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British freethinkers were strong advocates of personal freedom and generally hostile to interference 
from the state. Towards the end of the nineteenth century, when Marxist socialist influences were 
growing, their leaders remained implacably opposed to state socialism, preferring to support 
liberalism and even libertarianism and anarchism. Attempts to set up freethought socialist societies 
were largely unsuccessful, and the mainstream of British freethought either remained liberal in its 
politics or sought refuge in a political neutrality which invited the charge of irrelevance. As a 
result it lost its extreme position within the liberal spectrum of nineteenth-century politics and 
ideas to become in the twentieth century a non-partisan pressure group situated somewhere 
between the humanitarian left and the radical right. The purpose of this article is to suggest 
reasons why the main section of British freethought remained liberal rather than socialist, 
preferring a negative definition of liberty ('freedom from') rather than the more Germanic idea of 
positive freedom ('freedom to'). The latter raised expectations of state action to promote better 
economic and social conditions for the people whereas the freethinkers believed that individuals 
could benefit only when they had learned to rely upon themselves. 

The British freethought movement 

During the second half of the nineteenth cen­
tury, freethought and Secularism were syno­
nymous in the public mind. The origins of Secu­
larism can be traced to the efforts of George 
Jacob Holyoake (1817-1906) who, after several 
attempts in the later 1840s to organise post-
Owenite anti-clerical radical sentiment under 
such titles as 'Rationalism' and 'Theological 
Utilitarianism', in 1851 hit upon the word 'Secu­
larism' to describe his programme of republi­
can, anti-religious reform. Through his perio­

dical, the Reasoner, which he published week­
ly between 1846 and 1861, he arranged lectur­
es, encouraged local societies throughout the 
country, reported their proceedings, organised 
campaigns in favour of freedom of speech and 
publication, and agitated for law reform to win 
full civil rights for those unable to accept the 
Christian or any other religion. 

Though Holyoake continued active in all these 
campaigns for the rest of the century, in the 
1860s he was largely superseded by Charles 
Bradlaugh (1833-1891) who in 1866 announ-
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eed the formation of an organisation to bring 
national coherence to Secularism, the Natio­
nal Secular Society (NSS). Bradlaugh set the 
tone for Secularism through his dominance over 
the NSS. On occasions he was challenged by 
rivals and opponents within the movement, 
some of whom were more sympathetic to so­
cialism than either he or his successor as presi­
dent of the NSS, George William Foote (1850-
1915). Nevertheless, because Bradlaugh's 
powerful personality and energetic leadership 
of the NSS fixed him in the public mind as the 
embodiment of Secularism, British freethought 
in the second half of the nineteenth century 
was invariably associated with freedom of the 
individual and opposition to state socialism m. 

The republican tradition of Thomas Paine 

To understand the attitude of nineteenth-cen­
tury freethinkers to the state, one must exam­
ine the source of their political ideas in the writ­
ings of Thomas Paine (1737-1809) whose Rights 
ofUan (1791-2) and The Age of Reason (1794-
5) were the founding documents of popular 
republican and anti-Christian polemic in Brit­
ain. Paine was not an atheist but his ideas on 
the nature of freedom and the role of the state 
were profoundly important in shaping political 
attitudes among British freethinkers. The ma­
jority of those whom Holyoake attempted 
to bring together into Secularism in the later 
1840s and 1850s came from the lower orders of 
society - artisans, small tradesmen, and some 
workers in factories and mines. His movement 
was an expression of intellectual independence 
by self-educated working men (and some wo­
men) , allied to a programme of political rights 
in a country which only slowly and reluctantly 
was conceding the vote to all its male citizens -
a right not fully achieved until 1918(2). 

Such people easily identified with the political 
programme set out by Paine, arising out of the 
European Enlightenment with its emphasis on 
reason, science and utility. However, his politi­
cal ideas should not be regarded as the politics 
of'the working class' - or of any other class for 
that matter - not least because the concept of 
'class' was largely foreign to the intellectual 
world in which his ideas were formed. His con­
cern was to attack aristocratic privilege and 
corruption, and he saw himself speaking for 'the 
People', by whom he meant all worthwhile ci­
tizens. His ideal was a career open to talents, a 
free society based upon political equality. The 
basis of this political equality was private pro­
perty. Property was the guarantee of indepen-. 
dence, the first condition of democracy, so 
Paine did not advocate the more equal distri­
bution of private property, not its abolition. His 
political theory was rooted in a belief in natural 
rights which had existed in a mythical state of 
nature. Civil Society had been created for mu­
tual protection; and civil rights had then re­
placed natural rights to which they continued 
to owe their validity. Civil rights could not there­
fore be denied because they were rooted in 
natural rights. 

Paine's ideal political system was one of small, 
independent and roughly equal property own­
ers. He recognised, however, that there could 
never be complete equality, for there was no 
natural equality of talent. The essence of this 
society was freedom. Government existed only 
to secure the individual's civil - and thereby 
natural - rights. It had no other cause to inter­
fere with the freedom of the citizen. As he wrote 
in Rights of Man, 

"Every man wishes to pursue his own occupation, 
and to enjoy the fruits of his labours, and the pro­
duce of his property in peace and safety and with it 
the least possible expense. When these things are 
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accomplished, all the objects for which govern­
ment ought to be established are answered"<3>. 

This was a world fit for small shopkeepers, in­
dependent artisans and small farmers whose 
aspirations were well-understood by Paine, him­
self an artisan. His message appealed to his kind 
of people in both Britain and America. Much 
of what he said was within the mainstream of 
later-eighteenth century reformist thought, 
except that, in proceeding from an attack on 
aristocratic corruption and privilege to demo­
cratic conclusions expressed in plain language 
he was reaching out beyond the existing circle 
of gentlemen to the more socially threatening 
lower orders who frequented debating socie­
ties in tavern upper rooms and, insofar as Paine 
identified himself with the American rebels 
against King George III in 1776 and joined the 
first group of French Republicans in 1791, he 
went beyond what even most British radicals 
were prepared to contemplate in advocating a 
democratic republic 

For the most part Paine's economic ideas were 
derived from his own experience and his poli­
tical principles. He believed not in equality but 
in equality of opportunity. Whatever the posi­
tion in the mythical state of nature, in civil so­
ciety private property was the safeguard of na­
tural rights. In his ideal state there would be 
low taxation, freedom for enterprise and mini­
mal government. Paine's political language was 
the language of the market place. As he wrote 
in Rights of Man, 

"All the great laws of society are laws of nature. 
Those of trade and commerce, whether with re­
spect to the intercourse of individuals or of na­
tions, are laws of mutual and reciprocal interest. 
They are followed and obeyed, because it is in the 
interest of the parties to do so, and not on account 
of any formal laws their governments may impose 

or interpose"(5>. 
Economic freedom ran alongside political free­
dom: 
"Several laws are in existence for regulating and 
limiting workmen's wages. Why not leave them as 
free to make their own bargains, as the lawmakers 
are to let their farms and houses? Personal labour 
is all the property they have. Why is that little, and 
the little freedom they enjoy to be infringed?"<6). 
There is nothing of socialism here, despite the 
claim sometimes made that Paine leaves us 
standing on the threshold of socialism'7', because 
there is no clear idea of a division of economic 
interest as a necessary consequence of the exis­
tence of private property. There is just the voice 
of the poor, small man crying out against the 
rich and the great. Despite the welfare propo­
sals in Rights of Man, and their later develop­
ment in Agrarian justice (1796), Paine did not 
cross the divide from individualism into social­
ism. His argument in Agrarian Justice was not 
against the private property in land that exists 
in civil society, nor against those who cultivate 
the land receiving the benefits of their cultiva­
tion: value added through labour created legi­
timate private property. The landed monopoly 
was the enemy not because it exploited labour 
in civil society but because over generations it 
had accumulated all wealth to itself and had 
denied to the poor the original value of the land 
which in the state of nature had once been "the 
common property of the human race"<8). Because 
the creation of civil society safeguards but does 
not supplant any natural rights, those now dis­
possessed of land still had a natural right to some 
part of the income. The redistribution to the 
poor of their rightful income from their inheri­
tance in the land, by means of a progressive tax 
on real estate, would make the poor laws re­
dundant and enable their replacement with 
work for the unemployed, education for the 
children, pensions for the aged and the pay-
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ment of gifts of money on the occasion of births, 

marriages and deaths. This was indeed radical, 

but is not - in economic terms - socialist. Paine 

continued to believe that government should 

be minimal and cheap. 

The political economy of Secularism 

These views of Paine were adopted by main­

stream freethinkers throughout the nineteenth 

century. Although Owenite socialism, with its 

rejection of classical political economy, was the 

direct predecessor of Secularism, Holyoake like 

John Stuart Mill was happy to work with a ver­

sion of classical political economy moderated 

by co-operative economics and lacking any 

positive role for the state. Robert Owen (1771-

1858) was, like Paine, a child of the Enlighten­

ment, believing in the power of humankind to 

reconstruct society on rational principles but, 

unlike Paine, he did not offer any theory of the 

state but merely expected his 'new moral world' 

of communities to replace existing arrange­

ments. Thus while Marx was developing socia­

list theories for which political action was es­

sential and the exercise of state power integral 

to the creation of abetter world, Owen's Utopi­

an' brand of socialism was offering a superior 

alternative to politics which would lead direct­

ly to the transformation of the conditions of 

human existence. Once Owen's scheme for 

building communities had failed, therefore, 

there was little in his socialist legacy to suggest 

a positive role for the state to offset the negative 

attitudes embodied in the legacy of Paine. In 

place of communities, the latter-day Owenites 

advocated instead co-operative economics, of­

fering consumers and producers alike the possi­

bility of creating through free associations an 

alternative to capitalism without any role for 

the state. As G. J. Holyoake reasoned in a letter 

to the German translator of his 'History of the 

Rochdale Pioneers' m 1889, 

"When Lassalle taught German workmen to look 

to the state, the Rochdale Pioneers had made so 

little profit in their early years of effort that he 

thought workmen could never amass capital. In 

England we have shown now that members of 

stores can by unity save enormous sums, and Ger­

man workmen are quite as capable as Englishmen 

of doing the same thing in the same way. By estab­

lishing workshops in which the profits of labour 

are divided among the earners, the workmen may 

soon make themselves independent of the state and 

labour attain an independence greater and a digni­

ty higher than that ofrank"l9). 

Most freethinkers adhered to this ideal of co­

operative economics and voluntary association 

within the capitalist system, though Bradlaugh 

lacked the Owenite experience and placed his 

emphasis less on co-operation and more on the 

laws of political economy. As he explained in 

his pamphlet, 'Jesus, Shelley, and Malthus' 

(1861), 

"An acquaintance with political economy is as 

necessary to the working man as is a knowledge of 

navigation to the master of a ship"(w> and like 

Paine, he believed that because the political 

economists taught what was rational and use­

ful they did not need the state to enforce their 

views. 

This difference between radicals who accept­

ed the basic correctness of classical political 

economy and those who adhered to socialist 

economics is best brought out in the controver­

sy over Malthusianism and the population ques­

tion. An interest among freethinkers in birth-

control can be traced back to the writings of 

Richard Carlile (1790-1843), who was the prin­

cipal radical publisher to re-issue the writings of 

Thomas Paine in the early nineteenth century. 

Apart from his work propagating Paine's irepu-
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blicanism and developing his rational deism into 
materialistic atheism, Carlile was also an early 
advocate of what became known as neo-
Malthusianism; that is, the view that poverty 
results from over population which can be pre­
vented by a knowledge of how to regulate ferti­
lity. Carlile's ideas on this probably came from 
Francis Place, a former follower of Paine who 
by the 1820s was a supporter of Benthamite U-
tilitarianism and classical political econo­
my*11'. 

Bradlaugh took up these ideas in the late 1850s, 
with their implication that poverty was an indi­
vidual concern, the remedy for which was a 
matter for individual knowledge and action. 
Socialists adopted a different view, seeing po­
verty as a social question needing public resolu­
tion through state action. As Frederick Liddle, 
a socialist member of the Land and Labour 
League, asserted in 1872, attacking those who 
favoured emigration for the working classes, 
"We utterly deny that population has anything to 
do with the poverty of the working classes, which 
we maintain is solely due to the defective and un­
just arrangements of society, which give the pro­
duce of industry to idlers"021. 
Following the prominence given to the birth-
control issue by the decision of Bradlaugh and 
Annie Besant to republish Charles Knowlton's 
The Fruits of Philosophy in 1877, some older 
Secularist lecturers could be found advancing 
this same view, that poverty resulted from the 
wrong distribution of resources and not the in­
dividual ignorance and imprudence of the 
poor"3'. Although some socialist converts with­
in the Secularist movement of the later 1880s, 
including Besant herself, did come to support 
the neo-Malthusian movement, more than any 
other issue Bradlaugh's advocacy of birth-con­
trol had the effect of identifying mainstream 
Secularism with free-market economics in op­

position to both the co-operative economics of 
Owenism and the socialist theories of the new 
Marxism. It is perhaps ironic to note, therefore, 
that some supporters of Bradlaugh's Malthusian 
position were advocating as early as 1884 state 
compulsion to restrict the size of families, al­
though most Secularists seem to have rejected 
this suggestion out of hand'141. 

The usual reaction of Secularist leaders to po­
verty was to seek its elimination through indi­
vidual voluntary action. Self-help not state in­
tervention was the only effective solution to 
the problem. Thus in his debate on the ques­
tion, 'Will Socialism Benefit the English Peo­
ple?' with the Marxist H. M. Hyndman of the 
Social Democratic Federation in April 1884, 
Bradlaugh maintained, 
"1 object that in a Socialistic State there would be 
no inducement to thrift, no individual savings, no 
accumulation, no check upon waste. I say that on 
the contrary you would have paralysis of endea­
vor... 1 urge that the only sufficient inducement to 
the general urging on of progress in society is by 
individual effort, spurred to action by the hope of 
private gain"ll5>. 

Indeed, to do otherwise would not only consti­
tute a denial of freedom but would also destroy 
the moral integrity of the individual. As a re­
sult, freethinkers later in the nineteenth cen­
tury could sometimes sound like poor law offi­
cials or agents of the middle-class Charity 
Organisation Society. G. W. Foote, for exam­
ple, writing on the Mansion House Fund for 
the unemployed in 1886, observed, 
"The upper class patrons of the working classes 
had, as a rule, far better leave them to their own 
devices. It is open to all of them to imitate the 
thrift and forethought of those who already belong 
to friendly societies. Charity, properly understood, 
is a noble thing; but charity, as it is ordinarily prac­
tised, pauperises and degrades"06'. 
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State hand-outs were to be avoided, for socia­

lism degraded humanity with its readiness to 

sacrifice freedom in pursuit of material well-

being. Foote again, this time commenting on 

Annie Besant's conversion to socialism in 1886, 

wrote, 

"A pinched stomach is bad enough, but there are 

worse things to anyone with a sense of human dig­

nity. A full trough is dearly paid for at the price of 

being a pig. In a democratic age there is a natural 

thirst for greater equality, and the levelling of hu­

man conditions is to some extent desirable. Level­

ling up is a slow process, which irks impatient spi­

rits, but it is a sure one. Levelling down is a swifter 

process, and that is the aim of Socialism""7'. 

Socialism was, according to the individualist 

Frederick Millar, fit only for Christians(18). 

Freedom of expression and publication 

This economic liberalism merely reinforced the 

nature of freethought, which was to expect an 

individualistic outlook in its adherents. Free-

thought was hostile to all received opinions, as­

serting the integrity of the individual conscience 

as it searched for its own understanding of truth. 

Church authority, especially when upheld by 

the legal authority of the state as was the case 

with the Established Church of England, was 

abhorrent to freethinkers. Holyoake and other 

dissident Owenites who stressed their opposi­

tion to religion, like Carlile before them chal­

lenged the Common Law on blasphemy which 

was used to control the expression of anti-Chris­

tian views, and they suffered months in prison 

for their efforts. The state was, as upholder of 

these discriminatory laws, seen as the enemy of 

freedom. One purpose of Secularism was to 

campaign against these laws and to win full 

civil rights for non-believers. 

In 1851, when Holyoake first began the Secu­

larist movement, the law in both England and 

Scotland not only protected Christians from 

blasphemies against their religion, but also all 

legal processes required Christian oaths to be 

sworn. This meant that those unable or unwill­

ing to take the oath could not bring cases in 

court, act as witnesses or serve on juries. Gra­

dually this law was modified to admit Unitari­

ans, Jews and Quakers to the legal process, and 

in 1855 anyone with a religious objection to the 

oath was permitted to make a civil affirmation 

instead of an oath, but those with non-religious 

objections had to wait until 1869. Even so, as 

Charles Bradlaugh found in 1880, this relaxa­

tion did not apply to the oath required of all 

Members of Parliament, an anomaly not re­

moved until Bradlaugh's Oaths Act of 1888. 

G. W. Foote used the occasion of threatened 

amendments during the passage of the 1888 

Act to contrast democratic socialism 'based 

upon the right of the majority to do what it 

likes' with his personal commitment to free-

thought, 

"AÜ thought is personal, and therefore Freethought 

must be personal. M> brain is my castle, my con­

science my sanctuary. No one has a right there but 

1. This involves religious equality. But deny this 

principle, and you have no standpoint [....] I re­

gard Freethought as primary, above all forms of 

government and all social institutions"<19>. 

The state, even the democratic state, was there­

fore seen as a potentially persecuting and un­

fair power, not to be trusted with authority over 

the free individual, and this mistrust was not 

confined to matters of freedom of thought. 

Holyoake made this clear in his debate in 1856 

with F. R. Lees, a champion of the application 

of the so-called 'Maine Law' - the prohibition of 

the sale of alcohol as in the American state of 

Maine. It was not that Holyoake did not sup-
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port temperance in the use of alcoholic drinks, 
but that he opposed state legislation in the re­
gulation of individual conduct. He argued that 
"Between the advocates of Sabbath restriction and 
maine-laws, there will soon be neither liberty nor 
enjoyment left to the poor man [...]. Force is a 
present evil. It is saving drunkards and making ty­
rants. Even good forced upon another is evil to 
him. 'The world is too much governed. ' Laws are 
the expedients of governments that, not knowing 
the conditions of nature, are obliged to substitute 
those of art and force. It is bad enough when Go­
vernments impose coercive regulations - it is worse 
when the people ask for them in order to subjugate 
eachother"m. 
Years later, when W. E. Gladstone as prime mi­
nister offered Holyoake a pension, he rejected 
it with the comment, "I maintain always and 
everywhere that the people should keep the state, 
not the state the people"12" . 

The argument against state interference with 
the individual was most powerfully developed 
for nineteenth-century liberals in John Stuart 
Mill's celebrated essay On Liberty, published in 
1859, which took some of its examples of con­
temporary hostility to freedom from Holyoake 
and his campaigns'22'. Experiences in the histo­
ry of freethought throughout the nineteenth 
century and beyond repeatedly confirmed this 
view that the exercise of state power was a threat 
to freedom. Secularism was therefore a natural 
home for extreme liberals. The socialist E. Belfort 
Bax later recalled of J. H. Levy, a college lec­
turer who over the initial 'D' was one of the 
leading writers on the National Reformer 
throughout the 1880s, that he 
"used to pride himself on being an ultra-individu­
alist. While holding in the main most of the planks 
of the old political Radicalism, his gospel always 
remained Mill's 'Essay on Liberty.' His hatred of 
all State action, other than the barest and most 

necessary police regulation, was an obsession with 
him. His political faith might be summed up in the 
phrase laisser faire à outrance"<23). 
This was the man who set the tone of many 
leading articles in Bradlaugh's paper at the time 
when socialist ideas were becoming a matter of 
public controversy. 

The same attitude towards the state is marked 
in Bradlaugh's own work as a politician. In 1884 
he clarified his views on the state in words which 
echoed those of Paine nearly a century earlier, 
"To my mind, the duties of the executive authority 
should be as far as possible limited to the general 
protection of the peace, internally and externally, 
including in this the general enforcement of law; 
but I hold that the evils affecting the individual are 
in the main more effectually cured fry him than for 
him. I regard it as a fatal error on the part of the 
modem Democracy throughout Europe to be con­
stantly turning to the central authority to redress 
wrongs and remove present evils"(24>. 
When in parliament in 1889 he voted against 
the bill for an eight-hour working day on the 
grounds that he did not as a matter of principle 
think it was or ought to be "the business or duty 
of Parliament to fix the hours during which adults 
may work"{25}. The previous year he rejected 
the idea of free meals for school children be­
cause this undermined parental responsibility. 
Though it could be argued by this date that 
Bradlaugh was out of touch, and indeed a 
number of leading Secularists were prepared to 
compromise with socialism on such matters, his 
views on school meals and much else were 
shared by the younger G. W. Foote, his succes­
sor as president of the NSS(26). After a decade 
of fierce resistance to the onset of new socialist 
ideas, both old and new leaderships remained 
firmly in the camp of the liberal individualists. 
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The first cooperative shop of the Rochdale Pioneers in 1844 



The rise of Marxist socialism 

One reason why Bradlaugh was so fiercely op­

posed to the state in the 1880s was his identifi­

cation of state intervention with the Marxist 

variant of socialism. Marx's writings began to 

make a significant impact on British radical 

politics only in the 18 70s, at which time some 

interest in his theories was taken by Secularists 

opposed to Bradlaugh. Mrs Harriet Law, for 

example, who had been elected a member of 

the general council of the International Work­

ing Men's Association in 1867, published a short 

biographical piece on Marx in her periodical, 

the Secular Chronicle in 1878(27) and a few weeks 

later she gave him access to her columns in 

which to reply to George Howell's criticisms of 

him when no other paper would print his res­

ponse (28). This is not to suggest, however, that 

Mrs Law therefore favoured state socialism. 

Rather, she supported Marx's right to be heard 

and probably resented Bradlaugh's attempt to 

monopolise radicalism. The same theme was 

continued into the 1880s. Those Secularists pre­

pared to keep an open mind on the new socia­

lism tended to gravitate towards Bradlaugh's 

opponents who formed the British Secular Li­

mon in rivalry with the NSS and conducted 

alternative periodicals to the National Refor­

mer, such as the Secular Review edited by Charles 

Watts and the Republican, edited by George 

Standring. 

One of the principle issues to engage radical 

minds in the early 1880s was land reform. As in 

the late eighteenth century, there were two 

schools of thought. The first, in the tradition of 

Thomas Spence, held that the land belonged 

to the people with the implication that it should 

therefore be returned to them; and the second, 

in the tradition of Paine, believed that the va­

lue of the land could be returned to the people 

through taxation without disturbing private 

ownership. In general, those Secularists inclined 

towards socialism and state intervention fa­

voured the former; Bradlaugh and his suppor­

ters advocated the latter. For Bradlaugh, the 

extent of state interference should be restric­

ted to the compulsory purchase of cultivable 

waste lands at the actual value of their produce 

- which was nothing. When Annie Besant tried 

to suggest that this amounted to socialism, he 

rejected the word, describing himself as a prag-

matist opposed to land nationalisation in princi­

ple <29). Though Bradlaugh had shared a plat­

form with socialists in the Land and Labour 

League in 1869(30), by the 1880s he and they 

could operate only through different organisa­

tions as he fought what became a personal cru­

sade against their growing influence. 

In 1879 Bradlaugh proposed forming a Land 

Law Reform League and early in 1880 he called 

a conference to which organisations and indi­

viduals known to favour land nationalisation 

were not invited. Even so, some attended but 

their motion in favour of nationalisation was 

defeated(31). The nationalisers instead formed 

a rival organisation which in 1882 was re­

launched as the Land Nationalisation League. 

On the provisional council, socialists like E. 

Belfort Bax, Stewart Headlam and Herbert 

Borrows mingled with anti-Bradlaugh Secular­

ists like Charles Watts and W. Stewart Ross, 

now co-editors óf the Secular Review<32>. It was 

in the latter paper that the nationalisers got their 

most sympathetic hearing. The debate about 

socialism in the 1880s, therefore, was taking 

place not only between Secularists and others, 

but among the Secularists themselves. At a 

meeting of the London branch of the anti-Brad­

laugh British Secular Union in December 1878, 

for example, a paper was read and then dis­

cussed covering such topics as land nationalisa-
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tion, universal suffrage and government con­

trol of capital; and in 1880 an article onModern 

Socialism by Sam Standring in his brother's pa­

per, the Republican, defined socialism sympa­

thetically as "the groans of down-trodden people 

yearning for a share of that liberty and justice which 

belong by natural right to all humanity" (33\ Con­

troversy was engaged in earnest when J. H. Levy 

and J. L. Joynes argued the merits of socialism 

over several weeks in the pages of the National 

Reformer during the winter of 1882-3, while in 

the Secular Review Belfort Bax offered 'A de­

fence of Scientific Socialism' in which he cham­

pioned Marx's Das Kapital in the month of 

Marx's death<34). This growing interest in so­

cialism was stimulated further in the periodi­

cals and on the platforms of Secularism in the 

early 1880s with the publication of a cheap edi­

tion of Henry George's Progress and Poverty in 

late 1883, followed a few months later by the 

challenge offered to old-style radicalism by sta­

te socialism with the conversion of the Demo­

cratic Federation to Marxist ideas under the 

leadership of H. M. Hyndman. 

Bradlaugh took up the issue of socialism in a 

series of lectures entitled 'Will Socialism help 

the English People?' on Sunday mornings at 

the London Hall of Science in February 1884-

Here he characterised the new socialism as a 

poor amalgam of philosophic socialism from 

Germany, the bourgeois-hating socialism of 

France and the anarchism of southern Europe 
(35). These lectures in turn led in April to the 

set-piece debate between Bradlaugh and Hynd­

man who had become Marxist on reading Das 

Kapital in 1880. The subsequent discussions of 

this debate in NSS branches throughout the 

country did a great deal to spread the ideas of 

Marxist socialism and divided both the leader­

ship and membership of the NSS irrevocably 

(36) 

It is hard to escape the conclusion that, apart 

from defending the liberal assumptions of indi­

vidualistic freethought, one of the main rea­

sons why Bradlaugh rejected the new socialism 

was his personal dislike of Marx and foreign -

especially German - ideas. Ever since the Paris 

Commune of 1871, when Bradlaugh had sup­

ported the Republican cause and deplored what 

he saw as the violence of the Communards, he 

had seen himself as the champion of'English' 

ways of doing things against opponents whom 

he identified with 'German' socialism. In her 

report on Bradlaugh's February lectures, An­

nie Besant - at this time Bradlaugh's most loyal 

lieutenant - commented on the strong opposi­

tion of'foreigners' to his views. At a subsequent 

lecture on Socialism at the South Place Insti­

tute, opposition was described as coming from 

Rabbinowitz (a Russian Pole), Kitz (a violent 

German) and Abraham (a foreign Jew)(37). The 

xenophobic sense of superiority which lay be­

hind this opposition to socialism is brought out 

in Annie Besant's account for the National 

Reformer of the Bradlaugh- Hyndman debate, 

"There were a considerable number of Socialists 

present, mainly Germans... The Germans, who 

form the greater part of the party in England, may 

be readily pardoned their bullying ways, for they 

have revolted against a despotism, and, like all 

suddenly-freed slaves, desire to use over others the 

tyranny from which they have themselves suffered. 

But a party will never succeed in England which 

has not learnt the alphabet of liberty. It is all very 

well for the Germans to revolt against the repres­

sion of Bismarck; it is not so well for them to try to 

pose as petty Bismarcks in England, and to try to 

play a sixteenth-rate 'blood and iron' farce among 

the sons and daughters of a nation whose political 

liberty is the envy of their own enslaved and po­

lice-ridden land"m. 
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Holyoake was later to remember Marx similarly 

for his anti-libertarian views as an advocate of 

'Imperialistic Communism and State Socialism' 

by which he meant an autocratic centraliser in 

the style of the heartily-disliked Emperor Na­

poleon III<39). 

The image of Secularism in the eyes of its lea­

ders was, therefore, of an organisation both Eng­

lish and liberal. Socialism was something which 

appealed to foreigners with their limited un­

derstanding of democracy. But the nature of 

Liberalism itself was changing in the later nine­

teenth century. Even Bradlaugh was, as Be-

sant pointed out in 1887, prepared to contem­

plate state tenants on waste lands, municipal 

control of market rights and tolls, and state in­

terference to prevent employers paying their 

workmen in kind instead of cash(40). Younger 

Liberals like J. M. Robertson, editor of the Na­

tional Reformer after Bradlaugh's death in 1891, 

were willing to concede that "the future of Libe­

ralism might lie in a socialist direction"l4l>. Annie 

Besant moved from being the foremost suppor­

ter of Bradlaugh and co-editor of the National 

Reformer to becoming a freethought socialist 

demanding a graduated income tax, munici­

pal control of land, an eight-hour day, and na­

tionalisation of the railways, in addition to the 

usual Secularist demands for universal suffrage 

and the abolition of all oaths'42). Lesser leaders 

such as William Heaford and George Stand-

ring took a similar path. By the mid-1890s dissi­

dent Secularists were forming alternative or­

ganisations to Foote's NSS just as they had in 

Bradlaugh's day, with George Standring's pa­

per, Secular Work, allowing open criticism of 

Foote's prejudice against socialism<43). 

Libertarians, Anarchists and Libertines 

Annie Besant thought that Bradlaugh's mis­

take lay in identifying socialism with Kropot-

kin and the anarchists(44). She may well have 

been right, but anarchism itself posed a dilem­

ma for Secularists, for there was little difference 

in principle between the advocacy of liberty, 

libertarianism and anarchism. The latter could 

easily appeal to Secularists with their long tra­

dition of opposition to the state. 

In 1871 followers of the libertarian philosopher, 

Auberon Herbert, formed the Vigilance Asso­

ciation for the Defence of Personal Rights to 

protect and enlarge the sphere of personal li­

berty and individual rights including those of 

women and children. It was renamed The Per­

sonal Rights and Self-Help Association in 1876, 

and the editor of its journal, founded in 1881, 

was J. H. Levy of the National Reformer. This 

organisation was welcomed in the Secularist 

press'45' but its limits were tested in 1893 by an 

organisation called the Legitimation League, 

founded in Leeds with support from local Se­

cularists to agitate for the inheritance rights of 

illegitimate children. Levy was invited to be­

come first president, but withdrew when he 

realised that its true objective was the legitima­

tion of free love, and thereafter the journal, 

Personal Rights was hostile to the League. Ano­

ther libertarian, Wordsworth Donisthorpe of the 

Liberty and Property Defence League (LPDF), 

was chosen as president instead. The LPDF had 

been formed in 1882 in succession to the State 

Resistance Society (1880) to advance the cause 

of extreme individualism as advocated by Her­

bert Spencer<46). Though inclined to champion 

liberty as a means of blocking social reform, like 

the Personal Rights Association it attracted 

Secularist support. Donisthorpe himself has been 

described as a 'philosophical anarchist''47'. 
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In 1892 Frederick Millar, a member of the LPDL 

and regular correspondent of the Agnostic Jour­

nal, successor to the Secular Review, defended 

individualism in the paper on the grounds of 

Social Darwinism, 

"that the freest competition should exist between 

individuals and between societies, that the ablest 

and best, the physically and mentally strong - those 

best adapted to the conditions of existence - may 

flourish, and that those condemned by nature as 

unfit may disappear"m. 

A response to this view came in the same paper 

a few weeks later under the heading Is Social­

ism Natural1.1-4^ Its author, J. Greevz Fisher, 

agreed with Millar that it was not, but argued 

that sympathy was too strong a sentiment to be 

abandoned to the socialists. Rather, Fisher 

feared that socialism would, by enforcing com­

pulsion, undermine the natural sympathies of 

human beings on which progress alone could 

rest. His recommendation therefore was nei­

ther Social Darwinism nor Socialism but Anar­

chism. Fisher was an eccentric ex-Quaker free-

thinking Irishman who managed to combine 

his anarchism with running a successful small 

business in Bradford. One can get a sense of 

what he meant by anarchism by examining his 

manifesto when he offered himself as a Liberty 

candidate for East Bradford in the general elec­

tion of 1892. He advocated voluntary taxation, 

no compulsory education, liberty for Ireland 

with no government, the abolition of profes­

sional monopolies, and female freedom - what 

J. M. Robertson called "anarchism without dyna­

mite"15®. This was Secularist individualism ta­

ken to its extreme. 

In 1893, Fisher was a founder member and vice-

president of the Legitimation League. At first, its 

object "To create a machinery for acknowledging 

offspring bom out of wedlock, and to secure for 

them equal rights with legitimate children" was 

one to attract other Secularists to its support, 

including the Social Darwinian, Millar(51). But 

when the secretary, Oswald Dawson, began 

openly advocating Free Love he alienated most 

ordinary Secularists(52>. The complicated and 

alleged links between the Legitimation League, 

its periodical the Adult: the journal of sex, and 

the spurious 'Watford University Press' with its 

implications of sexual and political anarchism 

cannot be dealt with here <53). Certainly they 

caused a problem for G. W, Foote, who, though 

used to defending liberty against socialism, was 

less than comfortable when called upon to de­

fend free thought against free love. Political 

anarchism was by comparison almost straight 

forward, though the problem was the same -

how to define and defend the limits of freedom 

against the tyranny of majority opinion. 

Foote was personally not willing to go so far as 

Fisher, and in 1900 he was attacked in the Brad­

ford-based Truth Seeker, with which Fisher was 

associated, for clinging "with a faith child-like in 

its simplicity, to the despotism of Government and 

Law"(54>. This was perhaps a little hard, though 

it illustrates how far the debate had moved on 

since the 1880s. In fact, Foote had given his 

measured and considered view of anarchism in 

1893. In principle, he welcomed it. Referring to 

the distinction made by Paine between Go­

vernment and Society, he supported anarchists 

who opposed government which was, at best, 

"only a necessary evil". He did not favour legisla­

tion to suppress the anarchism of a Proudhon or 

a Bakunin, but he did demand the right to pro­

tect himself if they attacked him. On strictly 

Utilitarian grounds, punishment was an evil and 

was justified only to prevent a greater evil(55). 

Foote returned to the theme following the Bar­

celona outrages in 1897, arguing that, 

"Freedom is necessary as well as government. But 

as you may have too much government of the indi-
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vidua!, so you may have too much freedom by the 

individual. We are entitled to just as much free­

dom as will go all round"l56>. 

So he remained a supporter of minimal govern­

ment, but not of no government at all. 

Socialists and Freethinkers 

Though the mainstream of Secularism, guided 

successively by Holyoake, Bradlaugh and Foote, 

adhered to liberal ideas in the radical tradition 

of Thomas Paine, this position was under at­

tack in the 1890s and 1900s not only from ex­

treme individualists and anarchists but also from 

socialists as increasing numbers of the followers 

of Secularism grew restive with Foote's policy 

of nominal political neutrality but actual sup­

port for liberalism. While some correspondents 

to the Freethinker argued that Secularists should 

remain stricdy politically neutral, though on the 

Left, and some transferred their allegiance from 

Secularism to socialism in protest at Foote's Li­

beralism, a small minority attempted to link vi­

gorous freethought with outright socialism. 

Socialism, though, suffered from a parallel di­

lemma to that of Secularism. Whereas Secu­

larism was increasingly compelled to emphasise 

its political neutrality in order to maintain its 

common platform on religion, so socialism had 

to adopt a neutral attitude on religion in order 

to maintain its common platform on politics and 

economics. Despite the hostility of Marxist the­

ory to religious ideas, in fact in Britain socialism 

drew considerable strength from its association 

with religion and members of the Christian 

churches. Though this confirmed Secularist 

leaders in their opposition to socialism and in 

their conviction that religious and political ty­

ranny were allied threats to individual liberty, 

it presented a problem for freethinkers who were 

also socialists. Indeed, the small group who 

adopted the advocacy of extreme freethought 

and extreme socialism appear to have attracted 

little support from either side. Neither did they 

resolve for themselves their attitude to the state. 

The leader of this freethought socialism was J. 

W. Gott of Bradford in the West Riding of York­

shire, and his main support came from the towns 

of Bradford and Leeds. Centred on an eccen­

tric and deliberately provocative periodical, the 

Truth Seeker, which Gott edited from 1901, the 

movement's main aim was to challenge the li­

mits of free speech with an aggressive style of 

freethought evangelism which soon ran foul of 

the laws prohibiting blasphemy. They aimed to 

demonstrate their contempt for Christian au­

thority and the capitalist state, and Gott's friends 

and supporters made no secret of their socia­

lism or their contempt for religious socialists. In 

about 1909 they formed a short-lived Free-

thought Socialist League*57'. However, it is hard 

to know what sense to make of this group of 

enthusiastic propagandists whose numbers in­

cluded the anarchist Greevz Fisher, the future 

Communists Guy Aldred and T. A. Jackson, 

and the provocatively blasphemous Gott. Their 

programme, such as it was, is best summed up 

in the words of one of their number in 1903 as 

"the economics of Socialism, the politics of Anar­

chism, the common sense of science, the class-con­

sciousness of the SDF and the self-consciousness of 

the disillusioned Ego, freed from social, sexual, 

political, moral and religious superstitions and so­

phisms"®9. 

Conclusion 

Freethought in Britain might appear to have 

travelled a long way from the eighteenth cen­

tury republicanism of Thomas Paine to the 
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anarchism of the Legitimation League and the 

Freethought Socialist League, but in the main­

stream there1 was a remarkable consistency 

which was to be its eventual downfall. From 

Paine to Bradlaugh there was scarcely any 

movement in thinking about the state, despite 

huge changes in society and a growing recogni­

tion of a positive role for the state in an increas­

ingly complex industrial and urban society 

where individuals on their own were unable to 

defend themselves. The state for Bradlaugh and 

Foote remained no more than a necessary evil. 

Socialism was a foreign remedy for social ills, 

bred in conditions of political oppression which 

sought to achieve its ends in a potentially re­

pressive manner. From Paine to Gott, the blas­

phemy laws reminded freethinkers that the 

state, whether aristocratic or democratic, re­

mained an instrument of oppression. When 

Secularists articulated an alternative economics 

to those of free-market capitalism, they more 

often than not turned to co-operation to bring a 

redistribution of wealth and social betterment 

to the people by voluntary means. Their belief 

that state action to improve society was demo­

ralising for the people brought some freethought 

leaders close to the position held by the radical 

right. But as a new century dawned in which 

the politics of the left would be identified with 

state oppression while the politics of the right 

would come to represent individual freedom, 

and in which progressive Christians would play 

an increasing part in advocating social reform 

such as would have astonished an earlier ge­

neration, the British freethought movement lost 

much of its coherence and appeal to the wider 

public. And yet its message of freedom for the 

individual against oppressive minorities and 

majorities in government was to remain power­

fully relevant in a coming century of people's 

democratic socialist republics. 
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