Freethought and Free Love?
Marriage, birth control and sexual morality

uestions of sex were central to Secularism. Even those Freethinkers

who desperately sought respectability for the movement found

it impossible to avoid the subject, for irreligion \was‘irrevocably
linked in the public mind with sexual license. Moreover, the Freethought
movement had, since the beginning of the nineteenth century, been
home to some of the leading advocates of sexual liberty, birth control
and marriage reform. A complex relationship existed between these
strands of sexual dissidence — sometimes conflicting, at other times
coming together to form a radical, feminist vision of sexual freedom. If
a ‘Freethinking’ vision of sexual freedom existed, it certainly did not go
uncontested by others in the movement. Nevertheless, the intellectual
and political location of organised Freethought made it fertile ground for
a radical re-imagining of sexual norms and conduct.

The Freethought renunciation of Christianity necessarily entailed a
rejection of the moral authority of the Church, particularly its role in
legitimising sexual relations. Secularists were therefore required to find
a newsbasis for morality, and questions of sex were at the centre of this
project to establish new ethical criteria. In some cases Secularists’ rejec-
tion of Christian asceticism and their emphasis on the material world
could also lead to a positive attitude to physical passions in both men
and women. The central Freethinking principle of free enquiry necessi-
tated a commitment to open discussion of sexual matters, and while this
often generated a great deal of anxiety, the majority of the movement’s
leadership supported the need for free discussion.

The furore surrounding George Drysdale’s publication of Elements of
Social Science in 1854, provides one way into understanding the complex
dynamics of Secularist debates on sex. This book, anonymously authored
by the Freethinker George Drysdale, proved enormously influential in
Victorian debates on prostitution, female sexuality, marriage and birth
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control.' The distinctively anti-religious arguments put forward by
Drysdale in favour of promiscuous sexual relationships, ‘preventative
checks’ (birth control) and female emancipation, reveal the importance
of Freethought ideology in developing libertarian thinking on sex during
this period. Yet the reaction of the wider Freethought movement to
Elements of Social Science was mixed to say the least; it provoked consider-
able opposition in some quarters and led Secularists to discuss questions
of sex with renewed intensity. Elements raised two issues in particular
that were already of great importance to the Freethought movement~ a
critique of the institution of marriage and Neo-Malthusian suppert for
birth control.

Freethinking feminist attacks on marriage stretched backto'the early
decades of the nineteenth century, when Richard Carlile published What
is Love? (1826) and formed a moral union with Eliza Sharples in 1832. In
the 1830s and 1840s this critique was further developed by the Owenites,
who saw the eradication of Christian marriagetand traditional familial
structures as a pre-condition of female emanecipation. This more radical
opposition to patriarchal family institutions is usually believed to have
disappeared from feminist circles after the collapse of the Owenite move-
ment, after which the mainstream.women’s rights movement favoured
a more moderate and respectable campaign for marriage reform. It is
argued here, however, that in-continuing to provide a forum in which
less conventional ideas about relations between men and women could
be discussed, the Freethought moyvement kept alive the Owenites’ more
radical feminist vision:

Freethoughtsupport for birth control began in the 1820s, and was
brought to public attention in 1877 when Annie Besant and Charles
Bradlaugh were tried for the publication of Charles Knowlton’s birth
control jpamphlet, Fruits of Philosophy. Their highly publicised trial
saw the re-emergence of many of the same tensions and arguments in
the Secularist movement that had arisen over the publication of
Drysdale’s.Elements. The relationship between Neo-Malthusianism and
feminism was not a straightforward one, and it was their support for
birth control that most clearly divided Freethinking feminists from the
rest of the women’s rights movement. When, in the 1880s and 1890s the
possibility of greater sexual freedom outside conventional marriage
began to be discussed more openly in the wider womens move-
ment, this more radical discourse drew heavily on older Freethinking
arguments.
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The Bible of the Secularists? George Drysdale’s Elements of Social
Science

In 1862 Harriet Law lectured at Brighouse, where she debated with the
Rev. J. Clarke on the properties of matter. Towards the end of the debate,
Clarke claimed that Secularism had no true basis for morality and that,
without the Christian system of future rewards and punishments, there
was nothing to prevent him from murdering his wife and children in
the pursuit of self-interest. Harriet Law replied that Secularism was
in fact more moral than Christianity, that it believed in the inherently
‘noble qualities’ of mankind, and that the Bible itself was full of the most
immoral vices. Clarke, evidently put out by the quick-wittedness of his
female opponent, then ‘endeavoured to ruin the character of Mrs,Law,
to ruin her reputation, and insinuated that her mission was for accom-
plishing the most immoral purposes.

He read aloud in the coarsest manner, nearly all the.most exciting
passages contained in Mr Barker’s Review-of the Elements of Social
Science, and, like him, dwelt with peculiar gusto.on those parts which
tickle the fancy of sensual natures ... he not only did this but said
that the book was written by oneof Mrs Law’s party, and that she was
going about the country pretending to lecture on ‘“The Degradation
of Women, caused by Religioniand Ignorance’, but her real object was
to indoctrinate her sex‘with the principles and the practices of the
Elements of Social Science.”

The arguments putforward by Clarke would have already been familiar to
Harriet Law, who keenly followed and contributed to the furore over the
publication of the Elements of Social Science. In fact, her encounter with
the irate Rev J. Clarke followed a familiar pattern: a debate on materi-
alism closely followed by a discussion of whether Secularism was capable
of supporting-a system of morality independent from Christianity; the
elision of morality in general with sexual morality in particular; the asso-
ciation of Secularism with the arguments put forward in the Elements;
and the assumption that Freethinking feminism was a by-word for an
extreme form of sexual libertarianism. Harriet Law’s response, to which I
will return, forcibly challenged such assumptions. Yet these same themes
emerged again and again in the scandal surrounding the Elements of
Social Science.

Physical, Sexual and Natural Religion (re-named Elements of Social
Science in subsequent editions) was first published in 1854 by ‘a student
of medicine. Its original title aptly indicated the connection between
the author’s Freethinking beliefs and his rejection of conventional
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sexual morality. George Drysdale was a Freethinking doctor from an
upper-class family who later went on to write regularly for The National
Reformer under the initials G. R., though his authorship of Elements
was not revealed until after his death.? Elements opened with an attack
on how the Christian religion elevated the ‘spiritual’ side of human
nature to the detriment of the ‘physical, so that ‘the sexual appetites
and enjoyments’ were denigrated and repressed. The Christian Church,
complained Drysdale, regarded it as ‘a great merit to crucify the bodily
lusts’ Instead, he espoused a new kind of ‘physical religion’ which looked
to ‘animal’ nature as its guide. Physical religion would abolish Christian
asceticism, doing away with ‘all flimsy veils of morbid modesty, shame,
and indolence ...* Sexual desire, Drysdale argued, should be gratified
without shame and regular exercise of the sexual organs was essential
to good health. (He listed and described the variety of diseases in both
men and women that were, he believed, caused by lackof sexual activity.)

Drysdale’s favouring of the physical world over the spiritual was
clearly part of his Freethinking worldview..He believed that the nine-
teenth century was witness to ‘the greatest revolution which has ever
taken place, or which perhaps ever will.take place; in human Belief. This
great change is the progress from a‘Supernatural to a Natural Religion’
The Secularists were identified @s the true bearers of this Natural or
Physical Religion, which held.that all states of mind as well as states of the
body were determined by physical laws. Morality itself was a ‘science’ and
should be governed by the laws of nature.’ Thus Drysdale’s Freethought
led him to argue for acomplete overhaul of conventional sexual morality,
since under the etirrent system — in which marriage to a single person
was for life, sexual intercourse outside marriage was forbidden, and sex
was likely to lead to pregnancy - it was impossible fully to exercise one’s
sexual desires in conformity with the laws of nature. Instead, men visited
prostitutes, while"'women wasted away from ‘green sickness’ and other
ailments caused by enforced celibacy. Again, ‘the authority of super-
natural religion’ was blamed for this repressive system, which had ‘been
inseparably interwoven with the Christian and Hebraic beliefs. For, as
Drysdale wrote, ‘there is scarcely anything on which so much stress is
laid in the Old and New Testament as the institution of marriage’® By
contrast, Drysdale believed that men and women should be able to have
sexual relationships free from both the sanction of marriage and the
disapproval of society, claiming that, ‘If a man and a woman conceive
a passion for each other, they should be morally entitled to indulge
it. In the early years of one’s life, from puberty onwards, promiscuous
sexual experimentation should be permitted and boys and girls taught
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to enjoy one another’s company. Later on, one might form longer-lasting
attachments, but it should not be assumed, as the Christian institution
of marriage did, that love was ‘constant and unvarying, and Drysdale
believed that couples should remain with one another only as long as
their love and sexual desire lasted. Drysdale stressed that in envisaging
this new system of sexual relations, he was not merely advocating easier
divorce, but ‘a far more radical change ... before love can be rendered
sufficiently attainable by all human beings ... Unwanted pregnancy -
the obvious obstacle to the free indulgence of sexual desire — would be
overcome by the use of ‘preventative checks’ (birth control).?

Drysdale’s ‘physical, sexual and natural religion’ was not an amoral
libertinism; instead Elements articulated a moral code founded upon
longstanding Freethinking principles. A commitment to'the demo-
cratic dissemination of knowledge led Drysdale to\provide'a detailed
and frank description of the sexual organs, reproduction, and venereal
disease. For he believed that, especially in women, religiously inspired
notions of ‘innocence;, ‘purity’ and ‘delicacy’had prevented people from
protecting themselves against disease. * Drysdale’s attack on the current
system of marriage was also motivated by his commitment to women’s
emancipation: marriage not only kept women legally and financially
dependent upon men but alsorembodied a sexual double standard that
prohibited women from fulfilling their sexual desire (which he insisted
was as strong as that of/men).”% A ‘more open practice of sexual rela-
tions, he maintained, would be more moral than the present one, for it
would put an endsto the ‘licentiousness’ and ‘deception’ that currently
afflicted modern marriages, replacing it with ‘happiness; ‘virtue’ and
‘moderation’ Prostitution would no longer be necessary and friendship
would develop more easily between men and women, once the compul-
sory element had been removed from their relationships.” Birth control
was to be lauded because it “put the two sexes almost on a par in sexual
freedom; allowing a woman ‘to indulge her sexual desires, with the same
exemption from the after consequences as man ... Drysdale’s advo-
cacy of ‘preventative intercourse” also arose from his endorsement of
Malthusian economics, which identified over-population, particularly
overly-large families among the working class, as the cause of poverty.
Large sections of Elements of Social Science were devoted to an expo-
sition of the Malthusian theory of over-population and the decimating
effects of poverty upon the working class. Drysdale fervently hoped that
the birth control techniques he recommended in the book would ulti-
mately put an end to such misery, and he dedicated Elements to ‘the Poor
and the Suffering’
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Elements of Social Science was therefore very much a product of
nineteenth-century Freethought, and the success of the work depended
largely on the Secularist press and publishing industry. Publishers
had shied away from the manuscript until the Freethinking Edward
Truelove took it on, and the book received its first favourable reviews
in the Secularist press, which advertised it thereafter. When Truelove
died in 1898 George Standring, another Secularist, took over its publi-
cation. However, in spite of the fact that Drysdale presented Elements
as a Secularist work, the publication of his book had an explosive and
extremely divisive effect on the movement. Drysdale’s views on.sexual
morality were not only deeply shocking by Christian standards, but the
explicitness with which they were expressed also exceeded anything
previously written on the subject in Freethinking circles. Moreover,
Elements was published just at the point when George Jacob Holyoake
was attempting to present Secularism as a respectable movement,
renouncing the title of ‘infidelism’ and its dangerous connotations of
sexual immorality that had done so muchsto tarnish the reputation
of Owenite Freethinking feminism.” Many Freethought leaders were
shocked by the explicit tone and content of Elements while at the same
time recognising the sincerity of itsauthor’s intentions. They thus found
themselves torn between their commitment to freedom of discussion
and their desire for a newly forged respectability. The Investigator gave
a favourable review, but emphasised ‘the courage it took to mention
such a work in print, claiming that it was only their Secularist beliefs
that compelled themsto take this risk.” George Jacob Holyoake also had
reservations, particularly regarding the original title Physical, Natural
and Sexual Religion; for he feared that the term ‘sexual’ might confuse
it with pornography and that the reference to ‘religion’ wrongly mixed
up ‘theology’ with ‘physiology’. Nevertheless, Holyoake concluded that
Elements served-a valuable purpose in providing the poor with informa-
tion which was usually only available in ‘high, expensive ... volumes’ and
that the real crime lay with those who refused discussion of birth control,
for this ‘was a prudery as criminal as vice itself’"”

Freethinkersagonised over their endorsement of Drysdale’s Elements,
not because they lacked courage or were only half-heartedly committed
to freedom of discussion, but because they were dealing with a question
that was of central importance to the future of the Secularist project. How
the movement approached questions of sex was fundamental to their
wider mission to prove that morality could exist independently from reli-
gion. In the same year that Elements was published, Holyoake sought to
explain the significance of the title he had chosen for his new movement.
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‘Freethought,, he wrote, denoted ‘how we think, while ‘Secularism’ was
the result and the object of such freethinking, a positive embodiment of
the ‘truths’ of humanity and progress revealed by freedom of thought.
‘Our object [as Secularists] is to promote personal morality’ Secularists
rejected Christian morality because they believed that it endorsed vice:
‘It sees wives beaten, but puts forth no hand to divorce poor women from
brutes’ In declaring that, ‘By Secularism we do not mean sensualism, nor
do we mean prudery’ Holyoake was therefore attempting to tread a very
fine line, to carve out an alternative path for Freethought which allowed
it to be just as morally upstanding as Christianity.”

In the debates over the publication of Elements Holyoake continued
to steer this careful path. On the one hand, he gave Elements axelatively
favourable review and agreed to advertise it (under a different title). At
the same time he published in The Reasoner a series of articles by Francis
Newman which took the moral hard-line on questions of sexttal morality
and implicitly condemned Drysdale’s book, without mentioning it by
name. Newman identified the emergence ofa group of young and confi-
dent Freethinkers ‘who feel their own power to refute as errors and mere
prejudices many things counted as sacred.in the past, and still dogmati-
cally upheld by the churches ... But he cautioned against the exhilaration
felt by those who had thrown<oft the tutelage of religious authority, on
the grounds that it could lead to)foolhardiness in matters of morality.
Newman went on to strongly defend celibacy for the unmarried and, in
a thinly veiled reference to.Elements, accused anyone who questioned its
importance of seeking to ‘corrupt (if he can) our wives and sisters’” In
a later article he called upon working men to wreak ‘vengeance’ on all
those who preached a doctrine of Free Love and who sought to persuade
women that ‘seduction’ would cause them no harm.* Following this
seriessof ‘articles, Holyoake published an editorial distancing himself
from theharsh'moralistic tone of some of Newman’s writings, while at the
same time celebrating the fact that since their publication no one could
be in any doubt as to the respectable ‘moral temper’ of Freethought.”
Holyoake thus hoped that the newly founded Secularism had succeeded
in, riding out the potentially detrimental impact of Drysdale’s work
without betraying any of its fundamental principles.

Yet in 1861 organised Freethought was again to be divided over the
Elements of Social Science. Charles Bradlaugh had praised Drysdale’s
book from its early days (his advocacy gaining it the title ‘Bible of the
Secularists’) and he published a sympathetic review in The National
Reformer in 1860. Joseph Barker, who at this time co-edited The
National Reformer with Bradlaugh, strongly opposed the book, and
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when Bradlaugh proposed the founding of a Malthusian League in 1861,
Barker left in protest and set up the rival General Secular Reformers
Society.” In his new journal, Barkers Review, he condemned Bradlaugh’s
‘Unbounded License Party’ and re-published Francis Newman’s series of
articles from The Reasoner.* Barker also delivered a number of public
lectures entitled ‘“The TWO CLASSES OF FREETHINKERS, their
different views and aims with regard to Morals’ in which he defended
‘the Bible or the Hebrew notions of chastity.” In spite of the fact that
Drysdale’s work had drawn on many of the principles and intellectual
traditions that clustered around organised Freethought, the revalsion
which both Newman and Barker felt for Elements suggests that there
was by no means a straightforward correlation between Freethought
and a libertarian approach to sexual morality. As the previouschapter
demonstrated, the militant moralism that fuelled Newman and Barker’s
outrage was as characteristic of the Secularist viewpoint during this
period as Drysdale’s belief in the need to disseminate knowledge among
the masses.*® The debates that took place in=The Reasoner in 1855 and
in Barkers Review in 1861 reveal a wide spectrum of attitudes among
Freethinkers.” Sophia Dobson Collet- wrote to say that she wished the
Secularist leaders would publicly distance themselves from ‘the bad men
of your own party’ — presumably Drysdale - though she also criticised
Newman for the unforgiving.tene of his,moralism.>® Holyoake claimed
that nine-tenths of those who responded to Newman’s articles were in
favour of them, although the selection of published correspondence also
contained letters complaining that Newman had not properly considered
the harmful effects of the current marriage laws and from one person
who proudly declared all ‘fidelity’ to be ‘immoral’ and ‘unnatural’”
Joseph Barker also printed numerous letters praising him for ‘exposing’
the Elements of Social Science and thus saving the correspondents from
the terrible fate'of accidentally reading it!*°

Some historians have laid great emphasis on how a mid-century
turn to respectability produced far more conservative thinking on sexual
morality among Freethinkers.* Michael Mason, especially, argued that
Secularism was central to pushing what he called an ‘anti-sensualist’
agenda in Victorian debates on sexuality which promoted self-control
or ‘repression’ rather than sexual liberation. While Mason rightly identi-
fied a strong current of anti-libertarian attitudes to sexuality within the
Secularist movement, I want here to challenge his assumption that the
intellectual culture of Freethought as a whole can be characterised simply
as ‘anti-sensualist, a category which is itself problematic in attempting
to understand debates on sexuality during this period. Mason did not
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explain why, if Secularist ideology was the main bearer of anti-sensualist
opposition to libertarian and libertine visions of sexuality, the very
people that he identified as pushing for a more positive attitude to sexual
liberation — Richard Carlile, George Drysdale, Charles Bradlaugh and
Annie Besant — were also Freethinkers and Secularists.”> There were a
number of aspects of Secularist ideology easily lent to arguing for a liber-
tarian break with traditional sexual morality, and it is therefore necessary,
to understand the many disagreements that arose regarding Freethought
and Free Love also in relation to the Secularist movement’s feminism.®
Harriet Law, militant atheist, feminist and socialist, was also a
vocal opponent of George Drysdale’s Elements of Social Science. When
the Rev. ]. Clarke attempted to smear her as an immoral proponent of
the work, she claimed to be deeply insulted. In fact, Harriet'Law had
already publicly ‘repudiated’ the book in a previous issue of The National
Reformer, and she declared herself to have nothing te doiwith ‘that party’
(presumably Bradlaugh’s faction) which had<«endorsed it* So why did
Harriet Law, positioned on the left of the Secularist movement, oppose
Drysdale’s libertarian and ostensibly feminist work? Part of the answer
can be found in the report of her encounter with Clarke in The National
Reformer, which noted that, in spite of Law’s protestations and public
condemnation of Elements, “The tales that have been afloat since Mr.
Clarke’s dastardly attack on-Mrs,Law’s character and mission are too
sickening to dwell upon/They are the result of his premeditated inten-
tion to ruin her character, and hence destroy her influence.* In pursuing
a highly public career as lecturer, denying the truths of the gospels and
advocating women’s rights, Harriet Law was already guilty of numerous
transgressions. This made her particularly vulnerable to accusations of
sexual impropriety = accusations which, if they stuck, would not only
damage her reputation in the eyes of the Christian public, but might
also place hercareer in jeopardy within the Secularist movement itself.
It is perhaps not surprising, therefore, that she should have sought
to distance herself from such a controversial work. In Law’s case, the
familiar Secularist technique of claiming to be more moral than the
Christian was not simply a political defence of the movement but a
personal defence of her reputation. Harriet Law compared Elements to
the Bible and maintained that she would have been equally ashamed to
be seen carrying about either of them. The National Reformer approv-
ingly reported that, in responding to Clarke, Mrs Law had ‘exhibited the
superiority of a Secularist’s morality over that practised by a Christian.*
More, therefore, is required than a simplistic recourse to ‘anti-sensualism’
to explain why otherwise ‘progressive’ individuals might have been
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hostile to libertarian attacks on conventional sexual morality. Harriet
Law’s feminism might also have motivated her opposition to Drysdale,
and this ongoing tension between feminism and sexual libertarianism
was evident in wider Freethought discussions of marriage reform and
birth control.

Marriage, divorce and Free Love

George Drysdale’s attack on the Christian institution of marriage, and in
particular his critique of the way it enslaved women, may have provoked
a dramatic response but it in fact drew on a pre-existing Freethought
tradition that would have been familiar to his Secularist readership. In
previous centuries, unorthodox thinking in religious matters had often
gone hand in hand with a rejection of conventional sexual morality.
Freethinking libertines, such as the deist Peter Annet (1693-1769), had
called for an end to laws in matters of love - championing divorce and
proclaiming that ‘Passion requires Liberty above all Things’¥ Richard
Carlile drew upon such works for What is Love?; while taking a more
woman-centred approach. He condemned the ‘artificial ties’ of Christian
marriage, which acted as ‘shackles’ on ‘the simple enjoyment of a passion,
while at the same time arguing that woman’s right to sexual enjoyment
was equal to that of man. Carlile did not advocate promiscuous inter-
course, but thought that unions between men and women should be
founded on the promise, “You shall have me to yourself just as long as
you treat me well and,can really love me; when that feeling ceases, we
had better part and seek new matches’*® A few years later, Carlile formed
a moral union with the Freethinking feminist Eliza Sharples on precisely
these lines.

The, Owenite attack on ‘Marriages of the Priesthood’ also drew
on these older“eritiques but fused them with a far more explicit and
coherent feminist agenda.” Emma Martin’s lectures in the 1840s on “The
Rights and Present Condition of Women' and ‘Marriage and Divorce’
argued that marriage under Christianity and capitalism was all too often
a commercial transaction amounting to nothing more than legalised
prostitution. She demanded that the present marriage system be aban-
doned altogether, in favour of love unions, liberal divorce laws for both
sexes and communal living arrangements in which all labour, including
housework and childcare, would be divided equally between the sexes.*
Margaret Chappellsmith also lambasted Christian marriage as a gross
hypocrisy, and pointed to ‘the vast number of brothels and prostitutes’
that existed in spite of the lip service paid to the doctrines of ‘chastity
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and conjugal fidelity. Once women were granted economic independ-
ence, they would no longer be the victims of this corrupt system.
Chappellsmith also maintained that the communal living advocated by
the Owenites, ‘by its certainty of producing abundant wealth and equal
distribution, does away with all restraint upon marriage from pecuniary
considerations, and does away with all temptation to form marriages
from any other motive other than affection’*

Freethinking Owenite feminists rejected both a repressive Christian
morality and a libertine interpretation of their demand for a.mote
liberal system of marriage. Emma Martin re-defined ‘chastity’ as‘equally
distant from the erratic flights of passion, as from conventional absti-
nence. She asserted that ‘celibacy’ was not ‘natural’ and condemned ‘the
interests of religion’” for requiring ‘the monitions of nature to.be stifled’
Nevertheless, Martin also insisted that ‘true love favours monogamy,
and that the Owenite definition of ‘chastity’ was compatible with ‘the
cultivation of family affections and the discharge of marriage obliga-
tions. Martin rejected the right of religious-authorities to sanction or
condemn womens sexuality via the means of ‘false ceremonies’ and
argued instead for female sexual autonomy. A woman’s chastity ‘was of
the mind’ not dependent upon the ‘law’ or ‘circumstance, so that, for
example, a woman who had been raped did not become unchaste. Only
the woman herself, as the.person with the knowledge as to whether
she truly loved her partner, could determine whether she was acting
chastely.#* Margaret Chappellsmith also insisted that ‘the unions which
would be formed.under the new and rational arrangements’ would be
‘happy and lasting’*However, in spite of attempts by Owenite feminists
to present their new vision of sexual relations as both moral and chaste,
there was no escaping the fact that they were advocating an extremely
radical overhaul of conventional sexual morality. They not only faced
fierce attacks'from their Christian opponents on this subject, but were
also confronted by the fears of working-class women that an end to
marriage laws would leave them vulnerable to seduction, exploitation
and abandonment.*

Freethinking feminists kept this libertarian feminist vision alive
in the middle decades of the century. From the 1850s, feminists in the
Secularist movement continued to critique Christian marriage institu-
tions and after 1855 this became part of a broader and more sustained
campaign for marriage reform organised by the women’s rights move-
ment.* Many of the arguments put forward by Freethinkers were in
tune with those being made within the mainstream feminist movement.
Harriet Law lectured throughout the 1860s and 1870s on the subject
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of ‘Love, Courtship and Matrimony, greatly misunderstood and why,
arguing that men and women should allow friendship to develop before
embarking upon marriage, and that if women were better educated
unions between the sexes could become equal partnerships.* The need
for intellectual companionship and equality in marriage was also an
important theme of Annie Besant’s very first lecture on The Political
Status of Women in 1874, and of Kate Watts’ series of articles on female
education which appeared in the Secular Review in 1879. There was
agreement across the Freethought and womens movements on _the
need for greater female autonomy and independence in marriage. Sara
Hennell insisted that “The girl adequately brought up must be at once
fit to be married, and fit to live profitably alone’ and she condemned
the idea that a married couple should become ‘one’ in the eyes.of God.
“The kind of love to be hoped for; she argued, ‘has to . [cease] to merge
the womanhood of the wife into the character of a mere adjunct to the
mans nature’*® Such a belief motivated the campaign for the right of
married women to hold property, which invelved many Freethinking
women, including Elizabeth Wolstenholme Elmy, who sat on the
Married Women’s Property Committee:#? In1878 and 1880 Annie Besant
and Wolstenholme Elmy were the first women to publicly raise the issue
of marital rape, causing an outcry soon responded to by the rest of the
womens movement.*

Throughout this period, the Freethought movement continued to
provide a space for debating the more controversial subjects of divorce,
monogamy and FreeyLove - subjects that the mainstream women’s
movement generally felt unable to discuss. Freethinkers had necessarily
to reject the Christian conception of marriage as an irreversible union
of two people under God, and in disallowing the fundamental premise
of the current marriage system they found themselves free to imagine
different ways“of organising relations between the sexes. Secularists
began to trace the historical development of the marriage institution. In
1870 a review in The National Reformer of Richard Harte’s Laws Relating
to Marriage paid special attention to his historical account, which argued
that.monogamy had only emerged as a result of changing economic
conditions which caused polyandry and polygamy to become obsolete.
The review strongly supported Harte’s view that divorce was perfectly
permissible and in accordance with ‘the moral and physical necessities
of human beings’* Sara Hennell also set out to show how the prevailing
system of Christian marriage was the result of the development of a
system of private property. Polygamy had given way to monogamy in
order to ensure that property was kept within the family. Monogamy had
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not, therefore, been initially conceived out of respect for connubial love
or the wifely role, but from ‘the gross covetousness of clutching firmly
by worldly property’s> Modern ‘Christian marriage’ was, according to
Hennell, merely a sentimentalised version of the commercial transac-
tions that had taken place in earlier societies, so that ‘the idea of sale and
purchase in fact lurks throughout our own form of marriage contract’®
Having deprived Christian marriage of its sacred status, Freethinkers
were compelled to consider whether it should be replaced with a different
system and if so, what this should be.

The term ‘free union’ could mean many things. In rejecting the reli-
gious ceremony of marriage, Freethinkers had by default to accept the
legitimacy of some form of free union, though they fiercely debated how
such unions should be defined and organised. George Jacob Holyoake,
in spite of his anxiety to proclaim the respectability of Secularism,
remained committed to the need for more liberal divorce laws and
the right of men and women to form unionsifree from the sanction of
Church and State. In 1855 he wrote in The Reasoner that marriage might
well be very ‘respectable’ but since the ‘legal restrictions which marriage
imposes upon women are so disrespectful.... marriage itself is not enti-
tled to much respect. Holyoake was primarily concerned for the security
and freedom of women, in beth ‘marriages and free unions. Divorce
under the existing system should be allowed in order that women might
escape abusive husbands; while if an‘alternative system of civil contracts
were established it oughtto ensure provision for children in the case of
separations. However, Holyoake also opposed the current marriage laws
because they introduced compulsion and coercion into relationships.
‘We have not.so poor an opinion of love; he commented, ‘as to agree to
the doctrine that the policeman or the magistrate is necessary to enforce
the attachment which affection has formed” Holyoake maintained that
marriage became ‘odious’ when it was made a ‘tyranny, and divorce for
incompatibility of temperament should therefore also be permitted. He
concluded that ‘we ... have as much respect for the unmarried, as the
married, provided always the affection is single, sincere, pure, honour-
able to relatives, and just to offspring’>*

Francis Newman, however, took a very different position on the
subject of free unions. He maintained that in all societies throughout
history, ‘unchastity’ — defined as sexual relations outside life-long
marriage — guaranteed the ‘degradation’ of women. No man could ever
love a woman, he believed, who had herself loved another, and women
themselves would become destitute if their husbands were permitted to
cast them off as soon as their attentions strayed elsewhere.* However,
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Newman did acknowledge that ‘our existing laws do press hardly
upon wives who were unable to escape from ‘tyrant’ husbands, and he
therefore struggled to imagine a morally viable alternative. Newman
considered the case of Emma Martin, who had defied the law and left her
abusive husband to live in a free union with another man. After much
deliberation, Newman concluded that he could not condemn Martin’s
actions, and yet he also believed that some kind of institutional body
was required to determine which relationships were ‘just and sacred’ and
which were merely ‘promiscuous. Newman’s concerns arose from.the
recognition that, in contemporary society, ‘Marriage is not ... a union of
those who are like and equal ... the man has more to gain, the woman te
lose: for many reasons the woman needs protection by society.. 75

Later in the century, some female Freethinkers continued to advo-
cate free unions and freer divorce laws, even when'this led to their
marginalisation within the broader women’s movement. :/Annie Besant
believed that it was possible for both virtue and happiness to flourish
under a more liberalised system of marriagedaws. Besant employed the
familiar Freethought technique of assuming the moral high ground from
which to advocate practices that the majority of people would perceive as
dangerously immoral. She insisted that she ‘reverenced” marriage before
going onto explain that:

marriage is different as regarded from the Secularist and from the
Christian point of view ... [the Secularist] regards marriage as some-
thing far higher than a union ‘blessed’ by a minister; he considers also
that marriage ought to be terminable like any other contract, when it
fails in its object and becomes injurious instead of beneficial.’”

Loveless marriages, Besant argued, led to immoral practices, whereas
‘More reasonable marriage laws would ... tend to lessen prostitu-
tion. Reasonablefacility to divorce would tend to moralitys® This was
to reiterate arguments put forward by the Owenite feminists in the
1830s and 1840s and George Drysdale in the 1850s — that the binding
nature of the marriage contract produced vice by encouraging men to
seek, their pleasure among prostitutes, making women the victims of
deception and disease. This argument took on a new significance in the
context of the campaigns against the Contagious Diseases Acts, given
that one of the campaign’s main concerns was that ‘innocent” wives were
catching venereal diseases from their husbands. However, Besant drew
a far more radical conclusion than many of her fellow repealers in the
womens movement. She argued that chastity was not a solution to the
problem of prostitution, for it denied the natural expression of sexuality:
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‘the enforcement of celibacy on vigorous men always results in liber-
tinage, whether among celibate priests or celibate soldiers. Moreover,
she proclaimed that ‘[the Secularist] does not despise human passion,
or pretend that he has no body; on the contrary, reverencing nature, he
regards physical union as perfecting the union of the heart and mind
... Annie Besant claimed that she ‘differed considerably’ from the
views on marriage expressed in the Elements of Social Science, but she
can nevertheless be found making similar claims for a positive view of
sexuality and the need for the marriage bond to rest upon love and affec-
tion rather than religious or state authority.®

Annie Besant separated from her husband when she became a
Freethinker, but unlike Emma Martin thirty years previously, never
formed a free union with another man. Alice Vickery and Charles
Drysdale formed a secret free union around 1870 but let it be assumed that
they were legally married, for any public avowal might have spelt the end
of Vickery’s medical career.”” However, another Freethinker, Elizabeth
Wolstenholme Elmy, did openly form a free-union with Ben Elmy, the
Vice President of the National Secular Society,the main opposition to
which came from fellow feminists. Theleaders of the women’s movement
rejected any liberalisation of divorce laws, and Millicent Garrett Fawcett
declared that ‘People ... who thinkthat marriages should be dissolved
at will ... are in effect anarchists ... none of the leaders of the women’s
movement in England have ever countenanced for a moment anarchic
methods or anarchic aims.> When Wolstenholme Elmy became preg-
nant, fellow womens rights campaigners eventually pressured her into
marrying Ben Elmy. Yet even this did not satisty, and on her return to
political activity after the birth of her son in 1875 Wolstenholme Elmy
became the subject of an orchestrated campaign against her continuing
publicassociation with feminist organisations. Lydia Becker voted for her
removal fromthe Married Women’s Property Committee in Manchester
(the motion failed), and also suggested to the meeting that the registry be
checkedito ensure that Wolstenholme Elmy’s marriage really had taken
place! Fawcett wrote privately to Wolstenholme Elmy condemning her
conduct and asking her to remove herself from activities in order to
prevent any further damage to the suffrage movement.®

On the whole, it seems that Freethinking feminists were more willing
than their Christian sisters in the women’s movement to at least tolerate
and consider alternative modes of organising sexual relations. Historian
Barbara Caine has described how the Victorian feminist movement,
having consciously decided to take a cautious approach to questions of
sexual morality, omitted any reference to Mary Wollstonecraft from their
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writings. This was, of course, because Wollstonecraft had conducted
pre-marital affairs and had given birth to an illegitimate daughter.%
By contrast, Harriet Law was happy to print a large portrait of Mary
Wollstonecraft on the front page of the Secular Chronicle in 1878, accom-
panied by an enthusiastic biography written by Harriet Teresa Law.®
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MARY WOLLSTONECRAFT ON THE.RIGHTS OF WOMEN.

Figure 4 Mary Wollstonecraft as headline news in the Secular
Chronicle (1878).
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Feminist ambivalence over the degree of marriage reform that should
be advocated was, however, motivated not simply by a desire to keep up
appearances, but also by the concern that unregulated sexual activity
would leave women vulnerable to sexual exploitation, abandonment
and financial destitution. Without reliable birth control and adequate
education and employment opportunities, such concerns were not easily
dismissed. Victorian society often justified the double sexual standard
on the grounds that the male sexual drive was stronger than that of the
female and could not therefore be so easily suppressed. The Matrimonial
Act of 1857, for example, permitted men to divorce their wives foradultery
but did not grant the same right to women. Supporters of the Contagious
Diseases Acts similarly argued that male sexual desire made prostitution
a necessary evil. The feminist response was to argue that, rather than
make women the victims of male passion, men should conform to the
same standards of chastity as women. They therefore often favourably
contrasted sexual self-restraint with unbridled physical passion. Within
such a context, it becomes possible to understand how.the more conserv-
ative views of Francis Newman and Sophia Dobson Collet regarding free
unions, and the refusal of Harriet Law to,endorse the libertarianism of
George Drysdale, could co-existdn the Freethought movement with a
drive towards a freer vision of sexuality. It certainly suggests that ‘anti-
sensualism’ was a more complex phenomenon than mere puritanism.

From the late 1880s onwards, however, there developed a greater
openness in the womens movement towards wholesale attacks on the
marriage system which went beyond criticism of its present-day abuses
to condemn the institution in its entirety.®® One of the most infamous
contributions._tothis debate was Mona Caird’s 1888 article for the
Westminster Review, which provoked a furious response in the Daily
Telegraph inviting 27,000 items of correspondence on the question ‘Is
Mafriage a Failure” Caird condemned Christian marriage and argued
that ‘the ideal marriage should be free’ — a “private transaction’ uninhib-
ited by Church and State for two individuals to form and dissolve at will.
Yet her argument also rested upon her freethinking outlook, drawing on
older Secularist critiques of the pernicious effects of Christianity on the
historical position of women. Caird, for example, argued that the reason
for the present day denigration of women’s sexuality could be traced back
to the medieval Church, which had presented woman as a source of sin.
The Reformation, far from improving the situation, had merely endorsed
a marriage system which turned woman into man’s private property.**

The influence of Freethought was clearly evident in almost all fin de
siécle radical circles moving towards a greater openness to free unions.
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Mona Caird’s Westminster Review article referred to the work of Karl
Pearson, author of The Ethic of Freethought (1888), who, like Caird, held
freethinking views without feeling the need to formally associate himself
with the organised Secular party. Pearson was also the founder of the Men
and Women’s Club, formed in 1895 to discuss relations between the sexes
with the stated intention of doing so ‘from the historical and scientific
as distinguished from the theological point of view. Not all members
of the Club were convinced by arguments for ending marriage, though
its Secretary Maria Sharpe began to support free monogamous unions
after undergoing a crisis of religious faith in the late 1880s.% Mona Caird’s
notorious article also referred to Jane Clappertons recently published
book Scientific Meliorism (1885). Like Caird, the freethinking Clapperton
condemned existing marriages as ‘an artificial sham’ and called for future
partnerships based upon a ‘free’ transaction which could be dissolved
should the ‘bonds of affection’ be severed.”” Such renewed interest in free
unions did not, however, mean an end to the earlier concerns of both
Freethinkers and feminists about the fate of women and children under a
new and freer system. In the 1880s Sara Hennell advocated a new form of
‘natural marriage’ to replace that of the C€hurch, whereby a woman would
no longer be ‘given away’ by her father but instead make a declaration that
she was to be married to a man of heriown choice. Yet she concluded that
duty towards the couple’s children necessitated that the contract should be
binding, even if ‘affective passion’” disappeared.” Jane Clapperton, on the
other hand, thought ‘[d]issolution of marriage before parentage occurs
ought to be a very simple affair, requiring only the expressed desire of
both parties, while after the birth of the first child divorce should still be
permitted yet be made ‘more difficult and carefully guarded by society’”>

In 1893, when free unions were becoming a viable reality for a
tiny radical minority, the Legitimation League was formed to secure
legal recognition“and protection for children born outside of Christian
marriage. In 1895, however, its annual meeting controversially voted to
expand itsremit to include campaigning for the right to form free unions.
The League emerged from a distinctly freethinking milieu, closely
connected to the Personal Rights Association in which many Secularists
had been active. The freethinking lawyer Wordsworth Donisthorpe
became the second President of the League (resigning in 1895) and Jane
Clapperton, Alice Vickery and Charles Drysdale were also associates.”
In 1897 the League launched a journal entitled The Adult, which vari-
ously identified itself as ‘A Journal for the Advancement of Freedom in
Sexual Relationships; ‘A Crusade Against Sex-enslavement’ and, finally,
‘A Journal of Sex’7
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The Adult justified its extreme subject matter on grounds of free
discussion and free dissemination of knowledge — employing a rhetoric
that had been refined over the generations within the Freethought move-
ment: ‘Frankness, before all things, is necessary if we are to wrench from
the clutches of the Past any of the lessons it may hold in its grasp’ declared
editor George Bedborough, noting that ‘Readers of The Adult are invited
to criticise the suggestions, arguments and opinions published in this
journal””? ‘Free Thought and Free Love' became a popular topic for
discussion in the pages of The Adult, with the self-proclaimed Free Lovers
now declaring that organised Freethought had become too cautious on
the question. In 1897 one contributor, Lucy Stewart, noted that although
‘it is frequently asserted from the Christian Evidence platform that
Secularists believe in free love; in reality most Secularists prefer to disas-
sociate themselves from it out of a slavish desireto be ‘respectable’”®
Bedborough likewise commented that, ‘judged by their attitude towards
the free love movement there seems little difference between the average
parson and the average Freethought leader::He approvingly reviewed a
pamphlet authored by Orford Northcote, a frequent contributor to The
Adult, which provided a history of the relationship between Freethought
and Free Love over the course of the nineteenth century and accused the
existing Secularist leaders of betraying this proud tradition.””

The Free Lovers weresto some extent, justified in claiming that
Secularists preferred to' disasseciate themselves from the vigorous
support of free unions proclaimed by The Adult. The Freethinker (edited
by the NSS President G. W. Foote) formally supported the Legitimation
League and the'right of The Adult to voice its opinions, but simultane-
ously remarked that ‘the world wants more discipline instead of more
freedom in sexual relationships’”® J. M. Robertson permitted Free Love
advocates to write for The National Reformer, while stressing that such
views did notreflect the editorial line.” The Reformer, however, declined
to advertise the Legitimation League’s meetings in its ‘Directory of
Reform'Societies. Its editors, Hypatia and Arthur Bradlaugh Bonner,
wrote to The Adult in 1897-98 to state that they had been ‘entirely in
sympathy’ with the Legitimation League when it was originally founded,
but could not condone its new policy of positively advocating Free Love.*

Had, then, the Freethought leadership of the 1890s renounced the
movement’s earlier commitment to fighting for ‘free utterance of opinion’?
By the end of the century prominent Free Lovers were more likely to
come from a broadly unaffiliated freethinking milieu rather than directly
from the ranks of organised Freethought. And with the explosion of a
radical press, encompassing a vast range of heterodox political currents,
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sex radicals no longer relied so heavily upon Freethinking publishers
and periodicals to circulate their views.® It is, however, important not
to allow the rhetoric of The Adult to over-determine our understanding
of the Secularists’ respectability. In fact, Freethinkers’ views on marriage
still positioned them firmly beyond the pale of conventional, even
radical, morality.* In 1898 Charles Watts, while professing to deplore
‘loose views” on the question, nevertheless ‘frankly advocated’ divorce
by mutual consent.®* Hypatia Bradlaugh Bonner may have found The
Adult distasteful, but she published in her own newspaper affectionate
endorsements of the ‘pure’ free unions formed by Mary Wollstonecraft
and George Eliot. She remained true to the longstanding Freethought
position that to remain married once love and happiness had gone was,
in the words of one of her contributors, ‘the most revolting crime that a
man and a woman can commit.

The arguments between the Secularists and The Adult<were less
about clearly wrought differences of opinion, and more about contested
definitions of the terms ‘free union’ and ‘Free-Love;, At the Legitimation
League’s annual meeting for 1897, George Bedberough, editor of The
Adult, was asked to define ‘freedom inssexual relationships’. He initially
declined to do so, clearly aware of the contentious and potentially divi-
sive effects this could have. Twoiumonths later, however, he clarified his
position in The Adult by statingthat ‘Freedom merely means the absence
of external restraint, and Free Loveimplies dispensing with the interfer-
ence of the lawyer and the priest in sexual relationships’® None of this
was at odds with thesSecularist position, and Charles Watts claimed to
have ‘great sympathy for free-love’ if taken to mean that ‘there should
be proper means whereby the man and the woman should separate’®
Yet some contributorsto The Adult took this celebration of freedom to
imply a far more fundamental break with monogamy. Orford Northcote,
for example, argued that the natural ‘mutability of sex love’ ought to be
embraced rather than resisted, while Lucy Stewart declared that although
most couples would probably continue to practise monogamy, it was
important not to judge those who engaged in more fleeting connections.*”

Feminist concerns played an important role in deterring some
Freethinkers from what could become a distinctly male-centred vision
of Free Love. Orford Northcote, for example, suggested that prostitu-
tion might be justified under present circumstances since there were so
few adequately liberated ‘free women’ to satisfy the wants of those brave
men who had managed to ‘throw off the prison of monogamy’.*® The
Secularist leadership continued to make ‘the old argument’ that some
form of contract in heterosexual relations was required to protect the
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woman. The Freethinker declared that: ‘a man who neglects his wife and
children, whatever he be, is no Secularist:** Prominent Freethinkers in
the 1890s thus backed away from an endorsement of ‘fanatical’ Free Love,
but they did not reject it wholesale.®® Their movement remained closely
associated with campaigns for greater freedom in sexual relations, and
part of the reason The Adult paid so much attention to the Secularists
was precisely because their rank and file continued to be the most likely
recruits to the Free Love cause.” Despite his criticisms of the Freethought
leadership, Orford Northcote informed them in 1898 that: ‘How you act
in the coming struggle, largely depends the issue’** The Secularist move-
ment continued, at the end of the nineteenth century, to be recognised as
a necessary and powerful ally in the Free Love cause.

Birth control

THE KNOWLTON TRIAL
Prominent birth control advocates had, since the.beginning of the nine-
teenth century, almost invariably been Freethinkers and had found most
support for their ideas within the Freethought movement.”? Richard
Carlile’s Every Woman’s Book or<What is Love? (1826) was one of the
earliest practical guides to contraception. Freethinkers also authored the
other leading nineteenth-centuryworks on birth control. Robert Owen’s
son, Robert Dale Owen; published” Moral Physiology in 1830 and the
American doctor Charles Knowlton wrote Fruits of Philosophy in 1832.
Both of these continued to be published and circulated in Britain by
Secularist publishers over the course of the century. Freethinking beliefs
occupied a centralplace in these early writings on birth control. Richard
Carlile’s description of sponges and the withdrawal method sat along-
side a«critique of Christian symbolism, while for Charles Knowlton the
‘philosophicalpart of his treatise (which argued that the celibacy prac-
tised by monks and nuns was harmful since ‘reason’ taught us not to ‘war
against'mature), was as important as his explanation of the zinc syringe
as a means of avoiding conception.** Leading figures in the Secularist
movement continued to support birth control in the ensuing decades.
Emma Martin’s ‘private physiological lectures to ladies, which she began
in 1845 after training as a midwife, sought to educate women about their
reproductive functions and probably included advice on how to avoid
unwanted pregnancies.” George Jacob Holyoake and his brother Austin
had published Knowlton’s book long before Besant and Bradlaugh were
prosecuted for its publication, and Austin Holyoake had himself written
a birth control tract entitled Large or Small Families which referred to
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previous Freethought works on the subject, including George Drysdale’s
Elements of Social Science.*® Drysdale, writing as G. R., had lent his
support to the first ‘Malthusian League’ established by Charles Bradlaugh
in 1861, and although the League was short-lived, articles on Malthusian
economics and sometimes on preventative checks regularly appeared
in The National Reformer throughout the 1860s.” When Annie Besant
and Charles Bradlaugh republished Knowlton’s Fruits of Philosophy in
1877 their introduction emphasised the long tradition of Freethinking
support for birth control, asserting that “for the last fifty years the book
has thus been identified by Freethought, advertised by Freethinkers,
published under the sanction of their names and sold in the headquat-
ters of Freethought literature’.*®

The trial of Annie Besant and Charles Bradlaugh on charges of
obscenity for the publication of Charles Knowlton’s Fruits of Philosophy
thus represented the culmination of a long relationship” between
Secularism and birth control advocacy. In 18764 Bristol bookseller, Mr
Cook, was arrested for selling copies of the Knewlton pamphlet published
by the leading Secularist Charles Watts, to which €ook had added lewd
illustrations. Watts was subsequently charged with publishing an obscene
work. He initially planned to defend Knowlton's book in court, but on
closer reading and on hearing of Cook’s illustrations, he changed his
mind and pleaded guilty. Besantand Bradlaugh were furious at what they
saw as a capitulation to the enemies.of free speech.” After breaking off all
business connections with Charles Watts and dismissing him from sub-
editorship of The National Reformer, Besant and Bradlaugh established
their own Freethought Publishing Company and set about publishing
a new edition of Fruits of Philosophy, with notes by ‘the author of the
Elements of Social Science. They did not fully endorse all the medical
advice contained in the Knowlton Pamphlet, believing scientific exper-
tise to haye advanced since its original publication, but they justified
their decision to republish on the grounds that ‘free discussion ought
to be maintained at all hazards ... so that the public, enabled to see all
sides of the question, may have the materials for forming a sound judge-
ment."* Besant and Bradlaugh were fully aware that such action would
lead to their prosecution and they intended to make the re-publication
of the Knowlton Pamphlet a test case for freedom of the press. They
were arrested in June 1877 and their trial, for which they both conducted
their own defence, received an enormous amount of attention within
and beyond the Secularist movement. Besant and Bradlaugh were found
guilty by the jury and were sentenced to six months’ imprisonment, but
their sentence was subsequently revoked on a technicality.
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During the Knowlton trial, Annie Besant and Charles Bradlaugh
were both celebrated and condemned by their fellow Secularists. Most
rank and file activists supported them as champions of free speech and
freedom of the press, suggesting that by this period the majority of
the movement supported the practice of birth control, at least within
marriage.'” Moreover, even those Secularists who denounced Bradlaugh
and Besant’s decision to publish were in some cases actually in favour
of birth control. Kate Watts’ Reply to Mr. Bradlaughs Misrepresentations
(1877) condemned the President of the National Secular Society for
his authoritarian style of leadership and for his unjust dismissal of her
husband, who had been genuinely concerned to avoid tarnishing the
good name of Freethought with an unworthy publication:xBut Kate
Watts did not declare herself opposed to birth control itself; and in fact
concluded that ‘to a certain extent the subject matter [of the Knowlton
Pamphlet] is good, but ... I did not like the style?*>* G, W..Foote simi-
larly objected to Bradlaugh’s failure to consult the rest of the National
Secular Society before launching headlong. inte _a highly public and
controversial trial. Yet he too professed himself in favour of preventative
checks as a means of controlling population./George Jacob Holyoake
and Harriet Law both sat on the platform at the first Secularist meeting
called to protest against Bradlaugh<and Besant’s decision to republish,
but ultimately chose to remain neutral.on the question. Neither of them
attempted to distance themselves from the shock waves of scandal that
emanated from the trial by voicing any opposition to birth control.**
On the other hand;iconservative concerns for respectability did influ-
ence elements of opposition to the re-publication of Fruits of Philosophy.
Harriet Law._made clear that she ‘did not approve’ of the Knowlton
Pamphlet'and said that her experience as a ‘propagandist’ had led her
to conclude that the association of Freethought with ‘literature of the
class to which'the book in question belongs’ made it harder to convince
people of the principles of Secularism.”> Foote felt that the Secularist
commitment to free discussion did not extend to a subject as delicate
as population control, and that Freethinkers damaged their reputation
by encouraging such a debate among the general public rather than
restricting it to medical experts.’

Early campaigns for birth control were not necessarily motivated
by enthusiasm for women’s rights or a desire for greater sexual freedom.
Neo-Malthusians were, as the name suggests, primarily concerned with
the propagation of Malthusian economics in an attempt to convince the
poor to limit the size of their families. As a result, there also existed a
long tradition of working-class, and later Socialist, opposition to birth
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control, on the basis that Malthusianism implied that the workers them-
selves were to blame for their poverty.”” The vast majority of Bradlaugh
and Besant’s 1877 defence and subsequent Malthusian League propa-
ganda consisted not of the feminist case for a woman’s right to avoid
unwanted pregnancy, but of an exposition of Malthusian economics.
Although the doctrine of over-population appears to have been partially
motivated by a genuine concern for the miserable condition of the poor,
they had little sympathy for those who ‘recklessly’ produced large fami-
lies for which they could not provide.**

However, it is clear from the Secularist journals that readers were
also familiar with framing the birth control question as one of womens
rights. When a sentence of ‘guilty’ was passed on Besant and Bradlaugh,
J. Symes,* a regular contributor to the Secularist press, wrote:

Had those twelve men been replaced by the same number of intelligent
matrons the verdict must have been ‘Not Guilty. The questionat issue
is a woman’s question; and the verdict of the jury and the barbarous
sentence of the judge are another blow aimed at the ‘rights of women’"°

Prof. Emile Acollas, author of a manual on French law, also wrote to
The National Reformer in support.of Besant and Bradlaugh but stated
that it was unfortunate that the Knowlton Pamphlet viewed the
subject ‘exclusively from a man’s point of view ... woman, to develope
[sic] herself morally, intellectually.and physically, must have the same
rights as man’™ Prior the Knowlton trial, in 1869, a woman wrote to
The National Reformer. attacking those who claimed that there was no
support for Malthuisianism among women. To the contrary, claimed this
female correspondent, it was women, over-burdened with large families,
who most desired access to preventative checks. Her own experience
suggested that many among her sex strongly supported birth control, not
because they were concerned with theories of over-population (which
she feltto be largely irrelevant to the subject) but because they regarded
it a meansitowards increased personal freedom.”?

As this woman’s letter hinted, the birth control question also
suggested the possibility of greater sexual freedom for women. During
the Knowlton trial, the spectre of unbridled female sexuality was initially
invoked by the Prosecution. One of their main arguments was that, by
selling the pamphlet at the low price of sixpence, Besant and Bradlaugh
had made it too readily available to ‘unscrupulous people’ including
‘young women” who might use it to escape the consequences of their
immoral sexual urges.”> Annie Besant responded with a defence of sexual
feeling and the principle of physical pleasure. “There is nothing wrong in
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a natural desire rightly and properly gratified, she asserted, ‘and there
is no harm in gratifying sexual instinct if it can be exercised in manner
without injury to anyone else ..." She went on to argue that ‘[I]t is only a
false and spurious kind of modesty which sees harm in gratification of
one of the highest instincts of human nature’

Others in the Secularist movement made more explicit arguments
in favour of women’s right to sexual promiscuity and enjoyment free
from the fear of pregnancy. As a man, J. Symes was able to draw far
more radical conclusions than Besant in his attack on the double sexual
standard. He wrote to The National Reformer asking, ‘In the first place,
why should not young girls be allowed to make vice as safe for them-
selves as the young men do?™s Such a statement harked back te.an older,
minority tradition of supporting birth control on grounds ofdncreased
sexual freedom for women. Richard Carlile had also‘argued that preven-
tative checks should be celebrated for allowing women to initiate sexual
liaisons and putting an end to the stigmatisation of women who chose to
take lovers.” George Drysdale too argued-that women should be given
access to birth control in order to allow thems freely to indulge their
sexual passions.”

Such positive attitudes to female sexuality were not representative
of the entirety of the Freethought:movement, and the Knowlton trial
also generated far more conservative responses. In his usual misogynist
mode, W. S. Ross dismissed arguments that birth control would relieve
women from health risks and the economic burden of multiple pregnan-
cies, insisting instead, “That wives are not always happy is no reason why
women shouldbe unmarried harlots’ He then went onto paint a lurid
picture of the ‘shameless and deflowered harlot ... who constantly carries
a syringe/in her muff in the name of Mr. Bradlaugh and Freethought.®
Francis Newman, however, founded his opposition to the ‘Corruption
Now Called"Neo-Malthusianism’ on explicitly feminist grounds. In a
pamphlet produced by the Moral Reform Union and annotated by the
female ‘doctor and women’s rights campaigner Elizabeth Blackwell,
Newman argued that birth control was in fact designed to serve the
wishes of a ‘sensual’ husband and was therefore ‘very dangerous to his
wifel"

Newman’s belief that any means of preventing the natural conse-
quences of marital love would in fact compel women to make themselves
permanently sexually available to their husbands was shared by many of
those active in the women’s movement. While the majority of feminists
within Secularism supported birth control, the majority of feminists
outside organised Freethought opposed it.”® Birth control was, therefore,
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an issue on which Freethinking feminists were very much at odds with
the rest of the women’s movement. The Bradlaugh-Besant trial was
totally ignored by the two leading feminist journals of the time, the
Victoria Magazine and the Englishwomen’s Review, a bizarre silence given
the enormous amount of attention it generated in the rest of the press.”
Charles Bradlaugh had attempted to call Millicent Garrett Fawcett and
her economist husband Henry as witnesses for the defence, in the belief
that Henry had previously implied support for the use of preventa-
tive checks in his writings on population control. Henry Fawcett was
outraged and threatened to send Millicent out of the country in‘order
to prevent her having to attend court.””> The Fawcetts not only objected
to Bradlaugh’s assumption that they would defend an obscene bogk, but
also to the practice of birth control itself. Millicent Garrett Fawcett wrote
to Bradlaugh stating that ‘so far as my knowledge of the'[Knowlton] book
enables me to speak, I entirely agree with the opinion. I have frequently
heard Mr. Fawcett express, and this opinion, as.I believe you know, is
strongly condemnatory of the character of thesbook’” In May 1887 the
National Vigilance Association passed a motion, supported by Elizabeth
Blackwell and Laura Chant, which appreved the prosecution of ‘persons
selling indecent publications inciting sexual immoralities’ and stated that
‘we strongly disapprove of the use of any means ... which in restricting
the increase in population, suggests that vice is a necessity ... and ...
which tends to relax the in¢entive for moral restraint."

However, one should not imagine a polarity between ‘pro-pleasure’
or ‘sensualist’ Freethinking feminists and ‘anti-sex’ or ‘anti-sensualist’
mainstream (Christian) feminists. As Lucy Bland has shown, attitudes
to sexuality during this period were more complex than that.” Both
Freethinking feminist Neo-Malthusians and feminist opponents of birth
control were concerned to increase women’s control over their bodies.
Freethinking support for birth control was rooted in an older radical
tradition of medical self-help: Emma Martin’s physiological lectures
for ladies, for example, were part of this culture of democratised health
care.”® Yet the desire to acquire a better understanding of one’s body in
order to promote greater independence and self-control was also central
to other feminist approaches to sexual morality during the second half
of the nineteenth century.” Both the social purity, anti-Malthusian
feminist Elizabeth Blackwell and the Secularist Elizabeth Wolstenholme
Elmy wrote sex education manuals in the hope that, if women were
equipped with knowledge of their reproductive functions they would be
less vulnerable to sexual exploitation.”® The historian Margaret Jackson,
in an attempt to set up a dichotomy between social purity feminists and
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pro-(masculine) sex feminists, classed Elizabeth Wolstenholme Elmy
alongside Blackwell as ‘militant’ feminists who were concerned to replace
the male-orientated conception of sex as a primarily physical act with
a more woman-centred spiritual vision. She contrasted them to Annie
Besant, whose support for free unions and birth control led Jackson to
class her as a ‘libertarian’® And yet, Besant was an old acquaintance
of Wolstenholme Elmy, who was among the first to publicly sign up to
Besant and Bradlaugh’s defence committee during the Knowlton trial.
The boundaries between different feminist positions on birth control,
as in the case of attitudes towards free unions, were more blurred than
categories such as ‘sensualist, ‘libertarian’ and ‘conservative’ imply.

THE MALTHUSIAN LEAGUE, 1877-1914

After the Knowlton trial Secularists remained central to pushing the
question of birth control in the women’s movement; and the’Malthusian
League, re-established after 1877, committed itself to an explicitly femi-
nist agenda.”® In 1879 Besant made the basic feminist case for birth
control in the pages of the League’s journal the Malthusian. Husbands
complained that their wives ‘take ne.interest in the larger life outside
the house’ and do not engage with the ‘intellectual movement of the
age. Yet, Besant pointed out,«a woman forced to bear many children,
condemned to the exhausting job,of caring for a large family, naturally
had no time for discussing ‘sociology. Women needed control over their
own bodies not simply to. avoid ill health but also to secure an inde-
pendent existence:

Woman is not only forman, she also has a right to her own life, and to
condemn her to.constant childbearing, to consume the prime of her
life in continual illness and recovery, is an injustice to herself and a
grave injury to society.”

Besant and Bradlaugh both stepped back from the Malthusian League
in the late 1870s, leaving it largely in the hands of the Freethinking
medical couple Alice Vickery and Charles Drysdale (brother of the
infamous George).** Vickery began lecturing for the League as soon as
she finished qualifying as a doctor in 1880 and her main emphasis was
on the positive effects of birth control for women, addressing subjects
such as “The Position of Women in Overcrowded Countries’ and “The
Position of Women as Affected by Large Families. Vickery also made
various attempts in 1891 and 1904 to form a women’s section of the
League charged with the task of formulating a ‘new morality’. Though
no formal women’s caucus was ever established, Vickery did host regular
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‘ladies’ meetings at her home which trained other women to lecture and
advocate in support of the Neo-Malthusian cause.’*

Towards the end of the century, support for birth control was slowly
beginning to gain ground in the mainstream women’s movement. When
the Freethinker Florence Fenwick Miller joined Bradlaugh and Besant’s
defence committee in 1877, she was looked at askance by leaders of the
suffrage campaign, endangering her career as lecturer for the cause.**
By 1896, however, Fenwick Miller was able to place an advertisement
for a birth control manual in The Woman’s Signal, without jeopardising
her editorship of this leading feminist periodical. Jane Clapperton and
Florence Dixie were among other freethinking feminists publicly advo-
cating Neo-Malthusianism in the 1880s and 1890s.”*® Hypatia Bradlaugh
Bonner’s Reformer also supported birth control, even printing an article
in favour of abortion.” By the beginning of the twentieth  century
Neo-Malthusianism also received the support of prominent suffrage
activists Edith How-Martyn and Teresa Billington, who, along with Alice
Vickery and her daughter-in-law Bessie Drysdale, formed the Women’s
Freedom League in 1907.

Bessie Drysdale (née Ingman Edwards) was already a freethinking
Ethical Society member and supporter of family limitation when she
married Alice’s son Charles Vickery Drysdale in 1898. Bessie and Charles
Vickery quickly assumed a central role in the Malthusian League. Their
leadership amplified an already existing current of eugenicist thought,
and they argued that physically unfit individuals should be discouraged
from reproducing.*®The new couple combined birth control advocacy
with support for.a wide range of women’ rights: Bessie served time in
Holloway Prison formilitant suffrage activity in 1907 and Charles Vickery
joined the Men’s League for Women’s Franchise that same year.” In 1911
and 1912-he promoted the feminist case for birth control in the pages of
The Ereewoman;¢alling upon ‘feminist leaders’ to recognise the centrality
of control over maternity to the wider struggle for emancipation. His
aim was to both challenge and reassure those in the women’s movement
who remained hostile to or uncertain of Neo-Malthusian methods: ‘in
addressing Women’s Suffrage meetings, even in the open air; he insisted,
‘Thave personally received nothing but the most respectful and interested
attention’*° Charles Vickery condemned ‘the horrible ideas concerning
“purity” and “sin” put forward by religion’ These, he argued, ‘told chiefly
upon women’ and often result in the unnatural repression of female
sexuality, which was otherwise as powerful as man’s.'#

Secularism, as both intellectual framework and political network,
remained important to the birth control movement into the twentieth
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century. Though the majority of the Malthusian League’s propaganda
continued to consist of turgid proselytising for Malthusian economics,
it did also disseminate some practical advice, first in Besant’s Law of
Population (1878), then in the Malthusian Handbook (1893) by Secularist
George Standring, and finally in its own pamphlet in 1913.#* The majority
of working-class women were not able to access information on contra-
ception until after the First World War, when Marie Stopes opened the
first birth control clinic in Holloway, London in 1921. Historian Miriam
Benn has suggested that by this period the Drysdale-Vickery family
were becoming outflanked in their own movement by activists'such as
Stella Browne, who, as a lecturer for the Malthusian League from 1914,
eschewed economic lectures in favour of direct and practical advice.
Yet Benn also noted the crucial role this Freethinking family/played in
paving the way for birth control dissemination in thé post-war era. Alice
Vickery had always advocated some form of district visiting or family
visits in which women could be informed abeut ‘hygiene™ (the common
euphemism for contraception). She had alsorendorsed the idea of giving
practical lectures to single sex audiences as earlyzas 1896, though this was
not carried out in any large scale way.until 1917 when Vickery provided
clinical instruction for about one hundred working-class women in
Rotherhithe, London. Along with Charles Vickery and Bessie, Alice also
helped to set up and financially support a Women’s Welfare Clinic in
South London founded only a few months after Stopes’ clinic.'#

IRRIGATORAND SYRINGE, VERTICAL AND -
| REVERSE CURRENT.

Fig. 1.

Figures Advertisementforvaginal douchetobeusedascontraceptive
device in 1889 edition of Annie Besant’s Law of Population.
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The intimate relationship between Secularism and Malthusianism
has rarely been accounted for, in that many historians have taken it as
a given that birth control should have been backed by secular thinkers
rather than exploring the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of Freethought as a movement
disseminating, championing, and agonising over the principles of family
limitation."* J. A. Bank’s work on Secularism and the Size of Families is
exceptional in providing an in-depth analysis of “The Religious Roots
of Malthusian Controversy, discussing some of the ways in which
Freethought lent intellectual foundations to birth control advocacy.'>Yet
Banks conceived of nineteenth-century Secularism as a set of ideasrather
than as a political movement, and so failed to identify the links between
Freethinkers’ Malthusianism and their feminist activities. He concluded
that it was not possible to say whether Secularist Malthusians advocated
birth control as an aid to female emancipation and incorrectly identi-
fied ‘pioneer feminists’ such as Bessie Raynor Parkes:and Barbara Leigh
Smith Bodichon as having separate and distinct,political goals from the
Freethinkers.*¢ Foregrounding the role of the-Freethought movement in
the development of birth control advocacy in factreveals many hitherto
unrecognised women’s rights connections and sheds new light on the
ambiguous relationship between feminism and family limitation.

Conclusion

Freethought made an important contribution to Victorian thinking
on sexuality, especially to thesdevelopment of feminist attitudes to
heterosexual love.and marriage. Sexual morality became the focus for
Secularists’ attempts-to establish an ethical framework independent of
the Church..Whether they liked it or not, Freethinkers’ renunciation of
Christianity also entailed a rejection of the very foundations upon which
traditional ideas of marriage and sexuality rested. This opened the way to
alternative models of sexual relations, resulting in a number of different
proposals,being put forward within Freethinking circles throughout the
century. Some Secularists, such as George Drysdale, favoured an extreme
libertarian vision of multiple sexual relationships allowing for the full
enjoyment of physical passion. This was justified in explicitly Freethinking
terms, as a celebration of the physical and material world over the spir-
itual, and as the logical conclusion of the Secularist principles of freedom
and moral autonomy of the individual. However, this Freethinking vision
of sexual freedom was also strongly opposed by others in the move-
ment, who not only feared for the reputation of Secularism but were
also concerned to guard against the exploitation of women. Debates and
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divisions within Freethought need to be understood, therefore, in the
context of the movement’s longstanding feminist tradition.

Freethought was an important factor in the emergence of sex radi-
calism at the turn of the twentieth century. Despite ambivalence among
the Secularist leadership, the Free Lovers at The Adult were right to
compare themselves to the ‘heretics and freethinkers of old” who sought
only the right to question conventional belief systems.”” The arrest in
1898 of George Bedborough, editor of The Adult, proved once and for all
that, on questions of free discussion, Free Lovers and Freethinkers:were
united. Bedborough was charged for selling Havelock Ellis’ Studies.in the
Psychology of Sex — a sexology volume that dealt with ‘sexual inversion’
(homosexuality). Copies of The Adult were also seized by policesresulting
in ten more obscenity charges. The Secularists immediately rose to the
challenge, with G. W. Foote heading up Bedborough’s Freedom of the
Press Defence Committee, whose members included G.J. Holyoake, and
other leading Freethinkers J. M. Robertson, George Standring, Edward
Truelove and Charles Watts. Many of thesesmen had themselves faced
imprisonment for charges of blasphemy or obscenity. They ultimately
proved more stalwart in defence of.the sex radicals than Bedborough
himself, who made a deal with the police and pleaded guilty to three
charges of obscenity."*HypatiaBradlaugh Bonner also opposed the arrest
of Bedborough and defended Havelock Ellis’ book as ‘a scientific work
by a writer of such distinction’'? Secularists were again at the centre of
things when, a decade later, sex radicals at The Freewoman mounted a
direct challenge tosthe respectability of the womens movement through
an explicit assertion of woman’s right to freedom of sexual expression.”
The Freewoman was banned by W. H. Smith newsagents in 1912, but was
strongly supported by Freethinkers both as readers and contributors.”
By the eve of the First World War, as Jacqueline de Vries had noted, the
sextial transgression of the ‘New Women' and ‘Freewomen’ was firmly
associated in the public mind with religious scepticism and Freethought
- an association which can now be understood and traced back to a
feminist current which began in the Freethinking movements of the
early nineteenth century.”
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