; low forehead, high forehead; Hottentot limb, 

Negro limb, Caucasian limb. Do all these different and differing 

structures and colors trace their origin to one pair? To Adam and 

Eve, or rather to Noah and his family? Or are they (the various 

races) indigenous to their native soils and climates? And are these 

various types naturally resultant, with all their differences, from the 

differing conditions for life persistent to and consistent with them?1 

Ideas of innate and unalterable racial difference hardened in the second half of the 

nineteenth century, and conceptions of race achieved scholarly purchase in the sciences, 

particularly in anthropology and evolutionary biology. During this period, secularists 

integrated race and its implications into their ideological vision of the world, and their 
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faith in science as the “providence of man.”2 The secularist movement never settled on a 

unanimous position regarding race. Some freethinkers embraced biological racialism 

while others resisted its logic because of their commitment to progressive universalism. 

This chapter does not, therefore, attempt to define a secularist response to race.3 Instead, I 

examine the implications of secularist responses to race, and how these responses 

affected secularists’ conceptualizations of progress as a universal and innate human 

characteristic. Consequently, I consider how race imbued ideas of progress in Britain’s 

colonies.  

The different responses freethinkers had to race theory exposes fault lines in the 

tectonic foundations of Secularism, namely scientism and progressivism. We have 

already seen how secularist progressivism was built upon the uneven terrain of 

Enlightenment universalism, hierarchical and social evolutionary conceptions of 

civilizational history, and the colonizing logic of a European civilizing mission. Each of 

these aspects of Secularism both reproduced and were produced by a strong strain of 

scientism within artisan freethought. In turning to examine race, I attempt to show how 

scientism created secularist progressive universalism and also described its limits.  

The previous chapter examined lessons that secularists drew from the British 

experience of administering empire in India. The difficulties for British colonial power 

that arose from the diversity of Indian society supplied secularists with argumentative 

ammunition in their advocacy for secular and radical reform. India was intended to be the 
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object of civilization by Europeans, but it was also central to plans for improving secular 

civilization in Europe. India, however, was a special case. While European assumptions 

of superiority went largely unquestioned, the fact of India’s advanced civilization could 

not be dismissed, placing Indians, particularly high caste Brahmins and Muslim elites, 

higher on the various hierarchical scales of civilization and race than many other 

colonized peoples. In contrast, the colonies of white settlement were primarily 

established on lands that were home to indigenous peoples deemed by Europeans to be 

“savages.” The figure of the savage engendered different responses from British 

commentators than did the figure of the cultivated South Asian. The dynamic of a 

civilizing mission remained an organizing feature of discussions of indigenous subjects, 

but the discourse was inflected with dark premonitions of intractable difference and 

inevitable extinction. The specter of peoples whose fortunes could not be mapped onto a 

better future, peoples beyond the pale of progress, demands attention. It impacted the 

imagination of a secular press that hoped emigration offered an opportunity to realize 

truly secular, progressive societies, free from the constraints of Britain’s traditions, its 

historically-grounded social hierarchy, and its cultural prejudices.  

This chapter examines how secularist conceptions of race were informed by the 

dynamics of settler colonialism. I will use the colony of Aotearoa New Zealand as the 

primary colonial site for this examination. New Zealand warrants distinction for two 

reasons. First, Secularism was comparatively more politically successful in New Zealand 

than elsewhere in the white dominions. Second, New Zealand received more attention 

from freethinkers compared to other settler colonies. While the colonies of white 

settlement were not subjected to sustained criticism in the secularist press, Canadian, 
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Australian, South African, and New Zealand affairs received fairly regular notice in the 

freethinking papers. How freethinkers wrote about indigenous peoples of the settler 

colonies has particular bearing for the issues addressed in this chapter. Even though 

settler colonialism was a relatively marginal topic in the freethought periodicals, the 

discussions that did occur provide us with a revealing glimpse into the complicated and 

ambivalent ways race was incorporated into secularist discourse.  

New Zealand was the most frequently discussed settler colony in the secularist press. 

This is likely explained by the relative impact organized freethought had in the 

antipodean colony. New Zealand initially garnered attention in the secularist press after 

Charles Southwell emigrated there in 1855. Southwell was a contentious figure, and his 

adventures in the southern hemisphere, particularly his apparent conversion to 

Christianity, attracted the attention of secularists. More importantly, however, the 

secularist movement and its local leadership was more politically successful in New 

Zealand than in any other settler colony. At Easter in 1884, Robert Stout, a grammar 

school teacher originally from Shetland, was elected the first president of the New 

Zealand Freethought Association. Less than five months later, on August 29, Stout was 

elected as Member of the House of Representatives (M.H.R.) for Dunedin East and 

became New Zealand’s Premier and Minister of Justice. In 1899, following his career in 

electoral politics, Stout became the Chief Justice of New Zealand’s high court. John 

Ballance, who served as the vice-president of the Freethought Association during Stout’s 

presidency, was elected M.H.R. for Wanganui and served as Minister of Defence in 

Stout’s cabinet. Ballance was born in Belfast and worked in Birmingham as an 

ironmonger before emigrating to New Zealand in 1866. He entered politics in 1875, and 
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was elected Premier in 1891.4 For later freethinkers like J. M. Robertson, surveying the 

fortunes of nineteenth-century freethought in 1929, the rise of “eminent personages” like 

Stout and Ballance meant that in New Zealand “the status of freethought [had] been 

signally vindicated” compared to colonies like Canada and Australia which were 

“weighted by Catholicism” and “energetic” Protestant Churches.5 Metropolitan 

freethinkers were alive to the possibility that freethought had better chances of becoming 

a significant force in the younger societies of the empire. Other younger societies, such as 

Australia and Canada, did not produce significant political figures from within the 

freethought movement. New Zealand provides a particularly interesting vantage point for 

examining secularist responses to the racial politics of settler empire.  

Indigenous peoples posed a quandary for freethinkers. From Africa to America to the 

Pacific, freethinkers characterized indigenous peoples as “savages” whose capacity to 

become “civilized” was fraught and ambivalent. Settler colonialism was not a single, 

uniform phenomenon. Emigration and settlement patterns differed from one settler 

colony to another. Moreover, the indigenous peoples of each colony engendered different 

responses from both the imperial state and white settlers.6 However, by examining how 

secularists wrote about New Zealand, its European settlers, and its native Maori 
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inhabitants, this chapter seeks to trace some general features of the secularist response to 

settler colonialism.  

This chapter begins by examining some general elements of the interstices of race and 

settler colonialism. First, I address secularist responses to emigration, and connect the 

history of migration to ideas of improvement, civilization and race, and their implications 

for white settlement and colonization in New Zealand. I then examine the development of 

ideas of racial extinction, and secularist attitudes towards the sciences that generated 

these discourses. An important feature of racial discourse was its mobility. While the 

particular characteristics of racial relations developed in situ from colony to colony, 

concepts of race and the experiences derived from racialized colonial encounters 

migrated throughout the empire and created continuities of discourse that were then 

modified by the particularities of colonial context.7  

One of the most troubling and widespread racial concepts in the nineteenth century 

was the idea that some races would inevitably go extinct in the face of European 

expansion. To capture the mobility of this extinction discourse and how it informed 

                                                      

7 Catherine Hall has contributed significant methodological and empirical knowledge to the study of the 

mobility and the interconnectedness of imperial administration and ideas of race in her analysis of the 
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secularist writing about empire, this chapter addresses how secularist ideas of racial 

extinction developed in relation to Africans and other racialized peoples. Finally, I 

examine secularist conceptualizations of the relationship between the Maori and settlers 

in New Zealand and how ideas about the Maori were integrated into the ideas of progress 

and extinction held by metropolitan freethinkers. I show how the language of physical 

race was affected by cultural notions of superstition and backwardness. The 

interpenetration of religious criticism and racial pessimism defined the ambivalent outer 

limits of the secularist faith in universal progress.  

6.1 New Zealand, Emigration, and Colonial Secularism 

The significance of emigration for the development of modern British society can 

scarcely be exaggerated. What concerns us here is how the implications of mass 

migration and settler colonialism impacted Secularism. Between 1815 and 1914, 22.6 

million people left their homes in the British Isles to settle elsewhere. While the majority 

of emigrants went to the United States, approximately 38% of British and Irish emigrants 

made their homes in the colonies of white settlement in Canada, Australia, South Africa, 

and New Zealand. By 1911, the settler colonies had a collective white population of 18.9 

million people.8 The need to transform the space of settler colonies to make them 
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amenable new landscapes for Europeans differentiated the colonies of white settlement – 

in culture, politics, and interactions with native peoples – from Britain’s other colonies.9 

New Zealand was the furthest colony from the imperial government in Westminster. 

European settlement of Aotearoa New Zealand did not begin until the nineteenth 

century.10 First contact between Maori and Europeans occurred in 1642 when Dutch 

ships arrived on the western coast of the south island.11 However, the first permanent 

European residents did not arrive until the early nineteenth century. They were Protestant 

missionaries who, beginning with Samuel Marsden of the Church Missionary Society 

(C.M.S.), took up residence after 1814.12  

The early years of mission and settlement were marked by occasional spasms of 

violence within a norm of uneasy peace and trade. The bouts of conflict that did occur led 

to missionary calls for Britain to enforce law and order on the islands. Ultimately, New 

Zealand was annexed to the British empire by the Treaty of Waitangi of 1840. In the 

wake of the treaty, settlement exploded. Between 1840 and the 1880s the settler 
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population grew to 500,000.13 Uneasy co-existence tilted over into a series of wars 

between 1845 and 1872.14 The Maori wars grew out of a British inability to reconcile the 

implications of sharing land and economic power with the Maori, and the expansive 

vision of a progressive racial destiny for Britain. When the astonishingly successful 

Maori resistance to empire was defeated, it was narrated by the victorious British and 

white settlers as the inevitable defeat of a Maori race fated to either extinction or 

assimilation.15  

As a settlement, New Zealand was bound up from the outset with ideas of progress 

and the racialized tension inherent in the desire to civilize the native population while 

securing land and resources for settlers.16 Freethinkers’ conceptions of settler colonies as 

sites of progress shaped the ways in which secularists thought about issues of race and 

racial extinction. As noted above, the C.M.S. were the first Pakeha (white settlers) to 

settle in Aotearoa permanently, and they left an important imprint upon New Zealand 

history. In particular, the colony’s missionary establishment aimed to settle New Zealand 

with a “better stock” that would people a new Britain of the South.17 Freethinkers who 

were struggling to gain acceptance in British society were unlikely to be considered part 

of the desired stock of settlers. Nevertheless, beginning in the 1850s, a steady stream of 
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freethinkers relocated to Australia and New Zealand.18 They carried with them their ideas 

about freethought and progress.  

Very little scholarly work has addressed the role of emigration in shaping British 

Secularism or how British Secularism was reshaped in the colonies. We know that many 

secularists did emigrate. However, the numbers are unclear. Like other settlers, 

freethinkers appear to have viewed emigration primarily as a means of achieving material 

improvement in their circumstances. The lean years of the “Hungry ‘40s” had a 

devastating effect on Owenite socialism and early organized freethought. Local artisan 

and working-class radical movements in Britain lost a significant portion of their 

potential leadership and membership to emigration throughout the decade.19  

In the 1840s, the value of emigration was treated sceptically Holyoake. The 

organizational depredations caused by emigration may explain his position. Notably, the 

1842 speech in Cheltenham that ultimately lead to Holyoake’s fateful imprisonment for 

blasphemy was titled “Home Colonisation as a Means of Superseding Poor Laws and 

Emigration.”20 Holyoake’s opposition to emigration was still on display at the end of the 

decade. In an 1849 editorial in the Reasoner titled “If you will emigrate, do not go to the 

slave states,” Holyoake described emigration as “more to be regretted than desired.” 

While emigration for undefined “cosmopolitan ends” was something Holyoake 

considered a “creditable resolution,” he asserted that the “men who go from the 
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necessities of English affairs ought rather to stay at home and correct the evils, instead of 

flying from them.”21  

Secularist perceptions of emigration changed over time. In an 1857 address at Tower 

Hamlets, Holyoake now urged the adoption of “home colonies” on waste land as a means 

of reducing poverty and training future emigrants for agricultural labour.22 While 

Holyoake appears to have embraced emigration grudgingly, other freethinkers were much 

more enthusiastic. In 1880, for example, Charles Bray – a middle-class reformer, 

Owenite, and supporter of the co-operative movement – wrote to the Secular Review to 

make the case for emigration as a panacea for the depredations of commercial society.23 

Bray suggested that Britain suffered from two maladies. First, commerce and 

industrialization, through the imposition of competition and over-work, had enervated the 

physical and mental constitution of the British people. Second, Britain would eventually 

lose its commercial supremacy and would then be stuck with “a number of excrescences 

in the shape of great overgrown cities, and with a deteriorated, used-up population.” Bray 

argued that the remedies for “all [Britain’s] ills” were “Emigration and Co-Operation.” 

Emigration would leave “no larger a population than [Britain’s] own soil will then 

support.” This would “mend the deteriorated physical powers and damaged nervous 

constitutions” of the British people. Bray declared himself “so much an Imperialist that I 

would take possession of every rood of land that was healthy, habitable, and unoccupied, 

for the English people.”24 
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Regardless of how leading secularists felt about emigration, freethinkers left Britain 

and found new homes overseas. In addition to Stout, who emigrated from Shetland, and 

Balance, who was from Belfast, the most significant freethinking émigré to New Zealand 

was Charles Southwell.25 The founding editor of the Oracle, Southwell left Britain via 

Liverpool in 1855. In leaving, he hoped to escape his endless fights with both state 

authorities and other freethinkers. However, he could not escape his combative and 

theatrical personality. He made his first home in Melbourne but after a short and 

controversial career in Victoria politics – the Melbourne Herald described him as a 

“splenetic slang-whanger” – Southwell departed for Auckland in late January, 1856.26 

Whether Southwell remained a freethinker after his resettlement was something of a 

contentious issue at the time. Following his arrival in Auckland, Southwell obfuscated his 

infidelity and adopted the role of a Protestant polemicist. In addition to avowing 

Protestantism, Southwell chose not to assist Archibald Campbell in his attempt to 

establish an Auckland Secular Society. Southwell’s activities were primarily directed 

towards editing his newspaper The Auckland Examiner and People’s Journal (1856-

1860).27 These activities led Holyoake, in his History of Co-Operation, to lament that 

Southwell had taken up the “editorship of a Wesleyan newspaper.” Despite this criticism, 

Holyoake also declared that Southwell never professed to be a Wesleyan and died an 

atheist. He nevertheless impugned Southwell by accusing him of misleading the 
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Wesleyans, who “took his silence for concurrence,” and of dissimulating his convictions 

– a grave transgression among freethinkers who cherished their “honest doubt.”28 

Holyoake’s evaluation of Southwell’s antipodean career and religious beliefs was 

contested by New Zealand freethinkers. The Auckland freethinkers subscribed to build a 

fence around Southwell’s grave after his death in 1860, and in 1883 Archibald Campbell 

wrote to Ballance's Freethought Review to insist that Southwell had never been a 

Wesleyan, and that Southwell had, in fact, never edited a Wesleyan newspaper.29 

Whatever the case, what is interesting is that when Southwell arrived in New Zealand, 

there was already an existing population of secularists and freethinkers who were in the 

early stages of forming a movement. Indeed, Harry Pearce speculates that Southwell’s 

appearance may have been an early impetus for the efflorescence of the secularist 

movement in Dunedin in the 1870s.30  We must not, however, exaggerate the numbers of 

freethinkers in New Zealand. P. J. Lineham reports that at the time of the 1871 census, 

there were 73 individuals who identified as rationalists, secularists, or freethinkers. That 

number rises to 120 if we also include spiritualists, Unitarians, and deists. The census for 

that year put the colony’s population at 256,393 people of European descent. This would 

mean that between 0.028% and 0.046% of the population were openly “non-religious” in 
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some way or another. In the nineteenth century, avowed unbelievers peaked in the 1891 

census at 6,254, or .99% of the population of New Zealand. That number rises to 6,952 or 

1.11% of the population if spiritualists, Unitarians and deists are included.31 Such small 

numbers suggest how remarkable it was that two secularists were able to rise to political 

power in the colony. Part of the explanation may be attributed to the absence of an 

established church in New Zealand. This relative religious freedom was acknowledged in 

the metropole. Charles Bradlaugh, while considering a trip to Australia and New Zealand 

in the wake of his successful seating as an M.P. in 1886, declared that he would not touch 

upon theological matters while in the antipodes because “there is no State religion, and 

everyone pays for what he likes. I do not see, therefore, why I should go in to denounce 

what is entirely a matter of free choice.”32 This relative religious freedom was reflected in 

Governor George Grey’s vigorous attempts to pass a legal affirmations bill in 1881 and 

1882. While both attempts failed, Grey declared that he would continue to pursue the 

issue until he prevailed. The bill was passed by Stout in 1884.33 

Despite relative religious freedom, freethought in New Zealand did not go unopposed. 

Prior to Stout’s premiership, the state prevented secularist lyceums from conducting their 

Sunday meetings. Clergy of all denominations railed against secularist meetings and 

publications, and sought to curtail the movement.34 Nevertheless, the colony offered 
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opportunities for freethinkers seeking a new start and the chance to improve their lot in 

life. Freethinkers in New Zealand certainly took the opportunity to advertise their 

experience to their metropolitan peers. For example, one letter writer informed readers of 

the National Reformer that, “one result of the success of the present war in the province 

of Auckland, N.Z., will be the introduction of a large body of emigrants to occupy the 

waste lands of the province,” and declared that it “may be that several of your readers 

may become recruits in the army of industrial occupation we expect shortly to welcome 

to this province.”35 The displacement of the Maori presented an opportunity for 

freethinkers to acquire land together. The author noted as a special enticement to the 

secularists that, “there is also provision made by the land regulations of the province for 

special settlement lands, whereby parties of emigrants who, from religious or other 

sympathies, may desire to settle in one locality, should be allowed to select their lots 

contiguous to each other.”36  

Colonial freethinkers sought new compatriots from Britain, and this interest was 

mirrored by metropolitan secularists in their discussions of New Zealand. In 1870, a 

series of lectures given by New Zealand high court judge C. W. Richmond was 

republished in the National Reformer as a “sign of the progress of opinion” in the 

colony.37 However, the state of freethought in New Zealand was not always to every 

freethinking colonist’s liking. One Edward Player wrote to the National Reformer to 

complain that the freethinking association in Wellington, lacking suitable lecturers, “has 
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not made the progress we could have wished.”38 This suggests that while Secularism 

found political success in the later decades of the century, freethinkers still faced many of 

the same organizational challenges that beset the movement in Britain.  

Perhaps most interestingly, in 1860 a writer to the Reasoner who identified as “a 

disciple of Robert Owen’s from the beginning” and who claimed to possess both the 

Oracle of Reason and “the entire of the Reasoner”, inquired as to the suitability of 

establishing a “communist colony” in the province of Auckland. The same author who 

would later write to appeal for secularist settlers in Auckland, replied to this inquiry by 

advertising the suitability of the region for such a project. One notable selling point was 

the promise of a school where “the children of members, resident and non-resident, 

would have the advantage of obtaining a superior, and a purely Secular education.” An 

additional note of interest is the description of the Maori in the region: 

Two-thirds of the entire Native population of New Zealand are 

located in the province of Auckland. Unlike other savage tribes, 

they evince a decided partiality for the improvements of 

civilisation, and are large consumers of English manufactures … 

They are placid in temper and hospitable. They are also greedy, 

practice deceptive tricks in trade, and will impose on the 

inexperienced …The present excitement amongst them may be 

described as that yearning for more power which seems to take 

possession of the human mind as it gets enlightened … The 

interests of the Natives have, however, become so much 

interwoven with those of the white population, that it seems very 

improbable that differences with them will ever be of more than a 

local and temporary character.39 
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6.2 Race, Humanitarianism, and the Limits of Improvement 

One of the fundamental and most troubling characteristics of settler colonialism is 

evident in the anonymous letters encouraging secularist migration to New Zealand, 

discussed above: settler colonies depend for their existence upon the eradication of 

indigenous people, polities and geographies. To understand secularist responses to 

indigenous subjects and to recognize where tensions entered into settler perceptions, we 

must situate secularist perceptions within current conceptualizations of post-emancipation 

humanitarianism. Settler colonialism is marked by pervasive violence and intentional 

marginalization of indigenous people compounded by insidious and enduring stereotypes 

that have served to institutionalize and make invisible anti-indigenous prejudice. These 

features of settler colonialism are common to all of its otherwise widely variable 

iterations. Ultimately, this has meant that indigenous peoples like the Maori have faced a 

settler and a metropolitan community of opinion that has assumed and even celebrated 

what Europeans have believed was the inevitable removal and obliteration of native 

obstacles to settlement and progress.40 The vital role played by force in the making of 

settler space is illustrated in the 1864 National Reformer letter described above, 

suggesting that warfare would open up settler access to wastelands in Auckland. Of more 

immediate interest are the implications that the rhetoric of improvement and civilization 

had for settler ideas about the Maori, their past and, most importantly, their future. The 

discourse around civilizing indigenous people was marked by ideas of both assimilation 
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and eradication, and both must be examined to understand the conceptual and ethical 

limits of the secularist discourse of universal progress.  

To capture the destructive tensions running through the discourse of civilization, we 

must recognize the role that violence and population loss played in the formulation of that 

discourse. One of the most significant aspects of the peopling of Britain’s settler empire 

was the devastating impact settlement had upon the indigenous populations who 

inhabited the lands claimed by Britain. New Zealand is an instructive case. Colonization 

there has long been characterized as less brutal than elsewhere because of the 

comparatively high capacity of the indigenous Maori to resist and adapt to European 

intrusion. Nevertheless, between 1769, when Captain Cook first mapped the country’s 

islands, and 1858, the Maori population fell from approximately 100,000 to 58,000. A 

decade later in 1868, the Maori numbered approximately 40,000. In roughly the same 

period, from 1853 to 1861, the population of white settlers grew from 30,000 to 100,000. 

Maori demographic decline began with the devastating series of musket wars that erupted 

between the Maori tribes in 1818 and lasted into the 1830s, claiming as many as 20,000 

lives – more than New Zealand lost in the First World War – and it was undoubtedly 

exacerbated by the series of wars the Maori fought with Britain and the settlers between 

1845 and 1872.41 

Conflict, particularly the musket wars, played a key role in the development of the 

humanitarian discourse of improvement and civilization that was central to British ideas 
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about New Zealand. While the relationship between missionaries, Maori Christianization, 

and the end of the musket wars remains murky to historians, the missionaries themselves 

were eager to take credit for introducing the Christian spirit to the Maori, and by their 

reckoning facilitating peace.42 This helped to cement the influence of the missionaries, 

particularly the C.M.S., and shaped the structure of settlement. The missionaries 

attempted to reach agreements with E. G. Wakefield and the New Zealand Company 

(N.Z.C.), and sought to use their power to control European settlement so that the Maori 

could be Christianized and, as they saw it, civilized without undue depredations that 

would attend unregulated immigration. Though the C.M.S., the Aborigines’ Protection 

Society, and the N.Z.C. attempted to cooperate to regulate immigration, humanitarian 

efforts were ultimately unsuccessful in limiting the influx of settlers and in insulating the 

Maori from their influence. Nevertheless, a humanitarian discourse of improvement 

remained stronger in New Zealand than it did elsewhere.43 

Historians like Kenton Storey, convinced of humanitarianism’s endurance, have 

grappled with Catherine Hall’s story of its precipitous decline after 1837. These scholars 

have developed interpretations that capture the nuances and imperialist ironies of the 

concept of humanitarianism as it continued to be employed in the latter half of the 

nineteenth century. In short, imperialism after 1837, especially after the emergence of the 

                                                      

42 Belich works to parse the various dynamics at play between Christianity and Maori warfare and argues 

that Christianization appears to have been driven by Maori desire to know and understand European 

technology and customs, particularly in the pursuit of literacy, while peace seems to have emerged from the 

balancing of tribal access to guns over time. In short, for Belich, the end of the Maori wars made the 

extension of Christianity possible, not the other way around. Belich, Making Peoples, 165-69.  
43 James Heartfield, The Aborigines’ Protection Society: Humanitarian Imperialism in Australia, New 

Zealand, Fiji, Canada, South Africa, and the Congo, 1836-1909 (London: Hurst and Company, 2011), 125-

33; Kenton Storey, Settler Anxiety at the Outposts of Empire: Colonial Relations, Humanitarian 

Discourses, and the Imperial Press (Vancouver and Toronto: UBC Press, 2016), 5-9. 



 

299 

 

“new imperialism” in the 1870s onwards, functioned within a racialist paradox in which 

the civilizing mission was one of empire’s fundamental justifications even as Europeans 

increasingly believed – and regularly behaved – as though civilization was an attainment 

limited to the white races.44 

For Storey, the key distinction lies between a rhetorical humanitarianism characterized 

by the “strategic, often cynical, use of humanitarian language to promote the interests of 

colonists” and an evangelical humanitarianism that was “a powerful strand of 

humanitarian thought that developed out of missionary work and that was driven by a 

commitment to protect all indigenous peoples but especially those who embraced 

Christianity.”45 These competing strains were beset by ironies and tensions. Settlers could 

use humanitarianism to argue for indigenous rights – such as the right to alienate land or 

buy alcohol – so that they could exploit indigenous people, while evangelicals could use 

the same rhetoric to deny indigenous rights to “protect” them. However, in both the 

rhetoric of naturalized cultural hierarchy and that of racial hierarchy, full indigenous 

rights were deferred to the future, and all humanitarians “spoke a dialect of imperialism 

in that they all defended the British Empire’s providential role in the world.”46 The 

freethinkers adopted a humanitarianism that presented a liberal and secular iteration of 

what Storey calls the evangelical strain of humanitarianism, while eschewing Christian 

providentialism. Among the mainstream of civilizing missionaries, empire’s providential 

role lay in abolishing “superstition, fetishism, or devil worship and replacing it with 
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Christianity.”47 The secularists shared the missionaries’ aim of eliminating “savagery,” 

but emphasized scientific reason as the path to progress. The civilizing mission was an 

element of colonial modernity, and was fueled by racism even though, as we shall see, 

civilizers both religious and secular may have resisted biological racialism.48  

Race and the concept of the savage delimited the mutability of difference within 

liberal thought. Cultural, historical, and climatic difference could be as exclusive as 

biological difference. As Hall notes, ideas of Christian universalism meant difference was 

often formulated on the grounds of culture or climate: “given the right conditions, those 

who lived in less developed cultures would be able to advance.” However, it was 

generally understood that “white people ... were more advanced, more civilized.”49 This 

tension conveys “racism’s two registers”, and calls our attention to slippage between 

cultural constructions and biological notions of race.50 There is ultimately no simple 

distinction between universalism and difference, or between humanitarianism and 

racialism. 

The question of difference pressed upon the question of civilization and the settlers’ 

view of the capacity of colonial natives to be improved. One consequence of secularist 

opposition to Christian influence over the civilizing mission was that secularists cast 

about for evidence of an intrinsic native rationalism that was, at its root, materialist, and 

incompatible with Christian spiritualism. This supposed evidence cut across colonial 

spaces. For instance, in the 1872 National Reformer article “Negro Infidelity”, an African 
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rebukes a Christian missionary’s argument for the immortality of the soul on materialist 

grounds. While the missionary appeals to an analogy of the seed as a metaphor for the 

soul of the dead ascending to a new life, the unnamed (and likely apocryphal) African 

responds that: 

the original grain does not rise again; it rots like the dead man, and 

is ended; the fruit produced is not the same grain that we buried, 

but the production of that grain. So it is with man: I die, and decay, 

and I am ended, but my children grow up like the fruit of the grain 

… [etc.] … In this wild savage there was not even a superstition 

upon which to found a religious feeling; there was a belief in 

matter; and to his understanding everything was material. It was 

extraordinary to find so much clearness of perception combined 

with such complete obtuseness to anything ideal.51 

In contrast to native materialism, the missionary peddled superstition and, therefore, 

intellectual degradation.     

Appeals to indigenous rationalism were bound up with racial stereotypes that 

essentialized cleverness as a racial characteristic rather than an individual trait that had 

been developed by skill or training.52 For example, in a letter to the Reasoner from 

Southern Africa, a Mr. Rider explained the “total failure” of Christianization efforts by 

characterizing Africans as a “shrewd race of men, very powerful, and very rich, logical 

and witty, real orators” who “care for nothing, except oxen and wives” and their “natural” 

state “free, full of life and spirit.”53 The failure of the mission came down to the condition 
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of the converts, both before and after conversion. Mr. Rider emphasized that “the 

Hottentots and Kaffirs who have become Christians are the very poor and landless of this 

country.” Another article described African converts to Christianity as “the most 

degraded of the natives; the men were all thieves, and the women prostitutes.”54 

Conversion created civil fissures. The converted African “becomes melancholy and 

desponding, begins to wear clothes, and soon goes ragged and tattered; he loses caste 

with his tribe – and ultimately becomes the poor day-labourer!”55 The colonial native, in 

this case African, thus appeared as a rationalist ripe for civilization and as a sensualist 

threatened with immiseration by the erosion of the savage existence. 

6.3 Freedom, Race, and Determinism 

Ideas of civilizational hierarchy and mission strained both Christian and secular 

teleologies of universal progress. These pressures only increased as anatomists and 

anthropologists elaborated new theories of biological difference that elevated race to a 

newly important height for explaining both the history and possible future of 

civilizational development. For evangelicals, the Bible furnished believers seeking an 

explanation for human difference with a number of theories that seemed to confirm the 

fixity of racial difference and hierarchy. The most notable of these were the curse of 

Ham, pre-Adamite theories of multiple creations, and the sundering of the languages at 

the Tower of Babel. However, as Colin Kidd has persuasively argued, the dominant 

monogenetic interpretations of Scripture placed a check on the capacity of polygenetic 

racialism to disrupt Protestant belief in the capacity of all humans to be saved. 
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Physiological race also created a new challenge for freethinkers. Like their Protestant 

counterparts, the secularists were deeply committed to universal progress. But without 

Biblical constraints, the secularists were potentially uniquely susceptible to polygenetic 

explanations ripe with both racist implications and Biblically-subversive scientific 

validity. The freethinkers inclined towards a naïve scientism that was often expressed as a 

fascination with scientific novelty. Despite this, racialism never fully supplanted 

Secularism’s universal progressive optimism. This may be explained by the enduring 

importance of philosophical ideas about necessity to secularist discourse. The doctrine of 

necessity held that humans were primarily shaped by their circumstances and prescribed 

education in the natural laws of human development as the key to ensuring progress. 

Ideas about necessity first made their mark on Secularism through the influence of Robert 

Owen. In the second half of the century, Auguste Comte’s positivist theory of the 

hierarchy of the sciences also became a prominent intellectual foundation for 

necessitarian doctrine, as described in Chapter 4. Both Owenism and Comtism appear to 

have acted as a bulwark, preventing racialism from achieving supremacy among 

secularists.56 

Necessity was an important facet of freethought throughout the 1840s and for the 

remainder of the century. Throughout the 1850s, 1860s and 1870s, ethnology, 

anthropology, and comparative anatomy grew in influence among freethinkers and 

jostled with Comtean sociology for explanatory supremacy regarding difference. Indeed, 
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Charles Bradlaugh’s ascension to national pre-eminence after 1865 coincided with the 

growing influence of anthropology and a discourse of race that questioned the mutability 

of difference, both in terms of physical change and social change.  

The racialist ideas that marked Secularism after 1850 emerged from secularist 

engagement with notions of civilization and superstition as well as with pre and post-

Darwinian ideas of evolution. Initially, freethinkers were not particularly energized by 

Charles Darwin as they had long been attached to materialist and evolutionary 

explanations for human and animal development. Secularists modified their materialism 

over the course of the century, shifting from a crude mechanistic determinism towards 

something more akin to Spinozan monism. Darwin’s contributions, filtered through 

secularist readings of Erasmus Darwin, Herbert Spencer, and German authors such as 

Ludwig Büchner and Ernst Haekel, served primarily to reinforce attacks on Christian 

ideas of the mind as a distinct, non-corporeal human characteristic.57 However, 

materialist ideas of biological transmutation also served to shape racialized notions of the 

savage. Such conceptualizations can be found in the earliest freethinking papers. In the 

first issue of Oracle of Reason (November 6, 1841), Southwell launched a series titled 

“Theory of Regular Gradation” designed to popularize Lamarkian transmutation. The 

first article in the series opened with a copy of the radical French naturalist Pierre 

Boitard’s drawing L’homme fossile (Figure 2). Boitard’s depiction of a pre-historic man 

utilized racist depictions of Africans current in the period that were intended to mark a 

distinction between civilized Europeans and less evolved savages.58 
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Figure 2 

 

Changes in racial discourse were influenced by the development of comparative 

anatomy. Robert Knox was among the most important early theorists of race as a fixed 

and determinative social characteristic. His ideas of race were formed through his study 

of biological transmutation. In The Races of Men (1850), he declared race to be the 

primary causal determinant of cultural and political characteristics. Knox, a vehement 
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atheist, was a controversial figure in his time but he had an important influence on the 

development of anthropology and anthropological institutions, particularly the London 

Anthropological Society.59 He also influenced contributors to the secularist press, such as 

Bradlaugh and Charles Carter Blake. Blake was a fellow of the Geographical Society and 

served as one of the founding directors of the Anthropological Society of London in 

1863.60 In addition to contributing articles about race and anthropology under his own 

name, Blake also may have contributed a series of glosses of Knox to the National 

Reformer using the pseudonym Autonomos.61 

Knox, who J. W. Burrow described as “an almost hysterical racialist,” was an 

anatomist and one of the early Scots to adopt Etienne Geoffroy Saint-Hilare’s school of 

comparative anatomy.62 Knox’s anatomical materialism provided a connective thread 

between the religious, scientific, and political radicalism of the 1820s and 30s and the 
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racialist developments of the 1860s. Knox inherited his political radicalism from his 

father, a Jacobin sympathizer and member of the Friends of the People.63 Knox’s 

radicalism appears to have influenced his choice of allegiance in the anatomical debates 

that he and other Scots encountered in Paris. In brief, these debates pitted Georges Cuvier 

and his followers against Geoffroy’s school of thought. Knox rejected Cuvier’s 

anatomical functionalism and rigid typology of anatomical families, which was a 

scientific expression of Cuvier’s political conservatism, in favour of Geoffroy’s 

conceptualization of the homology, or unity of animal forms, which was itself bundled 

into a tradition of anti-clerical and republican politics.64 Knox, along with other Scottish 

anatomists such as Robert E. Grant, adopted Geoffroy’s system and were among the 

leading importers of his school of thought to Britain.65 

Evellen Richards describes Knox’s scientific and political radicalism as nihilistic. In 

Knox’s view all cultural phenomena were subordinated to the influence of race and 

climate.66 For Knox, race was the key to understanding history: “I had but to look at the 

map of the world at any time in the stream of history to perceive that in all great 

questions of civilization, religion, national power, or greatness, the element which chiefly 

influenced these was in reality the element of race.”67 Applying this racialist logic to the 

question of colonization, Knox arrived at two objections. First, he derided the creation of 

racial “hybrids” in the colonies. For Knox, so-called hybrids were doomed to extinction: 

“the hybrids of South America, with the low vitality of all hybrids, proceed rapidly to the 
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destruction I was the first, many years ago, to foretell.”68 Second, the mutual imbrication 

of climate and race made it impossible for European colonies overseas to thrive: 

whilst in North America, the European races, forgetting the land of 

their origin, have given themselves new names. But nature 

disclaims the deception and says to them, “you brought with you 

from Europe all the characters of race – some Celtic – some Saxon 

– some Scandinavian – some German or Teuton – as such, go 

where you will, you must for ever remain a part of the race to which 

you originally belonged. You are an intrusive race or races, you 

and your oxen, horses and sheep. By avoiding all intermarriage 

with the aboriginal races of the soil, and with the black race 

imported from Africa, you may for a time escape the annihilation 

of your races; but a-head of you stands the grand difficulty – 

climate and an uncongenial soil – certain in time to exhaust the 

vitality of your race, as it has ever done with all the intrusive.” This 

is one of the checks nature adopts to preserve her species of living 

forms, against the universality of one form of life …69 

Despite his racial and political pessimism, Knox’s racialism led him to anti-colonial 

conclusions. Later polygenists such as Knox’s protégé James Hunt, founder of the 

Anthropological Society of London, concluded that the multiplicity of races meant that 

“inferior” races could and should be subjugated. Hunt, for example, supported the 

American Confederates and approved of black slavery. In contrast, Knox condemned 

European incursions into the lands of non-white peoples and argued against “robbing the 

coloured races of their lands and liberty.”70  

Lengthy selections from Races of Men appeared in the National Reformer in the late 

1860s. In particular, a series titled “Christian Filibusters in Africa,” edited and 

interpolated by the anonymous contributor named Autonomos, urged “Christian 
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Statesmen, and Exeter Hall Philanthropists, Theologians, Missionaries, &c.,” to abandon 

colonization in Africa in the hopes of preserving the “negroes” of central Africa from 

inevitable extinction: 

Therefore, having propagated beyond the means of living in our 

own islands, we emigrate to other lands, not for our own benefit, 

oh, no, but solely to Christianise and civilize the heathen. Knowing 

that the Saxon despises the dark races, which he classes all together 

under the contemptuous title of ‘niggers.’ Knowing that the races 

will not mingle, and that if they did the hybrid race must die out, 

we inflict upon the unfortunate savage our civilisation, and our 

religion, the blessed religion of peace, so gloriously exemplified by 

our ships of war, cannon and soldiers, sailors, Bibles, rum, and 

missionaries! … In God’s own good time the world will be all 

Christian – that is, colonised solely by the white races; perhaps, the 

Anglo-Saxon will be left alone with the race which he apparently 

loves the best – the negro. Matters seem tending that way. And 

what will happen then? … A worthy old clergyman once expressed 

to me in perfect good faith his joyful conviction that we were 

rapidly Christianising and civilising heathen lands – which really 

means neither more nor less than that, by the aid of our ships, 

soldiers, sailors, cannon, fire-water, Bibles, and missionaries, we 

are planting our own race in the devastated homes of the 

aborigines.71  

Strains of anti-Christian, materialist racialism that either resembled Knox’s rhetoric, or 

explicitly cited Knox’s influence may be found peppered throughout the secularist press 

in the later decades of the nineteenth century. One of the most notable contributors to this 

discourse was the zoologist and anthropologist Charles Carter Blake. As a founding 

member of the Anthropological Society, Blake provided an institutional connection 

between the secularist press and the increasingly professional anthropological 

community.72  
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Blake’s interpersonal and institutional relationships illustrate Rectenwald’s contention 

that the secularist movement was far more involved in the elaboration of mid-Victorian 

social and natural sciences than has been previously understood.73 Blake’s involvement 

with the Anthropological Society is of interest because the society was central to 

reactions to missionary humanitarianism. The Ethnological Society emerged in 1843 

from a new division of labour within the scientific and philanthropic community. The 

year before, the Aborigines’ Protection Society had shifted its emphasis from the 

protection of indigenous peoples to the study of their history. Other ethnologists and 

researchers who were more interested in the physical study of dark skinned races than in 

their protection sought to found their own independent body. The two objectives, 

protection and study, were not necessarily antagonistic, and figures like Thomas Hodgkin 

were capable of labouring in service of both goals, but an institutional parceling of duties 

was nevertheless deemed necessary. By the 1860s, the humanitarian current within the 

Ethnological Society was in conflict with racialists like Hunt who were inspired by Knox. 

The appearance of the Anthropological Society and of Blake’s early essays coincide with 

the departure of the more racially imbued anthropologists from the Ethnological 

Society.74  

Blake’s contributions to the secularist press in the late 1870s and 1880s are notable for 

their assaults on Christian conceptions of race and the possibility of a successful 

civilizing mission to Africa. In an essay titled “Biblical Negros,” Blake derided as “cant” 
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discourses about the nature of the black race articulated during the American Civil-War 

by both pro and anti-slavery partisans. Blake focused on the argument over whether the 

“Ethiopian” of Scripture corresponds to the black population of sub-Saharan Africa, and, 

consequently, whether slavery was therefore justified by the curse placed by God upon 

Cain.75 Blake dismissed the argument for an African Cain as fantastical and not supported 

by the physical evidence. The physiological and scriptural details of Blake’s argument 

are tedious and do not deserve explication. However, what is notable is Blake’s decision 

to assail the pro-slavery position rendering black bodies as cursed, and to inveigh against 

a progressive discourse of Christian missionizing: 

Dismissing from our consideration all mulattos and mixed breeds, 

we may say that the negro race, throughout all the many thousands 

of years in which civilised life has been connected with the race, 

has never produced a poet, a historian, a general, an admiral, a 

lawgiver, an orator, a mathematician, a naturalist, a mechanist, a 

traveller, a painter, an architect, a musician, a linguist, a physician, 

a philosopher, nor I fear any thinking man under any circumstances 

whatever. There appears to be a natural antipathy between the two 

races, the white and the black, a natural antipathy, which also to a 

certain extent bears out the hypothesis of distinct species.76 

Like Knox, Blake applied his caustic eye for nihilistic racialism to the question of 

empire, and in particular, the feasibility of a Christian civilizing mission. Blake recounted 
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a story of a Christianized black man in central America tortured for some transgression. 

For Blake, the blame for the man’s crimes lay with the missionaries: 

It is difficult to solve who is the real vilifier of the savage, the 

scientific man, who asserts mere physiological facts, or the 

philanthropist, who, on the assumption that the criminal under his 

jurisdiction is made in the image of his Creator, proceeds 

deliberately to skin his eyelids. But the chief charge … against the 

influence of the Christian missions over the mind of the negroes, 

was the complexity of vice engendered in the breast of the savage. 

The negro, ordinarily sensual, becomes immoral … the negro has 

therefore an inheritance of vice and sorrow, which he has derived 

from the white races, and for which he is not responsible.77 

Charles Bradlaugh appears to have been strongly influenced by polygenetic racialism 

and drew from a well of arguments similar to that of Knox and Blake. Bradlaugh 

employed enthusiastic polygenic arguments to attack Biblical doctrines, particularly the 

creation, as illustrated by the epigraph to this chapter taken from Bradlaugh’s Were Adam 

and Eve Our First Parents? (1888). Like earlier freethinkers who sought to upend 

Biblical chronology by appealing to Hindu texts, Bradlaugh used polygenic science, with 

its implications of deep geological time, to assail Biblical authority.  

A more complete sense of Bradlaugh’s engagement with race science is evident in The 

Freethinker’s Text-Book (1881). As in his later essay on Adam and Eve, the Text-Book 

was concerned with bringing the methods and observations of anthropology and 

ethnology into an attack on Christianity. For Bradlaugh the physical evidence of the past 

overwhelms the hypothesis found in Genesis: “Freethinkers are under no obligation to 

trace the development of man from some other genus; it is enough to show in antiquity 
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such variations of human type as render impossible the hypothesis of a common origin in 

one pair less than 6,000 years ago.”78  

Bradlaugh also invoked the permanence of racial types as one aspect of his challenge 

to Biblical authority. Here we can see how cultural artefacts were viewed though a lens of 

physiological evidence as racialism was integrated into Bradlaugh’s anti-theological 

arsenal. Bradlaugh cited studies of monuments found in Assyria and Egypt which he 

claimed showed evidence of “modern” racial types in antiquity: “Mr. Layard has found 

us the Jew, about 2,600 to 2,800 years ago, prominent in the monumental evidence 

Assyria presents, and this type is traced in Egypt to as far back as 1671 B.C., where in the 

17th Theban Dynasty you will find a Greek-faced man and Hebrew-faced woman rulers 

in Egypt; and these, with the Greek, Jewish, Negro, Nubian, Egyptian, and Asiatic faces, 

are repeated on the monuments of Egypt.”79  

Bradlaugh’s apparent support for ideas of racial permanence was masked with cagey 

language and he declined to unambiguously endorse racial permanence. Bradlaugh had a 

habit of presenting lengthy quotations and glosses of other authorities rather than clearly 

foregrounding his own position. For example, to support claims regarding the unchanging 

nature of Jewish racial characteristics, Bradlaugh cited at length from the French 

anthropological theorist Alphonse Bertillon. Notably, Bradlaugh lauded Bertillon’s 

conclusion that the balance of evidence lies in favour of polygenesis. Bradlaugh argued 

that “all these show what enormous resistance race-character opposes to the influence of 

surroundings (as climate, food, soil, and mode of life) when these are not combined with 
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the otherwise powerful effects of admixtures of race.”80 However, Bradlaugh avoided an 

explicit endorsement of Bertillon’s permanence of racial types, stating: “these are 

hypotheses which we are at present almost without hope of verification” and, “there is no 

burden on the Freethinker, who finds evidence to reject the Bible story of man, that he 

should adopt without reservation the views of Mr. Charles Darwin or of Mr. Herbert 

Spencer.”81  

Despite his vacillations, Bradlaugh applied a more destructively critical lens when 

assaying ideas of racial mutability as compared to arguments for the permanence of racial 

difference. For example, he contrasted Bertillon’s account of the fixity of race with that 

of an “orthodox editor of the Transactions of the Victoria Institute” who “appears to 

believe in the rapid transmutability of type.”82 Bradlaugh gave this argument short shrift 

and declared that, were the thesis accepted, “it may carry us much further than would be 

approved by the pious editor of the journal of the Victoria Institute.”83 Bradlaugh was 

specifically responding to the argument that “the Yankee” had already become a racial 

“sub-species” and concluded that “it is here denied that the amalgam in the United States 

of differing races, under conditions new and abnormal for nearly all the races, furnishes 

any evidence in favour of the orthodox theory.”84  

Bradlaugh’s coyness around questions of racial permanence may have functioned as a 

sotto voce affirmation of the permanence of racial type. The discourse of progress and 

that of racial determinism were not starkly delineated, and operated in ambivalent 
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tandem. Douglas Lorimer argues that an excessive focus on the stark racial determinism 

of Knox and Hunt obscures the ways in which Victorian racialism developed from a 

number of sources. Comparative anatomy was an important aspect of racialist discourse, 

but it did not negate the influence of ideas of social evolution which served to inject the 

tensions and ambivalences of the civilizing mission into the more rigid formulations of 

racial fatalists.85  

The tensions between discourses of race and discourses of improvement appeared in 

the secularist press via reports of the activities of the Anthropological Society and 

secularist engagements with anthropological debates. For example, an 1865 report of an 

Anthropological Society meeting printed in the National Reformer presented readers with 

an exchange that captured a spectrum of viewpoints about the civilizing mission. 

Burnand Owen presented a paper titled “Missionary Successes and Negro Converts” in 

which he declared that “the negro pupil showed extraordinary intellectual capacity” and 

“was fully the equal in intellectual gifts to Europeans.” Further, he stated that the 

missions were having remarkable success in improving the moral life of the Africans, 

notably the “unnatural and demoralising” practice of polygamy. Owen’s optimistic 

appraisal was rebutted in a paper by a Mr. Harris who declared that the African, “like the 

monkey, was an imitative animal, and if he copied the missionaries he had a very bad 

example before him.” For Mr. Harris, the missionaries failed because they indulged 

sectarian quarrels among themselves and, unlike Islam, which also had missions in 

Africa, Protestants proffered too complex and intellectual a religion for the Africans to 
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imitate. Harris’s solution was to establish “model farms” and “good mechanics and 

agriculturalists” to teach the Africans “useful arts.” Not to be outdone by Harris’s 

pessimism, Richard Burton interjected that “no people could be worse, more immoral, or 

every way disgusting than the native Christians of Sierra Leone.” In contrast, while the 

“pagan natives had notions of truth and honour of their own,” the converts “lost their own 

code and did not acquire ours.” For Burton, the only “antidote” was the austere simplicity 

of “Islamism.” Christianity was widely denigrated, and a Mr. Walker interjected that 

Christianized Africans in Gabon had “degenerated into a society of thieves, liars, forgers 

and prostitutes.”86 

The racialism embedded in the report of the Anthropological Society discussion was 

shot through with ideas of naturalized characteristics, of progress, and religious criticism. 

Burton’s invocation of the ameliorative influence of Islam in Africa is suggestive of the 

interpenetration of comparative religious ideas with notions of race and progress. In 

another report to the National Reformer, this time from an Ethnological Society meeting, 

secularist readers were presented with an essay by John Crawfurd, a polygenist and 

president of the Ethnological Society, in which he argued that “in the lower social 

conditions of man there seems to exist an antipathy which precludes the intermixture of 

races.” Nevertheless, Arabs had successfully interbred with Africans, a premise Crawfurd 

believed had slightly ameliorated certain African racial characteristics. Crawfurd 

attributed to the beneficial influence of “Arab blood” the “disappearance on the eastern 

coast and in central Africa of the frightful human sacrifices and occasional cannibalism 

which prevail on the western under the influence of native superstition.” Nevertheless, 
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the influence of Arabs on African racial characteristics “has been but partial and 

inconsiderable, leaving the vast mass of the population in that condition of helpless 

barbarism which has characterized it as far as history carries us – slaves to each other and 

to every stranger that possessed the power of enslaving.”87 One implication of 

Crawfurd’s article is that indigenous conversion to a monotheistic faith such as Islam or 

Christianity could serve as a step, however partial and incomplete, towards progress and 

civilization. This idea does not appear to have been adopted by the freethinkers of the 

secularist movement, but it suggests some of the ways in which religion and cultural 

notions of civilization intersected with the formulation of racial discourse. 

The tensions between racial thought and ideas of civilization and progress could run 

head-on into the libertarian politics of the freethinkers. G. R. Croxford, a fellow of the 

Anthropological Society, caused a stir among some freethinkers over what they perceived 

as his defence of American slavery. Croxford insisted that anthropologists opposed 

slavery: 

But we must take the fact as it is: the condition of millions of 

negroes is not to be altered in a few months, nay, in a few years, 

and it is my firm belief that if all the negroes in the Southern States 

of America were to be set free to-morrow, it would be no benefit 

to them; on the contrary, they are totally unprepared for freedom, 

and instead of their progressing to a higher mental condition, they 

would relapse to their original condition. When Winwood Reade 

likened the Southern States of America to a paradise, he did so only 

as a contrast to the West Coast of Africa, and it is only those who 

have some knowledge of the negro’s original state in Africa, that 

can judge the correctness of the contrast.88 
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Croxford’s defense of the “anthropological” view of the condition of American slaves 

was in response to a blistering attack published in the National Reformer by the radical 

printer, William Edwin Adams.89 Writing as Caractacus, Adams excoriated Croxford for 

insisting that anthropologists abhorred slavery: “Is Mr. Croxford quite sure of that? Is 

Winwood Reade an anthropologist? If so, can Mr. Croxford reconcile his assertion with 

the expressed preference of that gentleman for a servile ‘paradise?’” In Adams’s 

estimation, Hunt, C. Carter Blake, Croxford and the whole of the Anthropological 

Society was “nothing better than a partisan creation of Southern sympathisers.” For 

Adams, responsible science had to be subordinated to politics: 

At another time, when the question of slavery shall be settled, the 

negro’s place in nature may be a fit subject for discussion. It is not 

a fit subject now, because it is now a political much more than a 

scientific subject … It was because I believed that the leaders of 

the anthropological movement were either deceivers or dupes, that 

I asked Freethinkers to beware of wolves in sheep’s clothing. 

Melampus tells you, however, that I reject anthropology because it 

does not harmonize with ‘a preconceived notion of liberty.’ My 

objection to it, on the contrary, is, that it is made to serve the 

purpose of a ‘preconceived notion’ about slavery – that to that 

extent it is not a science at all – and that its chief advocates have 

quite another object in view than the discovery and assertion of 

truth. But at any rate, if a choice of prejudices is permitted, I prefer 

those in favour of liberty, to those which would blight the world 

with the most atrocious and execrable of possible crimes.90 

The conceptually ambivalent and politically charged character of discussions of race 

and progress that appeared in the secularist press may serve to explain why Bradlaugh 

was hesitant to offer an enthusiastic endorsement of racial permanence. Nevertheless, his 

imprecision about racial mutability raises questions about racial determinism and its 
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implications for the exportability of secular progress. Bradlaugh’s apparent preference for 

the permanence of racial types aligns with the pessimistic and deterministic vision 

articulated by Knox. However, Bradlaugh left open the rhetorical door, enabling a 

reading of race as permanent, but insufficient in influence to negate social progress: 

The evolution of man from lower forms of life scarcely, as yet, 

takes rank as a scientific truth; it is rather a grand hypothesis, 

which, if verified, may throw light on many problems of existence, 

and is, at least, in analogy with the workings of nature, so far as we 

know them. When we first catch a glimpse of man, he is, as has 

been already shown, but a half-human animal dwelling in caves, 

disputing with his co-brutes for existence; we can trace him thence 

upwards to the civilised European; it seems reasonable, then, to 

trace him downwards also to the unintelligent life in its lowest 

forms, halting only when organic and inorganic blend together in 

the far-off yesterday.91 

Despite Bradlaugh’s apparent acceptance of polygenetic evolution and the fixity of 

race, he also sought to retain developmental discourses by connecting the histories of the 

“half-human animal dwelling in caves” and the “civilised European.” Whatever 

Bradlaugh’s beliefs on racial determinism may have been, it is clear that his primary 

purpose was to deride Biblical authority. His engagement with questions of race 

primarily took the form of glosses upon other scientific authorities such as Bertillon. 

These glosses served to show that, regardless of which scientific answer was correct, the 

Biblical interpretation was invariably wrong. Ultimately, this meant that Bradlaugh never 

resolved the tension between strains of determinative racialism and progressive 

universalism. In Bradlaugh’s estimation, the “savage” was both a racial characteristic as 

well as an expression of the established freethinking trope of savagery as superstition. 

The tensions in Bradlaugh’s representations of the savage mirror the tensions regarding 
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race in secularist reporting on the development of anthropological science. For example, 

Bradlaugh explained the apparent universal consent to the idea of god among all peoples, 

savage, ancient and modern, by appealing to Comte’s stages of religious development. 

However, Bradlaugh’s reading was an exaggeration of the Comtean theory that assigned 

all religious sentiment to an early and ignorant stage of intellectual development: 

What is the religious sentiment for which so much is claimed, 

which is so often named, so little explained? In a savage it is the 

result of prostration of the yet untrained intellect at the threshold of 

the unknown. In a St. Augustin [sic] it is still the prostration of the 

intellect on the same threshold. The ‘religious sentiment’ is neither 

less nor greater than the area within which – either from inherited 

pre-disposition to habit-thought, or from intellectual incompetence 

– no inquiry is made, and where ‘God’ is the symbol-word used, in 

lieu of all research, as the answer to all inquiry from without.92 

Bradlaugh’s “savage” is presented as an ignorant figure prostrate on the threshold of 

knowledge. However, Bradlaugh’s placement of the savage alongside the figure of 

Augustine implies that both may be elevated to some greater (secular) wisdom.  

If Bradlaugh vacillated about the implications of racialism, other freethinkers were 

more confident about the permanence of racial characteristics. J. P. Adams, an ally of 

Bradlaugh’s who in 1857 had founded the Society of Materialists in opposition to 

Holyoake, took to the pages of Charles Watts’s Secular Review to chastise believers in 

the “unity of the human race.” Adams was responding to a query to the paper regarding 

“whether there are any works extant by negro authors.” Adams dismissed the question by 

first wondering if any such work could come from “pure negroes” and if so, “whether 

they are not in the form of that worthless religious twaddle which has but an ephemeral 

existence even when written by Europeans of high literary attainments.” For Adams, the 
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explanation for the supposed lack of black authors stemmed from his belief that “the 

mental powers of men and animals, so far as we can see, are proportional to their 

organization” and “the intellectual faculties of the negro are inferior to those of the 

European.”93 

The racialist fatalism of Knox and Blake, as well as the more enigmatic racialism 

articulated by Bradlaugh, continued to exist alongside the long-dominant strain of 

universal progress which girded secularist ideas of a civilizing mission. Leading 

freethought figures such as the radical American Unitarian and anti-slavery activist 

Moncure Conway quarreled with Hunt and the Anthropological Society for their racist 

denigration of the capacities of Africans and black Americans. Conway rejected an 

invitation to join the Anthropological Society when he found that “it was led by a few 

ingenious gentlemen whose chief interest was to foster contempt of the negro.”94 A 

commitment to the doctrine of necessity and the natural laws of development appears to 

have been an important factor in immunizing some freethinkers from the implications of 

racialism. For positivists like Harriet Martineau, progress depended upon assent to the 

strictures of necessity. Once assent had been given: 

However widely men may differ as to the way to social perfection, 

all whose minds have turned in that direction agree as to the end. 

All agree that if the whole race could live as brethren, society 

would be in the most advanced state that can be conceived of. It is 

also agreed that the spirit of fraternity is to be to attained, if at all, 

by men discerning their mutual relation, as ‘parts and proportions 

of one wondrous whole’.95 
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As Deborah Logan has shown, Martineau located some of her popularizations of 

political economy within the colonial sphere or in non-European settings and 

foregrounded the introduction of reforming doctrines to non-European people. Stories 

such as Dawn Island provided images of less civilized subjects learning the lessons of 

necessity and free trade and embarking upon the process of progress.96 Philosophical 

necessity, a staple of secularist social thought, thus provided a rationale for the civilizing 

mission: it presumed a seemingly universal facet of human psychology as a critical 

component to reform. However, philosophical necessity did not preclude hierarchy and 

difference. The central importance of custom on intellectual formation meant that 

cultures could be stultifying to the point of determinism. 

Positivists such as Joseph Kaines challenged ideas of race. Kaines was a clerk, one of 

a small minority of Positivists not from a well-educated, professional background. He 

was the founder of the North London Positivist Society, and he contributed a number of 

articles to both the National Reformer and the Secularist Review from the 1850s to the 

1870s.97 Kaines was committed to the idea that knowledge of the laws of nature and 

necessity could trump physical and cultural differences. Kaines’s contributions to the 

secularist press primarily derived  from lectures given to the Positivist Society and ranged 

across a variety of subjects from “The Fetichism of the Rig Veda” to “Comte’s Hierarchy 

of the Sciences.”98 Throughout his lectures, Kaines defended a progressive and universal 
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vision of human unity. For Kaines, race was a sociological construct rather than a fixed, 

natural determinant: 

What subtle, but astoundingly real, changes have been wrought by 

the sociological environments to which mankind were exposed 

through countless generations? Has anything which be called with 

propriety distinctively ‘racial’ survived all these influences? Is 

race, then, absolute? And having found no absolute elsewhere, are 

we to seek it here? It is not sought to deny the existence of races, 

or ‘varieties of man’ (…). There may be, broadly speaking, three 

races – the white, the black, and the yellow; and while having much 

in common, they may have striking diversities. Are not these 

diversities the result rather of sociological than cosmological 

influences? The enormous power of the former over the latter as 

modifiers can hardly be overrated. If it be so, what becomes race? 

… The social organism humanity, like all other organisms, is 

subject to composition and decomposition. It survives, although 

few, if any, of its original constituents remain, and we, who now 

compose it (in part at least), will be decomposed in turn to make 

room for the nobler and worthier constituents of the future.99 

6.4 Missionaries, Secularists, and Ideas of Indigenous Extinction 

The discourse of racial determinism as it appeared in the secularist press was 

entangled with ideas of superstition and customs as barriers to progress. There was no 

tidy division within the movement. Racialism was not confined to the pro-Bradlaugh 

camp, nor universal progressivism to the Holyoake wing of the movement. Rather, the 

impulses jostled, creating ambiguities in what progress meant for the non-white peoples 

of the world. In regards to settler colonies like New Zealand, these tensions were also 

framed by secularist antagonism to Christian missionaries. As the previous chapter made 

clear, overseas missionaries were a bête noir of secularist hopes for the world. The 

stereotypical image of the missionary as a fool and charlatan, a dangerous bigot who 

wooed gullible audiences with “a boná fide tattooed, but converted great chief,” was a 
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powerful one that lay like a palimpsest over freethinking appraisals of the colonial 

natives who were the objects of missionary endeavour.100 Unsurprisingly, then, matters of 

religion and the moral character of missionaries and their churches played an important 

role in how secularists described indigenous peoples like the Maori, and what secularists 

believed the ultimate fate of indigenous peoples would be. 

Amidst both missionary labours and freethinking attempts to controvert Christianizing 

efforts lurked the prospect of the extinction of indigenous colonial subjects, including the 

Maori. We have already seen how these ideas manifested among racialists who were 

inspired by Knox. The colonies were depicted as scenes of inevitable extinction for all 

involved. European colonists, unless their bloodlines were constantly reinforced by 

newcomers from Europe, would expire in foreign climates to which they were unsuited. 

Hybrid offspring of miscegenation would prove ultimately infertile and would be 

extinguished by reproductive failure. Indigenous peoples would be exterminated by 

disease, dissolution, and violence brought by the colonists.101 Moreover, claims to protect 

native subjects were decried by racialists as at best disingenuous. Knox responded to the 

extension of British sovereignty in the Treaty of Waitangi by deriding claims that the 

treaty would protect the Maori: “A slip of parchment signed officially is issued from that 

den of all abuses, the office of the Colonial Secretary, declared New Zealand to be a 
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colony of Britain … the aborigines are to be protected! Now, if the crown will let them 

alone they can protect themselves: but this would not suit the wolf who took care of the 

sheep.”102 Similar fears of racial extinction animated humanitarians as they sought to 

protect indigenous peoples from the depredations of colonization.103 Such anxieties 

informed the actions of missionaries and the Aborigines’ Protection Society in Aotearoa 

New Zealand. The A.P.S. attempted to compel the N.Z.C. to regulate land sales in the 

colony and demanded settlers respect Maori ideas of land ownership. Conversely, settler 

antipathy to pro-Maori humanitarian strictures and settler disdain for being called the 

source of blame for Maori misfortunes fueled the antagonisms that led to the first war 

between Maori and the British in 1845.104   

Anti-clericalism was rife in the early conflicts between settlers, missionaries and 

Maori. E. G. Wakefield, head of the N.Z.C. and a lapsed Quaker, fulminated against the 

C.M.S. in the 1830s for attempting to found a theocracy in New Zealand. Wakefield 

pointed to attempts made by the C.M.S. to strictly limit settlement for several decades to 

allow time for the Maori to cope with the consequences of settlement.105  It was in this 

context that Southwell entered the fray. Following his arrival in Auckland in 1856, 

Southwell became embroiled in fostering anti-missionary attitudes and anti-Maori racial 

resentment in New Zealand. Southwell brought his campaign against Anglicanism and 

“Old Corruption” to Auckland, and became a loud voice in favour of settler rights against 

what he presented as a conspiracy between Anglican divines and the Maori.106 
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Southwell’s battles in the metropole were racially re-coded and re-enacted in the 

antipodean colony. He attacked humanitarians as “Humanity-mongers” and scoffed at the 

Christianization of the Maori as a fraud that neglected the true civilizing virtues of food, 

clothing, and lodging. More insidiously, through his Auckland Examiner, Southwell 

excoriated the Maori as “Boshee” in a clear invocation of Carlyle’s “Quashee” from his 

controversial pro-slavery Occasional Discourse on the Negro Question (1849).107 

The interplay of anti-missionary sentiment and condescension towards the Maori 

continued to resonate through the secularist press, though generally without the 

vehemence voiced by Southwell. There is a greater sense in the secularist press that 

cooperation between settlers and Maori was possible if the government and the settlers 

would embrace fair dealing with the Maori, and if the missionaries and their Christianity 

could be marginalized. For example, a New Zealand correspondent to the National 

Reformer using the initials B. W. W. favourably cited the positive relationship between 

the Maori and one settler by the name of Mr. Farmer. This Mr. Farmer was reported to 

have had an amicable relationship with the Maori for some seventeen years because “he 

treated them well, paid them for their labour, and, moreover, he did not treat them as 

niggers.”108 Apparently, this example of basic decency so greatly impressed the local 

chiefs that Mr. Farmer was invited to take residence upon tracts of land and teach the 

Maori how to cultivate in a European manner.109 

More importantly, B. W. W. chastised the New Zealand government for ignoring a 

report of recommendation from this Mr. Farmer regarding a settlement with the Maori. B. 
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W. W. stated: “had Mr. Farmer’s notions – not of philanthropy alone, but of justice – 

been adopted, there would have been no strife at Rangiriri, no struggle at Orakan to have 

blotted the stroll of History, and no Maori, no English blood spilt in 1863-4.”110 The real 

threat to the Maori came from the violence and bad-faith of governments imbued with 

Christian bigotry. B.W.W. explicitly invoked Christianity as fuelling acts of anti-Maori 

violence: “the Christian Commander and his Christian soldiery exemplified further 

qualities of that especial kind in destroying the natives’ crops, breaking up their canoes, 

&c. &c. These were Christian acts, and the gist of them was to starve the Maori, his wife, 

his children!”111 

B. W. W.’s letter to the National Review exemplified a traditional progressive 

universalism that percolated through much of the secularist press’ observations about the 

Maori. B.W.W. eschewed the racial paranoia that characterized Southwell’s reaction to 

the Maori. For Southwell, the Maori could be “exterminated, but never civilised.”112 

Southwell viewed the King Movement and the subsequent first Taranaki War (1860-61) 

as a final battle for complete supremacy of the islands. The result would be the 

extermination of the losing race from New Zealand.113 In contrast to Southwell’s 

apocalyptic racialism, later New Zealand freethinkers seem to have preferred to figure the 

Maori as assimilable unfortunates who had been duped by Christian missionaries. 

Notably, John Ballance’s Wanganui-based Freethought Review – which ran for twenty-

four issues between October 1, 1883 and September 1, 1885 – issued several articles that 
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purported to tell the story of Maori engagement with missionaries from the mouths and 

perspectives of Maori.114 The first article, titled “The Growth of a Creed,” appeared in 

number 11 of the paper and purports to be the writing of one Tangata Tito. However, 

“tangata tito” is the Maori phrase for “liar” which likely indicates a European 

appropriating a Maori voice in order to make a polemical point.115 Tito explains how he 

came first to convert to Christianity before becoming attracted to the King Movement. 

The missionaries brought to New Zealand the Bible and proof that “the Pakeha God had 

given them much more than our Gods.” Moreover, “those who accepted the teaching of 

the missionaries were favoured by them and had many advantages over the ‘Devil’ 

natives, as the missionaries called those Maoris who remained heathen.” But 

Christianizing turned into a double-edged sword, and it eroded the power of tribal leaders 

and allowed unsavoury Maori converts to alienate Maori land for profit. Crucially, Tito 

declares “for this I do not much blame the Pakeha” because “he gave the price agreed on 

and it was low because these agents sold one against the other. The ignorance of the 

native was no match for the knowledge of the white man” and so “now I began to see that 

our old men were not such fools as I had thought them when they warned us against the 

new religion.” For these reasons, Tito “rejoiced greatly” at the coming of the King 

Movement which offered him a new hybrid faith: “For my own part I am in some 

respects a Christian, but also believe in Te Whiti, just as Paul was a Jew who believed in 
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Christ. Moses, Christ, and Te Whiti, are one, like the Trinity. My wish is to reconcile all 

these religions, for each people should have his own.”116 

In numbers 20 to 22, under the banner of “New Zealand Reminiscences,” a longer 

narrative titled “Recollections of Kowhai Ngutu Kaka” appeared and presented a very 

similar narrative to the one attributed to Tangata Tito. In this latter case, the narrative 

proceeded from a starting point of pre-contact contentment through encounter, 

conversion, conflict, and eventual expulsion of Catholic missionaries.117 What is 

fascinating about both narratives is that they appear to be Pakeha forgeries meant to 

narrate Maori disillusionment with missionaries using purported Maori voices. The 

article attributed to Tangata Tito is signed at the end by R. P., an anonymous author who 

contributed a number of articles to the Freethought Review on subjects such as secular 

morality. The latter articles are not signed by R. P. Some of the prose, however, suggests 

that they may have been written by the same author. More significantly, “kowhai 

ngutukaka” is a native New Zealand plant that does not appear to have been the name of 

any significant Maori person.118 

 The apparent appropriation of the Maori voice in the Freethought Review raises a 

number of issues which are beyond the scope of this project. These articles represented a 

form of erasure and cultural extermination that Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang have 

characterized as “settler adoption fantasies,” part of a strategy for making settler 

colonialism innocent and deferring accountability for colonial violence and indigenous 
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marginalization.119 More importantly for our present discussion, the articles represented 

the Maori in a manner that was simultaneously unthreatening but also, in a broad sense, 

assimilable. The end of Maori military action against the settler project removed the most 

pressing need among Pakeha to theorize Maori extermination. The end of the Maori 

Wars meant that the threat posed to settler colonization by the Maori had been pacified. 

This meant that the Maori could recede from view. The once threatening native subject 

could now be mined for fictional reminiscences that were utilized to support secularist 

Pakeha aims to remake New Zealand in an anti-clerical image. 

Among some metropolitan freethinkers, the Maori did not become non-threatening 

figures of fun. In 1879, G. W. Foote contributed an article titled “A Maori Messiah,” to 

the National Reformer. Foote’s article examined the implications of Te Whiti and the 

King Movement. For Foote, the Maori embrace of a prophetic religion signaled that their 

ultimate fate was extinction. This argument echoed the racialist arguments regarding 

race, progress, and superstition we saw applied to Africans and American slaves above. 

Foote’s pessimistic interpretation of the fate of the Maori also reveals how secularist 

ideas about the savagery of superstition penetrated their understanding of race.  

Foote became the president of the National Secular Society in 1890, shortly before the 

death of Charles Bradlaugh. Foote’s contemporaries considered him to be the most 

widely read of the secularist leaders, and although his leadership of the N.S.S. deterred 

him from pursuing his literary ambitions, by all account Foote was an able writer and 

possessed the most rigorous mind of his colleagues.120 Thus, while Foote’s intervention 
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into questions of New Zealand affairs was not a sustained part of his contribution to the 

secularist press, we may presume that his analysis of race, religion, and colonization 

carried weight among the freethinking readership.  

Foote’s “A Maori Messiah” tackled the problem of indigenous Christianity and 

connected Maori religiosity to the idea of racial extinction as expressed by Knox, 

Autonomos, C. Carter Blake, and Bradlaugh. The article is Foote’s appraisal of Te Whiti 

and the King Movement or Kingitanga. The King Movement developed in the 1850s and 

emerged as a Maori confederation under the kingship of Potatatau Te Wherwhero. The 

movement had several wings, but the primary impetus behind its formation was the effort 

to end the alienation of Maori land and its sale to Pakeha settlers. The tensions over 

sovereignty, land alienation, and the question of ownership in regards to the Maori and 

their king eventually erupted into the Taranaki Wars.121 These wars were costly for both 

Britain and the Maori, and until very late, British success was uncertain. As James Belich 

has argued, the Victorian interpretation of the Maori wars was affected by an expectation 

of inevitable victory. This expectation had the effect of compelling British officials and 

observers to inflate the magnitude of victories and Maori casualties, minimize defeats, 

and disregard the accomplishments of the Maori in their conflicts with the British.122 The 

refusal to recognize the Maori as a serious threat or as a successful opponent is intimately 

linked with the fatalist racialism which we can see in Foote’s reading of the necessary 

implication of British engagement with the Pacific islanders: the inevitable extinction of 

the Maori. 
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Culturally, the Kingitanga was marked by creative incorporation of Christian ritual 

and scripture. The investiture of Te Wherwhero was suffused with Christian imagery, 

demonstrating how quickly the Maori had adapted and naturalized Christian concepts and 

practices.123 Under the leadership of Te Whiti o Rongomai, the movement also adopted 

providential Christian language and the imagery of the Israelites as part of a Maori 

ideological and spiritual conceptualization of the conflict with the British and the settlers. 

The Old Testament was translated from Hebrew to Maori by Robert Maunsell in 1858, 

and the translation proved to be especially powerful. As Ballantyne puts it, “Old 

Testament narratives of a chosen people breaking the bonds of oppression and enjoying 

God’s favour obviously had an immediate appeal to a colonized people familiar with the 

Bible.”124 By framing themselves as Israelites and a chosen people and employing that 

self-conceptualization as part of their resistance to settler encroachment, the Maori were 

simultaneously striking back against British anthropological attempts to racially classify 

them as Aryans. Te Whiti in particular took up the characteristics of prophet and messiah 

as a central part of the King Movement’s theological politics.125 At the height of its 

powers, the King Movement held what Belich describes as “an independent Maori state 

nearly two-thirds the size of Belgium … in the middle of the North Island.”126 

Foote’s reason for writing about Te Whiti and the King Movement was to demonstrate 

to his readers what it meant to make a sincere attempt to live according to Biblical 

precepts without some taint of the modern intruding. The need for such an exposition is 
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revealed by his triumphant opening proposition that Secularism was entrenched in 

Europe to such a degree that “the modern mind is so greatly secularized, and so fortified 

against the crudities of faith, that the religion it professes is seldom reduced to practice” 

and, as such, sincere Christianity is difficult to come across.127 Foote suggests that “the 

best way to test the effect of a devout study of the Bible on open, unprejudiced minds, is 

to take the case of the simple heathen converted to Christianity, whose heads, being 

unburdened with intellectual furniture, are fully occupied by its doctrines and 

principles.”128 

In casting about for an example of a “simple heathen … unburdened with intellectual 

furniture”, Foote landed upon the Maoris in New Zealand: “this fine race, the very finest 

we have ever met in our world-wide colonization.”129 Despite this seemingly glowing 

racial evaluation, Foote declared that, alas, the Maori “is gradually becoming extinct, like 

all savage races except the Negroes, before the appropriating sweep of the dominant 

Caucasian breed.”130 Foote’s fatalism is familiar. For the racialist, the imperial encounter 

is ever a moment of catastrophe for the indigenous person. 

Foote’s racialist reading of the inevitable extinction of the Maori is in line with the 

dominant British interpretation of Britain’s engagement with the Maori. This is 

particularly the case in the context of the Maori wars which took place between 1845 and 

1872. Foote’s racialist reading of the fate of the Maori encompasses a broader scope of 

problems than merely Knoxian fatalism. The Maori, in this case standing for the broad 
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problem of “savage” colonial natives, illustrate the limits of the secularist view of 

universal human progress which I have argued was a fundamental component in the 

development of secularist thought. Thus, while Foote conformed to Belich’s description 

of the dominant, condescending British narrative of the colonial encounter with the 

Maori, Foote also fretted over the fact that “yet enough of them still remain to form a 

grave obstacle to our progress.”131 

Regardless of the reality of Te Whiti’s success, Foote damned the King movement 

with faint praise and racial pessimism that shaped Foote’s interpretation of the Maori and 

what he saw as their fate: 

Sure we can sympathise with this noble-hearted man, 

notwithstanding his delusions. He is an anachronism, a Christian 

out of date, whose lines have fallen in a wrong place. He has 

devoutly studied the Bible, and he finds his Christianity derided by 

the very men who pretend to accept the book as God’s word. They 

seize upon the land of his forefathers and appropriate it to 

themselves. His people are dying away before the invaders who 

carry skillful, murderous weapons in their hands, and with their lips 

profess the Gospel of peace. And, worst of all, his fine mind has 

been besotted and deluded by their book of mysteries. Poor Te 

Whiti! Thy supernatural power is but a broken reed, thy prophecies, 

fall harmless, like those of many prophets before thee, and thy 

Messiahship is a dream. Jesus could not save the Jews, nor canst 

thou save the Maoris. There is no help. The race is to the swift, and 

the battle to the strong.132 

6.5 Conclusion 

Foote intuitively understood the religious implications of the King Movement. Te 

Whiti, in Foote’s estimation, was doubly doomed. For Foote, the necessity of Maori 

extinction before the onslaught of Caucasian settlers was compounded by the Maori’s 
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adoption of the regressive superstition of their would-be murderers. Many freethinkers 

who engaged with ideas at the intersections of race, religion and the civilizing mission, 

ascribed to a universal progress that met its limits in the presence of racial and religious 

others who had the audacity to stand in opposition to the glorious secularist future. 

While secularists did not agree about racial permanence or the likelihood of a 

successful civilizing mission, there was continuity in secularist thinking on other points. 

From the earliest days of the secularist movement and its departure from the Owenite 

fold, secularists emphasized the centrality of science in uncovering the truth of life. 

Shirley Mullen notes that, with its many invocations of joy, love, and goodness, 

“secularism went beyond the terms of its own system” as “these are not essentially 

rational categories.”133 Be that as it may, the secularists rarely wavered from science as 

the ultimate ideal for measuring both adherence to the categories of progress, and also 

progress itself. Science was, to return to Holyoake’s formulation, “the providence of 

man.”134 

I argue that this faith in the emancipatory power of science extends beyond rationalism 

and becomes scientism. In scientism, scepticism about the limits of reason, and therefore, 

the ability to know the world, is shed in favour of a robust and even arrogant certainty 

that a proper scientific method, applied properly, will operate as a moral and intellectual 

panacea. As Holyoake put it, “the problem to be solved by a science of Society, is to find 

that situation in which it shall be impossible for a man to be depraved or poor.” The goal 

was to compel people to recognize that “all human affairs are a process, and he alone 
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who acts upon this knowledge can hope to control results.” The “only help available to 

man, the dependence upon which he can calculate, is that of Science,” and “society is a 

blunder, not a science, until it ensures good sense and competence for the many.”135 The 

secularists were not entirely alone in these assertions. We have seen already that a similar 

faith operated as one of the few grounds of agreement in the debates between Mill and 

intuitionists like Whewell over moral philosophy and the scientific method.136 And 

racialism and its implications found erudite support in the ideas of prominent social 

evolutionists. We should, therefore, scarcely be surprised that the faith that formed one of 

the core components of Secularism – universal and unlimited human progress through the 

emancipation of reason and science – found its limits in the confrontation with 

indigenous societies which a nascent, and ultimately unscientific theory of race told them 

must inevitably result in the extinction of peoples such as the Maori. The King 

Movement’s embrace of the affective power of the Old Testament played into a set of 

existing religious prejudices regarding the anti-progressive character of religion that the 

secularists projected onto their longed-for secular world.
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Chapter 7 

Conclusion: A Secular World? 

This thesis has situated Victorian Secularism as a global ideology within its British 

imperial context. The world-spanning reach of Britain’s empire aided in Secularism’s 

development as a system of social ethics that notionally embraced every person, 

regardless of race, nation or culture. Untangling the imperial and global aspects of 

Victorian Secularism has entailed showing how freethinkers refigured the experience and 

knowledge of empire and incorporated it into an ethical epistemology that they then 

projected onto the world beyond Britain’s shores. This has made it necessary to unpack 

the ways in which freethinkers conceived of Secularism as an avenue for universal 

human progress, identifying the role of colonial knowledge production in secularist 

critiques of theology and the formation of secularist ethics, and examining the ways in 

which freethinkers utilized Secularism as a means of understanding the empire and 

evaluating its colonized subjects.  

Though this thesis claims that empire had a significant constitutive role in the 

development of Victorian Secularism, it is important to avoid facile reductionism. Empire 

and colonial affairs did not overdetermine Secularism’s development as an ethical system 

nor as a political pressure group. Comparative religion and Orientalist scholarship were 

only aspects of the secular critique of Christianity, and imperial politics never came to 

dominate the secularist press as the primary locus of its reformist agenda. Nevertheless, 

empire was an inextricable part of the world from which Secularism emerged, it was an 

ever-present feature of the ethical and political culture in which the freethinkers acted, 
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and as I have attempted to show, it shaped Secularism in a number of critical but 

previously underappreciated ways. 

Fueled by an artisan intellectual tradition steeped in Enlightenment-inspired ideas of 

progress and the desire to articulate a universal social science, Victorian secularists 

imagined a world in which society would be reformed along rational, scientific lines. 

This thesis has argued that Secularism was inextricably embedded in an artisan 

intellectual tradition that furnished the movement with distinctive features that shaped its 

strain of popular liberalism. Unlike their elite liberal compatriots, the secularists 

imagined the discipline of reason and science as an avenue for collective and individual 

self-defence. At the same time, Secularism was not merely a mid-Victorian rump of early 

nineteenth-century radicalism. Holyoake’s entry into the world of respectable radicalism 

at the end of the 1840s opened the doors to a fecund exchange of ideas that resulted in the 

secularists pursuing different lines of thought and organization than did their 

predecessors. Unlike the Owenite socialist movement which was Secularism’s most 

immediate precursor, the secularists adopted a staunchly individualist understanding of 

the rationally re-ordered society. This was driven by their commitment to freedom of 

conscience and expression, a commitment derived from the very real experience of 

censorship and prosecution experienced by atheists prior to the 1850s. The principles of 

Mill’s On Liberty, coupled with a widely-diffused altruistic discourse of duties, were 

given repeated exposition in the secularist press, and were the foundations of secularist 

political theory, and hope for the ideal society. The freethinkers embraced the idea of 

freedom as duty. Altruism was “a veritable religion of deference for the slightest 

manifestations of desire, and of abstinence from every possible incumbrance [sic] of the 
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absolute freedom of others”. The reign of duty meant that “the sovereignty of the 

individual” was grounded in “a scientific knowledge of the limits of encroachment” and 

was “the basis of harmonious intercourse amongst equals”.1   

The freethinkers’ emphatic prioritization of self-cultivated individualism – their faith 

in the idea that self-improvement by education was a form of self-defence – imbued their 

outlook upon the world. It led freethinkers to pathologize religious communalism. 

Politically, the fear of communalism informed the tensions that arose in the 1870s and 

1880s between freethinkers and socialists. As Susan Budd puts it, “the key question 

became whether laissez-faire could be abandoned, and how it could be replaced without 

destroying individual liberty.” 2 Concomitantly, freethinkers naturalized religious ideas 

and doctrines that conformed to their ideas of reason and ethics. What was found to be 

good in religion was natural and universal rather than the consequence of particular 

theological doctrines. Therefore, whatever good could be found in religion was already 

secular. In contrast, theological doctrines were pathologized. The pathological element of 

religion was its capacity to retard individual reason. Freethinkers applauded what they 

saw as the decline of Christianity. At the same time, they argued that while “it has now 

little of whatever power for good it once had over the thoughts and actions of men,” 

Christianity “has still much power for evil … it no longer makes saints and martyrs, it 

makes serfs and bigots”.3 This debasement found its worst excess in religious violence, as 
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in the case of the secularist readings of the 1857 Mutiny in India: bereft of reason and 

individuality, “the superstitious fanatic” attacks the object of their hatred, “severs it limb 

from limb, and sings a hymn, or offers a sacrifice over the object of his senseless 

vengeance”.4 

The pathological aspects of religion were attributed to theology and priests. This was a 

common feature of secularist critiques despite its various internal divisions within 

Secularism. Victorian Secularism consisted of two major branches: a radical wing led by 

Bradlaugh, emphasizing the atheistic character of Secularism; and a moderate wing under 

Holyoake, who believed that Secularism could embrace Christians who were open to 

temporal reform while treating sticky questions of metaphysics as adiaphora. Despite 

these differences, both branches of Secularism were steeped in a vigorous anti-clericalism 

and a vehement rejection of theology. In the later decades of the century, freethinkers, 

particularly the followers of Holyoake, readily appropriated the language of the Comtean 

Religion of Humanity to distinguish Secularism from “priestly” religion: 

But, in condemning this false, this mischievous, and dishonouring 

view of the ever-sacred word religion, we do not …in blind rage 

and indiscriminate fury, shut our mental vision from perceiving the 

true sense in which religion may be viewed. There is the religion 

of the priests, dark and gloomy – a melancholy chamber of 

superstitious horrors, peopled with devil-gods and god-devils; a 

charnel-house, where the dried and bleached bones of slaughtered 

reason and common sense lie in mountain heaps … this is the 

religion of Theology, and of its twin children, Ignorance and 

Brutality. And there is the Religion of Humanity, that sanctifies 

goodness, love, and fraternal feeling … This, and no other, is the 

Religion of Secularism – the religion of doing good, and promoting 

happiness in the world. In this latter sense we understand, and stand 

fast to, the word religion.5 
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By condemning theology and priestcraft, freethinkers rescued religious traditions and 

doctrines that satisfied their ideals of rational morality, claiming them as antecedents of 

Secularism. Buddhism and Confucianism were the most commonly cited progenitors of 

ancient Secularism: “At a period in human history in which the prophets and followers of 

Jehovah were endeavouring, by means of ‘pious frauds,’ to impose new shackles upon 

the minds of their ignorant countrymen, there were, in the still farther East, two teachers 

whose religion was in all respects Secular … Confucius and Gautama Sakya, the two 

greatest moral teachers of whom history retains a trace, were Secularists”.6 The East was 

a fecund source of evidence against Christianity that also confirmed secularist faith in the 

global universality of their doctrines. 

The same individualist, scientistic rationalism that shaped secularist belief in the 

potential of progress for all humanity also traced its limits. Ideas of immutable racial 

difference never became hegemonic within the secularist press, but racial ideology 

permeated the movement and shaped the way freethinkers communicated ideas of 

civilization, progress, and the future prospects of non-white peoples, particularly the 

indigenous peoples of the settler empire in Africa, America, and the Pacific. Writing in 

1858 from Hamilton, Canada West (now Ontario), an anonymous contributor to Robert 

Cooper’s Investigator described the displacement of local indigenous peoples by 

Europeans. Indigenous Canadians were “already becoming strangers in their own land … 

disappearing rapidly before the Anglo-Saxon.” This disappearance and displacement left 

the author “filled with wonderment as it contemplates the magic progress which has been 

and is being made”. The author’s few, brief encounters with indigenous people left him 
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convinced of the “comparative helplessness of savage life unconsciously contrasting 

itself with the resources, the advantages, and the security of civilised life”. The 

disappearance of indigenous people in Canada was spatial. “Where the red man knelt to 

the Great Spirit, cities have sprung up … The Indian trail has given place to the iron 

highway, and where the war-whoop once resounded, the steam whistle is now heard”. 

But the transformation of native space was also predicated upon the eradication of native 

peoples. The modern dynamism of the 1850s meant that there “was not a drop of pure 

Indian blood in all the Canadas”.7  

As we saw in the case of the Maori of Aotearoa New Zealand, secularist views 

regarding the displacement of indigenous peoples were fueled by ambivalence about the 

question of race. To be more precise, in the secularist discourse, race appeared as the 

avatar of freethinkers’ anxieties about whether all people could be transformed by the 

progressive light of reason and science. The anxiety over who could progress fed the 

secularist’s liberal distrust of custom as much as it informed ideas about the biology of 

race.8 G. W. Foote’s description of Maori extinction evidenced the ways in which 

custom, race and extinction were overlapping ideas: the Maori embrace of a prophetic 

Christianity served as evidence of the certainty of their racial doom. Custom was 
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tyrannical because it bred “disgusting stagnation” and it demanded that the freethinking 

liberal treat with contempt the “binding fetters” of the “prejudiced and bigoted 

preservation of custom”.9 It is noteworthy that secularists such as Foote did not perceive 

colonial subjects’ embrace of Christianity as evidence of cultural dynamism and 

adaptation. Christianity was a backwards custom, and not improvement upon native 

customs.  

Secular progress meant that native subjects had to disappear. What is unclear, in 

secularist interventions into matters of race, settlement, and civilization, is the form of 

disappearance that secularists believed was required. Did progress imply the extinction of 

indigenous people’s lives, or did it mean the disappearance of indigenous cultures and 

customs as the peoples themselves became modern, progressive subjects? In considering 

these questions, I return to Dipesh Chakrabarty’s Provincializing Europe, and his 

articulation of the problem of translation. Secularism appears as the universal, scientific 

and culturally neutral definition of progress. In the corpus of secularist writings examined 

in this thesis, it is unclear whether Secularism had the capacity to integrate other avenues 

for progress and modernity.10 Victorian Secularism was in some fundamental respects 

incompatible with non-European concepts of progress and modernity. This represents a 

critical facet of the problem of how Secularism could accomplish Holyoake’s goal of 

erecting Secularism as a suspensive category between religion and atheism.11 The 

destructive implications of such a tension should not be ignored. The concept of cultural 
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genocide was not available to the Victorian freethinkers but it is useful to consider here. 

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, charged with studying the legacies 

of Canada’s indigenous residential school system, defines cultural genocide as “the 

destruction of those structures and practices that allow the group to continue as a 

group”.12 We can and should consider the ways in which secularist exultations about the 

progressive decimation of custom had at least some culturally genocidal implications for 

the non-European subjects freethinkers hoped to encompass in their progressive future. 

Invoking the image of cultural genocide is not intended to vilify the secularists. The 

transformations they desired were borne out of responses to very real histories of 

privation and oppression. Secularism was first and foremost a self-defensive intellectual 

formation. But it was an intellectual formation that demanded a tremendous 

transformation from everyone who proposed to embrace it, or whom its adherents sought 

to embrace. The particular austerity of Secularism set the movement apart from other 

British working-class movements.13 Secularist progress implied radical changes in the 

lives of both British and colonial subjects. Holyoake articulates this point in Principles of 

Secularism (1871): 

Nearly all inferior natures are susceptible of moral and physical 

improvability; this improvability can be indefinitely secured by 

supplying proper material conditions; these conditions may one 

day be supplied by a system of wise and fraternal co-operation, 

which primarily entrenches itself in common prudence, which 

enacts service according to industrial capacity, and distributes 

wealth according to rational needs. Secular principles involve for 

mankind a future, where there shall exist unity of condition with 

infinite diversity of intellect, where the subsistence of ignorance 

and selfishness shall leave men equal, and universal purity enable 
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all things – noble society, the treasures of art, and the riches of the 

world – to be had in common.14 

There is an appealing nobility in Holyoake’s desire to create a future in which the 

goods of life are held in common by a population also possessing the “infinite diversity 

of intellect.” But what he promises masks the social upheaval that such a transformation 

must necessarily demand. Nevertheless, the radical improvement of the human stuff of 

society was the vital underpinning of the secularist promise of universal and rational 

progress. It is therefore worthwhile to consider the ways in which race and racial fatalism 

described only one element in the fraught landscape of progressive universalism.  

It was precisely the intersecting problems of religious difference and the difficulties of 

elaborating a secular, progressive universalism that first attracted me to studying 

Secularism and its relationship with empire. This thesis was undertaken as part of my 

own response to contemporary ideas of inescapable conflict between a secular West, a 

global South stereotyped as peculiarly religious, and an Islamic East denigrated by many 

westerners as uniquely, and violently antagonistic to the values of a progressive secular 

liberalism. In the conclusion of Gregory Claeys’s Imperial Sceptics, Claeys addresses the 

legacies of Positivist imperial scepticism, and argues that: 

We have, it seems, nearly a century after the point at which this 

study ends, finally come close to heeding the advice of many of the 

opponents of exploitative empire whose views we have examined 

here. Not merely toleration of but respect for non-Western cultures 

has never been greater. Small nationalities are increasingly 

accorded recognition, even if disentangling them remains 

immensely complex. Racism in principle no longer provides an 

acceptable justification for paternal rule, even if practice lags well 

behind theory. These are the foundational ideals of modern identity 

politics. They exemplify another view of civilisation, defined in 

terms of the kindness of strangers and the prevalence of a humanist 

                                                      

14 George Jacob Holyoake, The Principles of Secularism, third edition (London: Austin and Co, 1871), 13. 



 

346 

 

ethical ideal rather than the superiority of one system over all 

others and the ethos of the survival of the fittest.15  

These changes mark what Claeys, borrowing from Bhikhu Parekh, calls the decline of a 

Western “moral monism” that insisted upon the supremacy of one true, human way of 

life.16 However much the seemingly intractable and religio-culturally tinged wars in 

Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria destabilize such a conclusion, the emergence and recognition 

of new polities such as South Sudan and the general consensus that small nations such as 

Palestine have a right to exist – again, practice lagging behind theory – suggests that 

Claeys has captured something broadly true about the transformations that have occurred 

in global international affairs.  

International politics is, however, only one aspect of the ongoing political and 

economic entanglement of different cultures and societies that was instigated by 

European imperialism and continued by the worldwide penetration of globalized 

capital.17 The humanistic pluralism that has emerged in the sphere of formal international 

relations has had a more ambivalent career in the public discourse of Western societies, 

both in terms of  the religious-cultural aspects of foreign policy and in regards to the 

accommodation of non-Western peoples and cultural practices in Western countries.  
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In the decades since the end of the Cold War, the subject of religion has re-entered the 

public sphere with renewed vigour. The intersections of religion and politics have been 

especially acute since the attacks on New York City and Washington D.C. on September 

11, 2001 and the July 7, 2005 attacks in London. Atheists and secularists have played a 

prominent role in this discourse. Key figures in the world of activist atheism, secularism, 

and humanism have engaged in polemical attacks upon Islam, characterizing it as a 

religion peculiarly inhospitable to individual freedoms, and specifically, freedoms 

associated with religious toleration and respect for the rights of women and sexual 

minorities. In short, Islam is conceived as uniquely resistant to secular values. One of the 

most notable exponents of this view is the cognitive neuroscientist and public intellectual 

Sam Harris. Perhaps Harris’s most succinct statement on Islam appears in his 2004 

Washington Times article, “Mired in Religious War.” In the article Harris argues that it is 

“time we admitted that we are not at war with ‘terrorism.’ We are at war with Islam. This 

is not to say that we are at war with all Muslims, but we are absolutely at war with the 

vision of life that is prescribed to all Muslims in the Koran.”18  
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the mother-load of bad ideas.” For detailed criticism of the positions of figures like Sam Harris, see Matt 

Sheedy, “Religions are Intrinsically Violent,” in Brad Stoddard and Craig Martin (eds.), Stereotyping 

Religion: Critiquing Clichés (London: Bloomsbury, 2017 [forthcoming]), 23-40; Rory Dickson, “Religion 

as Phantasmagoria: Islam in The End of Faith,” in Amarnath Amarasingam (ed.), Religion and the New 

Atheism: A Critical Appraisal (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 37-54; Ryan C. Falcioni, “Is God a Hypothesis? The 

New Atheism, Contemporary Philosophy of Religion, and Philosophical Confusion,” in Amarasingam, 

Religion and the New Atheism, 203-24. 
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The passions aroused by the complexities of the “war on terror” have served to elevate 

tensions regarding immigration and the accommodation and integration of newcomers 

from different religious backgrounds. The past fifteen years have seen a number of 

debates regarding cultural and religious accommodation for immigrant minorities, 

particular Muslims. The most contentious debates have occurred in France where fierce 

political controversies have raged since 2003 over efforts to ban the public display of 

certain religious garments and symbols, primarily the headscarf and face coverings worn 

by a minority of Muslim women.19 However, the French are hardly alone. The Canadian 

province of Quebec has mirrored France with its own heated debates about the 

“reasonable accommodation” of its Muslim minority.20 And during the most recent 

American election, immigration was one of the central issues driving the ultimately 

successful campaign of Donald Trump. Trump’s promised immigration policies included 

radical measures to deter immigration from Latin America, and bans on Muslim 

immigration.21 The plan to limit Muslim immigration was fueled by fears that accepting 

                                                      

19 Mathew Weaver, “Burqa bans, headscarves and veils: a timeline of legislation in the west,” The 

Guardian (March 14, 2017), https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/14/headscarves-and-muslim-

veil-ban-debate-timeline.  
20 Allan Woods, “In Quebec, religious 'accommodations' debate heats up,” Toronto Star (August 30, 2013), 

https://www.thestar.com/news/insight/2013/08/30/in_quebec_religious_accommodations_debate_heats_up.

html. Interestingly, the eminent McGill philosopher and theorist of secularization Charles Taylor played an 

important role in the Quebec accommodation debates. In 2008, Taylor co-signed a report recommending 

that public servants who possessed “coercive” power should be banned from wearing religious symbols. 

However, Taylor has recently backed away from this position and from his support for a ban on religious 

garb. Notably, Taylor notes that the ban, however noble its objectives, stigmatized minorities and, in the 

wake of the January 29, 2017 mass shooting at the Islamic Cultural Centre in Quebec City, he now believes 

that “we cannot afford the luxury of new measures that would renew that effect of stigmatization, however 

good the intentions of those who would defend them. Don’t open the wounds again. Let’s make full room 

for reconciliation.” See “‘We are beginning to overcome the divisions’ in Quebec, Charles Taylor says of 

reasonable accommodation,” National Post (February 14, 2017), 

http://news.nationalpost.com/news/canada/we-are-beginning-to-overcome-the-divisions-in-quebec-charles-

taylor-says-of-reasonable-accommodation. 
21 “Trump's promises before and after the election,” BBC News (April 13, 2017), 

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-37982000. 
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refugees from the civil war in Syria would allow terrorists to enter the United States. At 

least one commentator suggested that such a risk could be mitigated if the U.S. sought 

out and gave preferential access to Syrian refugees who are atheists.22 

The events and controversies in France, Quebec, the United States, and elsewhere 

have their own complex histories that are beyond the ken of the discussion here. 

However, the continued transnational significance of debates about immigration and the 

accommodation of minorities provides a helpful contemporary context for considering 

the ways in which secularists in present-day Britain think about religion in a relatively 

newly pluralistic, multicultural society. That a reaction to the new pluralism arouses 

comment from the modern British secularist movement is suggested by Rethinking 

Religion and Belief in Public Life: A Manifesto for Change which was published by the 

National Secular Society in December 2016. The N.S.S.’s 2016 manifesto describes its 

vision for a secular society in which “no one in our country faces discrimination because 

of their religion or lack of it, and that our political structures, educational system and 

laws reflect our society as it is today.” The N.S.S. acknowledges that contemporary 

Britain is home to “incredible religious diversity,” but maintains that the most salient 

feature of the U.K.’s religious demographics is that the country has a “non-religious 

majority.”23 The N.S.S. proposes to defend religious plurality and freedom by 

challenging what it sees as the failures of multiculturalism: immigration has “driven 

                                                      

22 Jeffrey Tayler, “There’s One Thing Donald Trump Might Have Right,” Salon (December 6, 2015), 

http://www.salon.com/2015/12/06/theres_one_thing_donald_trump_might_have_right/. 
23 National Secular Society, Rethinking Religion and Belief in Public Life: A Manifesto for Change 

(December, 2016), 3. The basis for the claim of a non-religious majority is taken from the National 

Census’s British Social Attitudes survey. The survey shows that, as of 2012, 48% of UK residents 

identified as non-religious. This makes the non-religious a plurality rather than a majority, but it is a 

significant development all the same. NatCen, British Social Attitudes Survey, http://www.bsa-

data.natcen.ac.uk/#morality. 



 

350 

 

significant changes in the UK’s religious makeup” and the efforts by successive 

governments to encourage multiculturalism have “tended to encourage diversity at the 

cost of undermining common human rights,” while “giving unjustified power to group 

leaders, sometimes at the expense of individual human rights.”24 

In a remarkable parallel with the Victorian movement, the two most substantial 

concerns expressed by the N.S.S. involves the secularity of education and the courts of 

law. In terms of education, the N.S.S. is critical of what it sees as a system of de facto 

ethno-religious segregation created by faith schools. It proposes a moratorium on the 

opening of new faith schools, a “move towards a truly inclusive secular education system 

in which religious organisations play no formal role in the state education system.” 

Ultimately, “no publicly funded school should be statutorily permitted, as they currently 

are, to promote a particular religious faith.”25 According to the N.S.S., multiculturalism, 

as expressed by policies such as faith schools, is deleterious to social cohesion. 

The fear of communal segregation and the loss of social cohesion reaches an even 

greater pitch in the N.S.S. examination of religion and the law. The greatest fear 

expressed by the N.S.S. is the “threat to secular law” from “extra-legal religious ‘courts’, 

such as [Muslim] sharia councils,” which have “no legal authority but can wield 

significant de facto power within insular Muslim communities.”26 The implications for 

British society of this informal legal pluralism are, according to the N.S.S., profound: 

A meaningful and sustainable communal life in a multicultural 

society needs meaningful engagement with shared institutions. The 

legal system is more than just one option which consumers can 

choose from in a ‘marketplace’ of judicial and non-judicial 

                                                      

24 N.S.S., Rethinking Religion, 11. 
25 N.S.S., Rethinking Religion, 18, 22. 
26 N.S.S., Rethinking Religion, 38-9. 
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systems. The law is the central institution which defines our rights 

and obligations as citizens. Allowing groups within society to 

withdraw from this most basic element of communal life 

undermines the idea of a meaningful common life and common 

citizenship. To do so would also undermine the idea of equality 

before the law which has been a foundational element of liberal 

democratic systems which was dearly won after centuries of 

struggle against legal orders which treated people differently based 

on criteria such as race, religion or community status e.g. 

aristocratic background. The British abandoned this principle in 

India by introducing religion-specific personal law which remains 

in force today. This must not be replicated here.27 

The authors of the N.S.S. Manifesto invoke the experience of empire. This is an 

intriguing decision. It demonstrates that the British administrative experience in India, 

and the peculiar afterlives of empire, continue to shape British social and political 

discourse.28 The N.S.S.’s interest in sharia courts and sectarian education does not, 

however, end with a critique of the existence of communal institutions. The manifesto 

authors are also keenly interested in the problem of demand for these religious 

alternatives: “In the long term, education is key to depleting demand for sharia, or other 

                                                      

27 N.S.S., Rethinking Religion, 46. 
28 British attitudes to post-imperial immigration have their own complex history and historiography that we 

cannot engage fully here. In regards to secularists and freethinkers a great deal of work on the post-war 

identity and social attitudes of non-believers needs to be done. There are a number of intriguing lines of 

inquiry that could be traced. The N.S.S.’s invocation of social cohesion has significant resonances with the 

anxieties that drove Enoch Powell to speak out against imperial immigration in the 1960s. The inciting 

incident for his infamous 1968 Birmingham speech was a protest by Sikhs against Birmingham transit 

authority’s prohibition against the wearing of beards. The influence of conservative thought and anti-

immigration discourses on post-war freethought presents an excellent research agenda. Callum Brown has 

done pioneering work on secularization and the loss of faith since the 1960s. His oral histories and analysis 

of religious attitudes in twentieth century Britain not only constitute major contributions to the field but 

also represent an important foundation for further work on secularism and the meaning of a secular society. 

See, for example, Callum Brown, Becoming Atheist: Humanism and the Secular West (London: 

Bloomsbury Academic, 2017); Callum Brown, “‘The Unholy Mrs. Knight’ and the BBC: Secular 

Humanism and the Threat to the Christian Nation, c.1945-60,” English Historical Review 127, no.525 

(2012): 345-76. For the development of Powell’s anti-immigration thought, see Peter Brooke, “Post-

Imperialism and the Origins of Enoch Powell’s ‘Rivers of Blood’ Speech,” The Historical Journal 50, no.3 

(2007): 669-687. 
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discriminatory religious councils … it is not only a case of tackling the supply of sharia 

courts, but the demand. That is a neglected aspect of the debate.”29 

The N.S.S.’s stated aim of educating immigrants in the hopes of dissolving demand 

for communal institutions parallels the tensions in secularist universalism that I have 

sought to elucidate in this thesis. Twenty-first century Muslim immigrants must, like 

nineteenth-century Indians, Africans, and Maori become something different for the 

secularist vision of progress to become manifest. As we saw above, the N.S.S. is very 

clear about what it believes will be gained by this transformation: political and social 

equality for all, regardless of race, gender, sexual orientation, or creed. These are noble 

aims. But, like their Victorian counterparts, the authors of the N.S.S. manifesto do not 

invest intellectual energy into what might be lost to immigrants who embrace the 

atomism of secular individualism, or whether the men and women – women in particular 

– that they desire to save from superstition might have rational, or at least reasonable, 

grounds for remaining committed to their traditions, and for asking for accommodation of 

those practices. These problems cannot be resolved here. I have aimed in this thesis to 

contribute to our understanding of Secularism’s history and the ways in which Britain’s 

empire shaped the development of secularist ideas about the world and the prospects of 

achieving moral and intellectual progress for its inhabitants. Insomuch as that project is 

ongoing, a greater understanding of the intellectual baggage of the past may help in 

making secularism more equitable and just in the future. 

  

                                                      

29 N.S.S., Rethinking Religion, 46. 
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