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Abstract

This essay argues that essentialist models of modernity are always ideological, and
that Britain’s dominant ideology of modernity was transformed from the mid-1950s,
with revolutionary consequences for British Christianity and secularisation. Before
the mid-1950s “Christian civilisation” was commonly considered more advanced than
secularity, which was associated with Stalin’s Soviet Union. The mid-1950s global
crisis, however, created widespread belief in an unprecedented new ‘modern world’.
This perception rapidly legitimated the further belief, promoted by radical Christians,
that ‘the modern world’ is inherently ‘secular’. Once accepted by the national media,
these ideological beliefs about modernity made possible the 1960s ‘secular

revolution’.
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Introduction

Since the 1960s, the historiography of twentieth-century British Christianity has
routinely been written within a Euronormative ideology of modernity, which insists that
modernity specifically favours secularity, rather than Christianity or Islam.* In the 1970s and

1980s, this assumption was articulated using the classical secularization paradigm, which



linked ‘secularization’ to ‘modernization’ so strongly that it backdated the origins of mass
British secularization to the industrial revolution.? In 2001 Callum Brown’s The Death of
Christian Britain famously challenged the assumption that modernity naturally favours
secularity, only to replace it with the assumption that postmodernity naturally favours
secularity.® Recent revisions of the secularization paradigm have attributed ‘religious decline’
to democratization, or to the decline of confessional politics, or to the arrival of mass
affluence, but have done little to disturb the underlying premise that modernity intrinsically
favours secularity.* Since the mid-noughties, however, all these interpretations have been
radically undermined by the postcolonial determination to decentre the European experience.®
On the empirical level, this perspective reveals that many global cultures have found
‘religion’ perfectly compatible with ‘modernity’; on the theoretical level, it implies that
global modernities are inherently multiple and diverse, such that monist visions of modernity
are always ethnocentric.® Modernity, in this view, inherently favours neither secularity nor
‘religion’.” As Jeffrey Cox noted in 2006, however, since the historiography of twentieth-
century British Christianity has long assumed that modernity does encourage secularity, the
revelation of multiple modernities exposes that historiography to radical critique.® If
teleological approaches are ethnocentric, then nuancing them, however sensitively, is the
wrong approach: rather, we need a radically anti-teleological strategy for explaining the
dramatic rise of secularity in twentieth-century Britain.®

This article suggests that these challenges can be overcome by redefining ‘modernity’
as an emic category, such that large-scale cultural shifts are explained by focussing, not on
putatively essential characteristics of modernity, but on local ideological visions of what it
means to be ‘modern’.'? In a society with a strong collective ideology of modernity, most
people will be culturally predisposed to favour whichever beliefs and practices they classify

as modern: and so how twentieth-century Britons conceptualised modernity, how they



understood modernity to relate to Christianity and secularity, and how these understandings
shifted across the century, are questions of central importance for historians of twentieth-
century Britain. This cultural-structuralist approach fully acknowledges the local variability
and personal specificity of belief and practice. It does, however, insist that personal decisions
occur in dialogue with dominant ideological frameworks, which is why collective trends
exist, and that abrupt changes in these ideological frameworks, once slowly and complexly
worked out in lived experience, cannot avoid eventually creating widespread social change.!
This methodology is ‘strongly’ culturalist in the sense that it depicts culture as an
independent variable, rather than a simple function of socio-economic realities.*? It is also
non-teleological, believing with Max Weber that history is best conceptualised as an
unending and unpredictable struggle between rival ideological paradigms, some of which
may arbitrarily privilege themselves by claiming to represent ‘modernity’ or
‘postmodernity’.!3 Finally, this methodology is postsecular, in the sense that it sees secularity
as an ideological project in its own right: it therefore defines ‘secularisation’ differently from
‘Christian decline’, as the acceptance and enactment of secularity’s cultural beliefs,
especially secularity’s belief in the possibility of permanently post-ideological societies, a
belief which presupposes a particular monist vision of modernity.*

This article applies this culturalist methodology to postwar Britain by arguing that
dominant public understandings of modernity shifted radically from the mid-1950s, and that
this shift was a necessary precondition of the ‘secular revolution’ that occurred in the early
1960s.%® This cultural shift introduced a powerful teleological vision of modernity into British
public discussion, ensuring that localities and individuals made cultural decisions against a
very different imagined backdrop in 1970 than they had in 1950.%¢ This transformation was
common to most Western cultures, but is explored only in the British case here.!” In the first

half of the twentieth century, numerous networks of ‘modernist’ intellectuals and artists



identified twentieth-century Western societies as witnessing a radical break from humanity’s
past: John Carter Wood explores one such network in this special issue.'® Stadial theories of
human development were also offered by Comtean Positivism and by Marxism.*®
Nonetheless, from the 1920s to the early 1950s, the commanding heights of British public
discussion were still dominated by an older, ‘civilisation’ ideology of modernity, which
denied the existence of a radical break between ‘tradition” and ‘modernity’ by identifying
“Western civilisation” as a two and a half thousand year old ideological project founded upon
the Greco-Roman inheritance and Christianity. Britain’s ‘civilisation’ ideology powerfully
privileged Christianity by insisting that it was essential to the stability and prosperity of
contemporary Western societies; conversely, it forcefully denigrated secularity by portraying
it as a regressive phenomenon that ultimately created backward tyrannies such as the Soviet
Union. Consequently, mass British ‘secularisation’ (as opposed to Christian decline) could
not be enacted until Britain’s ‘civilisation’ ideology had lost its cultural dominance.?’ From
the mid-1950s, however, Britain’s ‘civilisation’ ideology was dramatically overthrown by a
‘modernisation’ ideology of modernity, which retrospectively invented a radical break
between ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ societies. This alternative ideology of modernity offered a
radically different account of the fate of collective belief-systems in ‘advanced’ societies.
According to the ‘civilisation’ perspective, collective belief-systems were an intrinsic feature
of the modern world; the strength of any society was proportionate to its people’s faith in its
collective values, and so societies that allowed their collective belief-systems to fall into
decline were risking take-over by fanatical alternatives. According to the ‘modernisation’
perspective, by contrast, humanity’s long centuries of ideological warfare belonged to the
‘traditional’ past: ‘modern’ societies were moving into a post-ideological future, and so the
maintenance of collective systems of belief or morality was no longer important — or even, in

stronger versions of this view, no longer possible.?* Consequently, British secularity’s



foundational assumptions — that there had been an irreversible breakthrough to modernity at
some point since 1500, that the Christian and classical inheritances were therefore obsolete,
and that the societies of the future would not require a collective faith in anything — were all
radically different, even morally repugnant, to the British conventional wisdom of the 1940s
and early 1950s. It would require a revolutionary reframing of British conceptions of
modernity, triggered by some major historical cause, for large numbers of British people to
start believing that secularity was more advanced than Christianity, such that they would be
willing to enact widespread ‘secularisation’.??

This article offers a basic overview of this reframing of Britain’s dominant ideology
of modernity as it concerned Christianity and secularity in the late 1950s and early 1960s,
locating the decisive developments as occurring within the public sphere, rather than
spontaneously amongst ‘the people’.?® This argument follows the revisionist interpretation of
Britain’s Sixties by denying the existence of a massive postwar social transformation until at
least the late 1960s.2* It also follows recent research that describes a radical revolution in
dominant metanarratives created in the late 1950s and early 1960s by privileged elites, who
had the cultural power to disseminate their ideas through the mass media in ways typically
denied to ‘ordinary’ people.?° The argument depicts British public culture’s revolutionary
reframing of moral issues as occurring across three overlapping phases. First, early assertions
of an unprecedented new era in recent history, apparently wrought by science and
technology, first gained momentum in the mid-1940s, and then again in the mid-1950s, being
chiefly occasioned by acute anxieties about the future of “Western civilisation’ prompted by
the Second World War, the atom bomb, and, especially, the hydrogen bomb, the first full-
scale tests of which occurred in 1954.26 Nonetheless, given that Britain was still a
predominantly Christian culture in the 1940s and early 1950s, this ‘technological revolution’

discussion largely restricted itself to asserting a permanent transformation in the material



rather than the moral sphere, and to suggesting policies for the radical ‘modernisation’ of the
British economy.?” Second, however, these debates then gave a platform for radical
commentators within the British clergy, a body widely considered to be possessed of special
moral expertise, to draw on their radical re-readings of Christian eschatology, and to argue
that there had been a recent irreversible transformation, not only of the technological
environment, but also of human nature, such that ‘modern man’ was intrinsically ‘secular’, in
this term’s new sense of being permanently post-ideological and post-‘religious’. These
radical Christian arguments originated in the 1940s, but the transformation of British
understandings of modernity from the mid-1950s gave them an unexpected salience in the
public sphere in the early 1960s.?8 Finally, the acceptance of these arguments in British
public discussion in the early- and mid-1960s enabled the rapid creation of the newly
dominant metanarrative of ‘modern secularisation’, which narrated Britain’s transition from
the “traditional” condition of ‘religion’ into the ‘modern’ condition of post-ideological
secularity — an ethnocentric metanarrative that British historiography swiftly internalised and
retrospectively imposed on nineteenth-century Britain.?° This teleological vision of
‘secularisation’ as the natural fate of modern societies then underpinned Britain’s newly
dominant culture of secularity: ‘secularisation’ was swiftly enacted by the commanding
heights of British culture, and gradually and complexly carried out in British social life,
always whilst masquerading as the growth of post-ideological neutrality.* In these ways, this
article argues, it was a revolutionary ideology of ‘modernisation’ that achieved dominance in
the mid-twentieth century, not a real process of ‘modernisation’ dating from the eighteenth
century, that provided the essential cultural precondition for Britain’s ‘secular revolution’ in
the early 1960s. When present-day historians narrate British Christianity’s natural decline in

the face of the essential secularity of ‘modernity’ or ‘postmodernity’, they are imposing a



Sixties ideological framework onto a pre-Sixties culture, which would have emphatically

refused to frame itself in those terms.3!

Christianity, ‘Christian civilisation’, and Britain’s dominant ideology of modernity,

1939-1954

Amidst the upheavals of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, many European states
embraced some form of modernist project, from the various nationalisms to Italian Fascism
to Soviet Communism.? In Britain, by contrast, ‘gentlemanly’ elites ensured their continuing
dominance through a combination of relative economic prosperity, gradual franchise reform,
imperial ideology, relative religious homogeneity, and victorious participation in total wars —
Ireland, of course, being the exception that illustrates the rule.®® Consequently, although
modernisms were certainly present in early twentieth-century Britain, in fields as diverse as
theology, art, literature, architecture, futurology, and science fiction, they were by no means
dominant.3* Instead, up until the early 1950s, the commanding heights of the British public
sphere still operated according to a ‘civilisation’ ideology of human development, which had
been deeply embedded in elite British ideology since the eighteenth century. Britain’s
‘civilisation’ ideology conceptualised ‘Western civilisation’ as a two-and-a-half-thousand-
year ideological odyssey that dated back to the classical inheritance and the foundation of
Christianity, and it therefore saw no difficulty in applying ancient terminology to modern
situations.® Throughout the interwar period, British observers conceptualised their Soviet
and Nazi rivals as ‘barbarians’ and ‘pagans’, and they frequently expressed anxiety that
“Western civilisation” might collapse in the manner of the Roman Empire, thus unleashing a
new ‘Dark Ages’.%’ Civilisation ideology employed a foundational distinction between

‘barbaric’ and ‘civilised’ societies, which was quite different from the later view implied by



modernisation ideology’s distinction between ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ societies. As John
Stuart Mill’s essay ‘Civilisation’ had explained the logic in 1836, civilisation ideology
insisted that the basic variable governing the long-term success of human societies was not
the sophistication of their technology, but their inhabitants’ ongoing ability to co-operate with
each other. In this view, the basic difference between ‘barbaric’ and ‘civilised’ societies was
not material but cultural: ‘barbaric’ societies comprised headstrong individualists who fought
incessantly amongst themselves, and who therefore failed to achieve significant economic or
technological progress; but “civilised” societies comprised people who had acquired self-
discipline, civility, and respect for the rule of law, and who therefore organised themselves
into stable, ordered, and progress-achieving hierarchies.®® A clear implication, less
emphasised during the late Victorian period, but widely accepted in the interwar years, was
that “civilisation” was reversible: ‘civilised” peoples could, if led astray by false ideologies,
lose their ingrained habits of mutual co-operation, and experience a catastrophic collapse
back into barbarism, a fate considered especially terrible in societies possessing advanced
technology.3®

In the interwar period, as the Western democracies faced ideological threats from the
Soviet Union and then Nazi Germany, it became commonplace to speak of ‘Western
civilisation’, rather than simply of ‘civilisation’, as being reliant on the three ancient pillars of
Greece, Rome, and Christianity. The ‘chief strands’ of Western civilisation, observed the
historian Roger Lloyd in 1936, ‘can be found in every text-book. They are Christianity, with
its theology, ethic, and worship; Greek art, science, and philosophy... and Roman law and
politics.”*® “We westerners,” declared The Times in 1945, staking out Western ideological
territory at the dawn of the Cold War, ‘think of “western civilisation” as the heritage of Greek
thought, Roman law, and the Christian religion. We are proud and grateful of this heritage,

and we sometimes contrast it with the despotism of the east, with the Mongol and Byzantine



traditions which formed Tsarist Russia and the totalitarian system of the Soviet Union’.*!

‘Every civilisation has its roots in the past,” argued the classicist and public intellectual
Gilbert Murray in a BBC Home Service talk in 1953. ‘Rome gave us the framework, as
Athens and Jerusalem... gave us the inner content, of our living Christian civilisation”.*?

By 1939, the idea that the cultural foundations of ‘Western civilisation” had been laid
in antiquity was deeply embedded in elite British social life. British institutions were largely
run by Oxbridge graduates, who until 1960 were required to demonstrate proficiency in Latin
as a condition of matriculation, regardless of degree subject.** Many Oxbridge graduates had
also been to public school, where Latinisms were part of everyday life. The rhetoric of the
British Empire was replete with classical imagery, not least in its idea of its “civilising
mission’; from 1868 until the 1960s, the Empire was administered amidst the columns and
statues of George Gilbert Scott’s classically-styled Foreign Office.** Interwar school
textbooks routinely assumed that the foundational events in English history had occurred
prior to the birth of Christ.*> By 1930, this “civilisation’ model of English history was
sufficiently commonplace to be affectionately satirised by Sellar and Yeatman’s 1066 And
All That, which argued that ‘the first date in English History’, and the only date apart from
1066 that anyone could remember, was 55 BC, the year Julius Caesar had invaded Britain,
thereby bringing Britons into sustained contact with civilisation for the first time.*¢ The
‘civilisation” understanding of history, with its accompanying absence of belief in a radical
break between ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ societies, was also persistently reiterated in British
academic historiography.*’ Interwar historians routinely assumed that modern cultures were
governed by the same rules as ancient ones: J.D. Unwin’s massive Sex and Culture (1934),
for example, thought nothing of comparing ‘the Sumerians, Babylonians, Athenians,
Romans, Anglo-Saxons, and Protestant English’.*® Arnold Toynbee’s A Study of History,

published to great acclaim in ten volumes between 1934 and 1954, compared 28 historic



‘civilisations’, and worried extensively about whether modern ‘Western civilisation” might
decline and fall, as its Greek and Roman predecessors had done.*® In 1954, The European
Inheritance, a major collaborative history commissioned by the Conference of Allied
Ministers of Education, informed Anglophone sixth-formers that the classical era of 800 BC
and 476 AD had ‘laid the “foundations” — alike in religion and philosophy, in literature and
art, and in law and institutions — on which our civilisation is still very largely based.’*® Since
almost everyone had been educated in this understanding of Western modernity, these tropes
routinely appeared in the British media. In 1930, the self-consciously demotic Daily Mirror
could speak of ‘the Greeks, on whose ideas modern civilisation is so largely based’. In
1945, The Times could argue that Allied military leaders had been inspired by ‘the same
virtues’ advocated ‘by HOMER and THUCYDIDES and PLUTARCH, by CICERO and VIRGIL’.%?
From 1939, as Christian Britain began its mortal struggle against ‘pagan’ Nazism,
British discussion pervasively drew on this ‘civilisation’ framework to position Christianity
as a necessary foundation of Western modernity.*® ‘I believe from my heart,” George VI told
the listeners of his 1939 Christmas broadcast, ‘that the cause which binds together my
peoples and our gallant and faithful Allies is the cause of Christian civilisation. On no other
basis can true civilisation be built.”>* ‘Is this to be the inglorious end of civilisation and
Christianity?” demanded the Daily Mirror in May 1940, during the darkest days of the Battle
of France. ‘A thousand times NO!**® ‘The Battle of Britain is about to begin,” announced
Winston Churchill in June 1940. ‘Upon this battle depends the survival of Christian
civilisation. If we fail, then the whole world... will fall into the abyss of a new dark age.”*
‘Religion has been the most powerful of all formative influences on western civilisation,’
argued the Manchester Guardian columnist Artifex in January 1945, and ‘the present state of
Europe seems to me to be very evidently the result of the practical rejection by many people

of the moral and intellectual control of religion’.>” In May 1945, British newspapers



celebrated VE Day by praising ‘Christian civilisation’ and quoting from the Bible.*® By
August 1945, ‘the need for moral and spiritual training to be based on the principles and
standards of Christianity’, and ‘the influence of Christianity... on the development of western
civilisation’, were being inscribed by the National Union of Teachers onto newly-created
national school syllabi.>® This language was not controversial, because in 1939 about 95 per
cent of the British population categorised themselves as Christians.®° In this cultural context,
it seemed perfectly natural for the government to organise National Days of Prayer in support
of Britain’s war effort, and for these occasions to involve ‘a very high proportion of the
population’.5!

These assertions that Christianity provided a necessary foundation for Western
modernity did not disappear after 1945, but were rapidly adapted for deployment in Britain’s
Cold War against the atheistic Soviet Union.®? Faith in ‘the risen CHRIST’, argued The Times
in 1946, ‘was the faith of all western Europe once, and on it the civilisation of to-day is
founded’.®® ‘We [can] maintain the structure of European civilisation,” the thousand
attendants of the 1947 Empire Youth Sunday service at Westminster Abbey were told, ‘only
if we returned to its source, the Christian way of life’.%4 ‘There is no more urgent need to-
day,” observed Prime Minister Attlee in 1948, ‘than the reaffirmation of the absolute moral
values on which our Christian civilisation is based.’®® In 1950, George VI flatly stated that
‘our civilisation has a religious basis’, and that ‘our tradition is a Christian tradition’.® In
1952, the Lord Mayor of London spoke of ‘that Christian civilisation on which the greatness
of this country [is] based’.%” In 1961, Harold Macmillan could still tell a Conservative party
rally that ‘the world today is torn by one of its great doctrinal struggles... between
Communist ideology and our own Christian philosophy’.®®

These arguments were also widely heard further down the social hierarchy, even if

people and churches did not always agree about what counted as true Christianity.®® ‘If we do



not wish to see this land of ours, and many other lands, vanish in a shower of atom bombs,
we have got to learn from God the true and only way to peace,” argued an ex-serviceman, in a
letter highlighted by the Mirror as a “star letter’ in March 1948.7° ‘Our civilisation will sink
into ruin, as so many before it, unless we start to rediscover spiritual values and realise again
that Jesus Christ is the Way, the Truth, and the Life,” argued another Mirror letter-writer in
1950.” The Butler Education Act of 1944 mandated that English and Welsh county and
voluntary schools should always begin the school day with a collective act of worship, as part
of a deliberate effort to strengthen Britain’s ‘Christian civilisation’.”? Even in the mid-1960s,
opinion pollsters NOP and ORC found that 80 per cent of respondents considered Britain to
be a Christian country, and thought it important that it remained so.”®

Between 1939 and 1954, this ‘civilisation’ model of modernity, with its thorough-
going denial of any sharp break between ‘tradition’ and ‘modernity’, ensured that most
British commentators refused to imagine any irreversible decline of ‘religion’, but instead
considered faith and belief to be permanently powerful forces in modern geopolitics. ‘History
knows no example of a civilisation created by people lacking a burning faith,” commented the
historian and National Labour peer Godfrey Elton, writing in the Daily Mail in 1941. ‘The
paganism of the Nazis, let us not forget — false, cruel, and barbaric though it be — is
nevertheless a faith, for which tens of thousands of young Germans are ready to practise
every austerity, to shoulder every sacrifice... A nation which has once lost its faith is
dying’.”* Nazism, argued a Times correspondent in 1945, being an ‘evil philosophy’ that ‘had
usurped the place of Christianity’, could only have been defeated by ‘a union of peoples
bound together by a faith as definite and more powerful than that which threatened them’.”™
This consensus about the enduring power of faith and belief continued into the early Cold
War. ‘Communism’, observed Clement Attlee in 1947, was ‘fanatical’, ‘and that gave it a

tremendous driving force’.”® Communism’s ‘attractiveness’, argued a Daily Mail focus group



in September 1948, was partly because it ‘has the appeal of a religion. It gives a sense of
serving, of something outside and larger than oneself, something to which allegiance can be
sworn’.”” In October 1948, Anthony Eden told the Conservative party conference that ‘those
who held the Communist creed held it with a fervour that was almost a religion. If [Britons]
were to defeat them, they must believe just as fervently in their faith and themselves... Their
success would depend on the vigour with which they championed their own faith’.’® ‘Belief
gives to men the inner force by which their lives become effective,” argued The Times in
1950. ‘This has been rediscovered to-day in the beliefs which colour the whole lives of the
supporters of totalitarian régimes’.” *All over the world,” commented Attlee again in 1950,
‘we are face to face with fanatics who believe in their creed... Let us, then, arm ourselves
against evil with an equal enthusiasm to preserve and protect the higher creeds in which we
believe’.8% Whilst British commentators were keenly aware of the decline of British
Christianity, there was little sense of any permanent decline of ‘religion’: rather, these
commentators were worried about what horrific religion-substitute might come to dominate
Britain in place of Christianity.5!

These fears were most influentially disseminated by leading articles in The Times,
Britain’s newspaper of record, as part of Christian Britain’s wider ideological struggle against
the Soviet Union.® In the first place, it was suggested, post-ideological societies would
necessarily struggle to motivate their citizens to co-operate around a common cause. ‘A
completely secular society is already being found to be unworkable,” a Times article argued
in 1952. ‘It cannot supply the necessary incentive... Without some ultimate religious
sanction, society can evoke no motivation strong enough to enlist devotion to the common
interest’.8% For ‘life which is based upon merely secular ideals and premises must be both
barren and without hope, and its end frustration and despair’.3* Secondly, it was thought, such

a ‘secular society’, following its initial slide into division and apathy, would eventually find



this condition intolerable, and would therefore either invent a religion-substitute, or else be
hijacked by one: one way or another, it was thought, such a society would eventually be
‘compelled to deify itself, erecting its own claims into moral absolutes’.% In interwar Europe,
The Times argued in 1946, this had actually happened: the ‘secular humanism’ of ‘the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century’, inoffensive in of itself, had been mercilessly
overpowered by ‘new national religions’, such as Nazism, ‘with a power and a grip on the
souls of men far surpassing that of the gentle and humane rationalist appeal’.8® Third,
however, it was thought that these new secular faiths would then struggle to implement their
programmes: being secular, they would necessarily consist of political rather than spiritual
dogma, but their attempts to impose political dogma would always end in frustration, because
human reality was, in its intrinsic nature, too complex for simplistic political dogma to be
successfully achieved in practice. ‘The enemies of liberty in the twentieth century,” argued
The Times in 1954, have been ‘rebels against reality who have tried to impose on human
affairs a simple order of which they are not capable.’®” By contrast, ‘the [political] spirit of
Christianity, unlike that of most secular ideologies, is startlingly experimental’, because
Christianity united and inspired people using spiritual dogma, which allowed it to be flexible
about political dogma.® Finally, this further failure would then unleash the fully persecutory
state, which by this point would have no influential churches left to qualify its claims to total
spiritual supremacy.®® This condition was thought to have been reached, thirty-five years
after Russia’s secular revolution, by the quasi-religion of Stalinism. ‘To-day,” declared The
Times in 1951, ‘Europe is threatened by the [Communist] heresy, which claims the whole of
life for politics and the State, and aims at realizing social perfection by the sword alone.”® In
the perfectionist state, ‘men’s significance” would inevitably be measured, not by their value
before God, but ‘by their economic and social contribution’ to the collective good, with all

the inequality and anti-humanism that that measurement implied.®* The ironic result, argued



the Daily Mail in 1950, was an ‘entirely ruthless’” Communist regime, ‘worshipping no god
except STALIN, recognising no creed other than that of expediency’.®? ‘If you will not have
God,’ remarked TS Eliot in 1939, you should pay your respects to Hitler or Stalin’.>3 Only
supernaturalist Christianity, it was argued, with its doctrine of the immortal soul, ultimately
guaranteed respect for the individual %

Until the mid-1950s, this deeply-embedded ideology of ‘Western civilisation’, with
its insistence on the necessity of collective ‘religion’, and on the superiority of Christian
‘religion’, severely inhibited the growth of ‘secular’ personal and national identities.
Although Christian practice had long been declining, Christian Britain’s pervasive ability to
imply that outright non-religiosity was an unstable and regressive condition, far less civilised
than Christianity, rather foreign, and perhaps Communist, constituted a powerful cultural
weapon in its favour.% Even in the early 1960s, surveys found that at least 93 per cent of
Britons identified themselves as Christians: the proportion positively defining themselves as
outrightly ‘non-religious’ was certainly no more than six per cent, and probably closer to one
or two per cent.®® Given these entrenched cultural assumptions, and given Britain’s
ideological struggle against the Soviet Union, it would require a revolutionary reframing of
Britain’s ideology of modernity for mainstream British culture to decide that ‘secular’

societies were not only viable, but actually more advanced than Christian ones.®’

Hiroshima, Castle Bravo, and the sudden reframing of Britain’s ideology of modernity,

1954-1965

The first step in this paradigm-shift began in the mid-1950s, when British discussion
suddenly became convinced that it was entering a completely new stage in human history.

This trope had been articulated by various cultural minorities in the Edwardian and interwar



periods, and it had attracted increasing interest during the Second World War, but it first
commanded mainstream acceptance in August 1945, as shocked British commentators
reacted to the atomic bombing of Hiroshima, and therefore to the knowledge that humanity
now possessed the technical ability to extinguish life on earth.®® ‘The bomb that has changed
the world’, cried the Daily Express.® ‘Atomic age begins’, announced the Daily Mail .1
‘Fantastic visions open up,” commented the Manchester Guardian, ‘of an utterly changed
world’.1! By 1946, it had become commonplace to declare that atomic technology had
pushed humanity into a ‘new age’.1%

These ideas decisively regained momentum in March 1954, when news broke of the
United States’ successful test of a full-scale hydrogen bomb, reckoned about 1,000 times
more powerful than that used at Hiroshima.%® As Matthew Grant has argued, official British
discourse in the late 1940s and early 1950s had emphasised the survivability of atomic
warfare given sufficient levels of collective bravery, but the Castle Bravo tests made it
abundantly clear that thermonuclear warfare would not be survivable, and this made 1954 a
crucial turning-point in British public discussions about the future of ‘civilisation’.1%
‘Reactions from many parts of the world,” commented The Times in April 1954, ‘have shown
similar concern and awareness that a new era has opened.’'® ‘We face to-day a new situation
in history’, argued Clement Attlee four days later, opening the Commons debate on hydrogen
bombs.1% With the discovery of nuclear fission’, echoed the Conservative leader of the
House of Lords in May 1954, ‘a new era has opened for mankind’.2%” ‘“Nineteen-sixty means
to me anno 15 p.H., where “p” stands for post... and “H” stands for Hiroshima’ declared the
public intellectual Arthur Koestler in February 1960, speaking on the Third Programme. ‘My
feeling [is] that all that happened before 1945 belongs to a quasi-historical epoch’.2%®

This shocking sense that atomic technology was totally transformative was quickly

expanded to include its civilian uses.’®® ‘The coming of nuclear power marks the beginning



of anew era’, declared the Churchill government’s 1955 White Paper, announcing an
ambitious programme of atomic power-station construction. ‘The final reward will be
immeasurable.’*!? ‘For many years now we have been aware that atomic scientists, by a
series of brilliant discoveries, have brought us to the threshold of a new age’, argued
Elizabeth II in October 1956, opening Calder Hall, the world’s first industrial-scale nuclear
power-station.*'! These early visions of an atomic ‘new age’ were at least partly materialist,
because they insisted on the transformative power, not of culture or human agency, but of
technology itself.

As the Cold War deepened, however, this crisis-driven vision of an ‘atomic age’ soon
expanded into a wider vision, repeated across the political spectrum, of British society’s
imminent transformation by a ‘scientific’ or ‘technological’ revolution. In March 1955, the
Conservative minister of education, David Eccles, hailed a coming ‘scientific revolution’,
arguing that it was ‘hard fully to imagine... the opportunities that would flow from the
cornucopia of the atomic age’.}*2 “We are moving into a new age,” declared Prime Minister
Eden in May 1955, ‘a scientific revolution as decisive as the industrial revolution of many
years ago’.!'3 As the Manchester Guardian reported in May, both major parties now argued
that ‘the coming of atomic power has pointed the way to a period in which industry will
undergo a major technological revolution’.}** ‘Many people say’, the same newspaper
reiterated in June, ‘we are in the middle of a technological revolution’.**> In July 1955 the
Duke of Edinburgh, who enjoyed a reputation as a moderniser, organised a conference on
‘how we can adapt our societies to the new technological revolution’.*'® Two weeks later, the
Daily Mirror excitedly foresaw a ‘Robot Revolution’, arguing that ‘AUTOMATION’ will
‘transform social and working life in Britain’.*'” In 1959, C.P. Snow’s ‘Two Cultures’ lecture
identified a present-day ‘scientific revolution’ which had been inaugurated by the use of

atomic particles in industry.'*® By the early 1960s, this vision was beginning to reshape



national politics. In his famous 1963 Scarborough speech, unveiling the policy document
Labour and the Scientific Revolution, Harold Wilson famously argued that the period 1960-
75 would witness ‘a period of technical change, particularly in industrial methods, greater
than in the whole industrial revolution of the last 250 years’, and that embracing ‘the white
heat of this revolution’ would require ‘far-reaching changes in economic and social attitudes
which permeate our whole system of society’.*'® British governments attempted to enact this
dramatic vision in various ways, including the ambitious railway ‘Modernisation Plan’
(1955), the atomic energy programme (1955), and Harold Wilson’s Ministry of Technology
(1964) - not always, it has to be said, with outstanding success.'?

As the perception of a recent technological revolution entered British conventional
wisdom, the term ‘modern’ began to acquire new meanings: its conventional, weak sense of
‘belonging to recent times’” was now increasingly supplanted by a new, stronger meaning, of
‘belonging after the technological revolution’.*?! This linguistic shift was subtle but
important, because it implied that technology had recently transformed Western society, and
that technology might therefore be more basic than culture. In the mid-1950s, at least, the
new technological ‘modern age’ seemed to have commenced only a few decades earlier: in
March 1955, for example, the Mirror’s “Vicky’ cartoonist drew a five-panel ‘short history of
the modern world” which began in 1940.12? ‘It is impossible for men born into a world of
gaslight, hansom cabs and mutton-chop whiskers to comprehend fully what is happening in
these modern times,” argued the Mirror in August 1955, attacking Churchill, Attlee, and
Archbishop Fisher, thereby positioning the commencement of ‘modern times’ at some point
after 1900. ‘The face of the earth has changed in their lifetime. They have survived into an
age of miracles... the modern world is being fashioned by men of youth and vigour’.!?® In
August 1955, the Observer called for the ‘modernisation’ of Britain’s trades unions, to adapt

them to ‘the requirements of the new age’, since there had been ‘revolutionary changes



introduced into our social structure during and since the last war’, thus dating the
commencement of the ‘new age’ to about 1939.1%*

The ‘modernising’ critique of conventional British politics and economics intensified
in the early 1960s, as declinist commentators blamed a wide range of targets for Britain’s
failure to enter the promised ‘modern’ technological utopia, as other countries seemed to be
doing.?® In 1961, Michael Shanks’ The Stagnant Society insisted that Britain could ‘live with
the modern world’ only by embracing ambitious and radical programmes for economic
growth.'?® The Labour party, argued the Daily Mirror in 1961, urgently needed ‘a plan to
make Britain a truly MODERN country with a leading place in the MODERN world’.*?” These
‘modernising’ critiques often included attacks on Britain’s longstanding ‘civilisation’ culture,
on the grounds that they were impeding Britain’s entry into the technological utopia. ‘The
hereditary Establishment’, declared Sampson’s The Anatomy of Britain (1962), ‘has lost
touch with the new worlds of science, industrial management and technology, and yet tries to
apply old amateur ideals into technical worlds where they won’t fit’.128 “We would certainly
all prefer to be Greeks,” conceded Arthur Koestler in his introduction to Suicide of a Nation?
(1963), ‘but Piccadilly is no agora, commuter trains are not chariots, and Lord Russell is no
Socrates... since not only the Germans but the French and the Italians too have had their
economic miracles, the Graeco-Roman analogy has become arrogant nonsense’. For believers
in this new age of technology, it made no sense for Britain’s elites to be ‘thoroughly
immersed in Homer’s universe, but not the universe of Newton’.*?° In London, the rising
‘modernising’ culture was symbolised by new buildings such as the Daily Mirror’s Holborn
Circus building (1961), Millbank Tower (1963), the GPO Tower (1964), and Centre Point
(1966).1% At the same time, British historiography suddenly rejected civilisation ideology’s
insistence on evolving continuity in British history, and instead began to invent a tradition for

‘the modern world’, by identifying British modernity’s origins, not in the ancient world, but



in a revolutionary transition that had apparently happened at some point between 1500 and
1950.1% Revisiting his Anatomy of Britain in 1965, Anthony Sampson observed that “after
three years... the changes seem quite spectacular’. ‘Younger men’, he commented, were
much less likely to treat ‘their work as if it were an extension of Greek verse’. ‘Change is
being urged everywhere, and every day new changes are announced’.'%

From a ‘religious’ history perspective, however, the crucial point is that these early
visions of a new ‘modern age’, whilst introducing the idea of Britain’s entry into a radical
new stage of development, did not make decisive interventions on the subjects of religion or
morality, and did not attempt to do so, because they were expressly intended to focus on
questions of economics and technology.**® This focus reflected Christian Britain’s
longstanding distinction between ‘religious’ and ‘secular’ spheres of expertise, which
ultimately stemmed from Western Christendom’s monotheistic insistence on the distinction
between spiritual and temporal modes of knowledge.*** ‘It is not within the scope of this
book, which is concerned with temporal powers, to examine the character of the Churches,’
conceded Sampson’s Anatomy of Britain in 1962.1% ‘The real values of the West,” declared
Shanks’ The Stagnant Society in 1961, are ‘its spiritual heritage of freedom, love of God, and
reverence for truth’, and so ‘the main justification for pressing forward with material progress
is to protect this heritage’.% Consequently, these early visions of technological
transformation were only weakly materialist: they thought that technology could be
economically and socially transformative, but they did not go so far as to argue that
technology was transforming Britain’s moral character, and still less Britons” human nature.

For this reason, there was no non-clerical consensus on the moral and religious
implications of the imagined ‘modern’ technological revolution in the years down to 1963.
Max Weber’s The Protestant Ethic, first translated into English in 1930, had famously argued

that Protestantism was actually good for economic growth, and this argument was still being



developed by American modernisation theorists in the late 1950s.2%" In 1951, the Festival of
Britain showcased British technology, but only after a special service of dedication at St
Paul’s Cathedral.® In 1955, the anthropologist Geoffrey Gorer’s Exploring English
Character argued that, though British Christianity had declined, this had merely caused the
proliferation of non-theistic spiritual beliefs, such as in reincarnation, ghosts, and the efficacy
of lucky mascots.'*® In 1957, Richard Hoggart’s The Uses of Literacy argued that working-
class people still believed in God, the ‘after-life’, and the importance of obeying ‘Christ’s
teaching’, along with significant doses of ‘superstition and myth’.*4° In 1961, the sociologist
Ferdynand Zweig’s The Worker in an Affluent Society talked of British workers possessing ‘a
new mode of life and a new ethos’, marked by ‘all the gadgets of the new age’, but this ‘new
ethos’ merely consisted of British workers becoming ‘more conformist than ever’.'*! Ideas
about God, Zweig argued, though increasingly incoherent and ambivalent, continued to play
a significant role in people’s lives.}*? “The Verdict of Youth - frank and uninhibited - is that
the great majority of Britain’s youngsters accept the Church, its teaching and its beliefs,’
reported a Daily Mail survey in 1962.14 As these examples suggest, belief in the ‘modern’
transformation of the British economy did not automatically translate into the belief that
Christian Britain was essentially obsolete. It would require an extra step to imagine ‘the

modern world’ as intrinsically ‘secular’.

British Christianity and the invention of ‘modern secular man’, 1954-1965

At the same time, the era of mass death was also being interpreted and reinterpreted by the
networks that did have the cultural authority to pronounce on issues of religion and morality:
the British churches.** In 1941, for example, the Christian News-Letter, a fortnightly

Christian periodical with a circulation of about 10,000, argued that ‘a radical change is taking



place in the conditions of human existence, and it is in that fact that all our problems
centre’.2*® This ecclesiastical conversation often went further than its non-ecclesiastical
counterparts, in that it frequently embraced a strong materialism, by arguing that God might
be using modern technology to transform human nature. ¢ ¢An event so stupendous in the
physical world as the disclosure of the secret of the atom,” argued the British Council of
Churches’ The Era of Atomic Power report, hastily commissioned in 1945 and published in
1946, ‘may well demand and evoke a corresponding change in the human mind’.**’ “Through
the advances of science and technics,” argued the ecumenical networker J.H. Oldham in
1948, writing in the official preparation volumes for the first assembly of the World Council
of Churches, ‘we are witnessing to-day not only extraordinary changes on the surface of the
globe, but, at a deeper level, a new type of man coming into being’.}*® In 1953, the English
translation of the German theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s Letters and Papers from Prison,
whose original version had been written in a Nazi jail, told British Christians about how
twentieth-century ‘mankind’ had, ‘in our time’, ‘come of age’, become ‘grown-up’, and
entered a ‘newly matured world’, and was therefore, unlike the humans of the last nineteen
hundred years, ‘radically without religion’.*° Nonetheless, for as long as Britain’s
‘civilisation” ideology of modernity maintained its cultural dominance, these radical Christian
visions of a permanently transformed humanity remained subcultural.*>°

From the mid-1950s, however, the widespread perception of a dramatic ‘modern’
revolution in recent Western history provided an unexpected opportunity for radical Christian
thinkers to disseminate their visions of human transformation much more widely. ‘Saturation
with modern technology,” argued Clifford Rhodes, the editor of the Church of England
Newspaper, in 1956, ‘brings about a change in the structure of the human personality,
rendering it incapable of responding to any presentation of the supernatural’.®®* An influential

early contribution to this debate was E.R. Wickham’s Church and People in an Industrial



City (1957), which ‘was widely accepted in the 1960s and 1970s as a decisive intervention’
in the field of secularisation studies, and which routinely appeared on late twentieth-century
undergraduate reading-lists.*®> Wickham had been ordained as an Anglican priest in 1939; he
wrote Church and People, not in a sociology department, but at Sheffield University’s
Department of Biblical Studies, whilst on a research fellowship reserved for clergymen.t>
Since Wickham was writing at an early stage of the debate, he did not use the terms
‘modernisation’ or ‘secularisation’, but his account was nonetheless wholly premised on the
newly-conventional idea of a recent social transformation, which, he argued, had
permanently abolished ‘modern’ people’s need for ‘religion’. In the last ‘seven or eight
generations’, his introduction declared, thereby backdating the commencement of modernity
to about 1750, ‘the profoundest revolutions of history have taken place’, ‘in which a wholly
new world has been in making’.*>* Wickham later referred to this ‘wholly new world’ as ‘the
modern world’.*®® This choice of 1750 as witnessing the dawn of modernity, rather than 1900
or 1939, was influenced by Wickham’s identification of modernity with industrialisation,
which, he argued, had utterly transformed the material environment, and therefore human
nature.®® The material changes wrought by industrialisation had, he thought, created ‘the
emergence of a new type of man, with a new structure of thought and a new mode of
apprehending reality’.*>” This vision of a transformed humanity allowed Wickham to
characterise this ‘new type of man’ as ‘secular’, in this term’s new sense of having
permanently departed from ‘religion’. Modern ‘man’, he argued, was by definition focussed
on ‘the improvement of this life... by material means’, which is why ‘he’ existed in a ‘secular
atmosphere’, and thought with a ‘secular mind’.**® Indeed, Wickham hinted, science and
technology had caused ‘modern men throughout the world’ to be post-ideological: they
rejected ‘strict orthodoxy’ because they believed only in ‘Science’ as ‘the available

Providence for men’.**® Underlying this apparently materialist account of technology



reshaping human nature was Wickham’s radical re-reading of Christian eschatology, which
held that God was deliberately orchestrating this transformtion.*6°

In the late 1950s and early 1960s, this radical vision of ‘modern man’ permanently
escaping ‘religion’ and collective ideology was widely discussed in the British churches, and
by Christian commentators in the British media.®! Most famously, it was expounded by
Bishop John Robinson’s bestseller Honest to God (1963), which sold over a million copies,
reaffirmed the national fame of its author, and was by far the most widely-read British work
of the 1960s to deal with ‘secularisation’.*%? “Modern man’, Robinson wrote in his widely-
read Observer article, had reached ‘the stage of being radically without religion’, which
meant that ‘the period of religion is over’. Consequently, he concluded, in a formulation that
implied that this new stage in human development had commenced forty or fifty years ago,
‘we of our generation are secular men’. Like Wickham’s, Robinson’s thought was ultimately
theological: he thought the new ‘secular’ humanity had been specially created by God, and
that ‘secularisation’ was ‘a God-given fact’.1®3 By 1965, in large part due to these Christian
interventions, the idea that modernity itself was making British society irreversibly ‘secular’
had entered British common-sense.'®* This impression was strengthened by American
theological and sociological works such as Harvey Cox’s The Secular City (1965) and Peter
Berger’s The Sacred Canopy (1967); it was further reinforced by Bryan Wilson’s Religion in
Secular Society (1966), which instantly made its author a leading figure in the British
sociology of religion. In these ways, the foundational belief in an unprecedented new
‘modern age’ made possible the secondary belief that the ‘modern age’ was permanently
secular.

The ideological belief that modernity naturally favours secularity was so radical that it
immediately began to have real-life consequences. During the ‘secular revolution’ of the

1960s, much of British moral legislation was abruptly reframed to operate on an avowedly



‘secular’ basis — a basis which, only a few years earlier, had been widely deemed potentially
totalitarian. In the realm of everyday social life, by contrast, the enactment of
‘secularisation’ occurred much more slowly, as different localities and personalities adapted
to living within the new cultural paradigm.'®® As David Reagles’ research has shown,
thousands of ‘ordinary’ British Christians in the 1970s internalised the belief that they lived
in an irreversibly ‘secular age’, and adapted their spiritual expectations accordingly, a process
that was often experienced as painful.®” As a result, the gradual ecclesiastical declines of the
interwar years were replaced by the much steeper ecclesiastical declines of the late 1960s,
1970s, and 1980s.1%8 Conversely, as Brown’s work on non-religionism has shown, the
numbers of avowedly non-religious Britons began to experience long-term growth, from
perhaps 1 or 2 percent during the 1950s to 15 percent by 2001, with large-scale increases
thereafter.®® For these reasons, the belief that modernity instrinsically favours secularity
cannot be regarded as a neutral sociologial observation, but must be understood as a
devastating ideological weapon in the culture wars of the long 1960s, which created its own
important social legacy.!®

Nonetheless, by the early twenty-first century, there were increasing signs that
secularity’s claims to represent the natural outcome of modernity were not ageing well. In
2001, the 9/11 attacks forcibly reminded Western observers that Western secularity might
actually be a local phenomenon.!™* The idea that Western cultures exemplify humanity’s one
true modernity had long been attacked by postcolonial theorists as Eurocentric, and this
critique only intensified during the massive ‘global turn’ in twenty-first-century Western
historiography.'’> Most important in the British context, however, was Britain’s ‘postsecular’
recognition of its specifically religious minorities, through measures such as the Employment
Equality (Religion or Belief) Regulations (2003), the Racial and Religious Hatred Act

(2006), and the Equality Act (2010).*”® In an avowedly multicultural and multi-religious



public sphere, it would always eventually appear problematic for secular theorists to imply
that British Muslims, Hindus, Sikhs, and Jews are remnants of a bygone stage of human
social development.t’* Once the equality of religious minorities was recognised, it was only a
matter of time before secularity’s belief that modernity naturally favours secularity was

subjected to radical challenge.'”

Conclusion

This article has argued that mid-twentieth-century Britain was the site of cultural
struggle between two rival visions of modernity, and that subsequent British historiography
naively internalised the ideological metanarrative of the winners.*’® This account portrays the
idea of a radically post-traditional ‘modern world’, which gradually emerges at some point
after 1750 and ultimately subverts all older cultures, as an ideological combat-concept, which
gained decisive cultural power only from the mid-1950s, and which played a central role in
the abrupt cultural defeat of ‘Christian civilisation’ in the early 1960s.1”” This defeat was so
far-reaching that Christian civilisation’s status as a modernity is widely denied even today.!"®
Indeed, secular ideology has penetrated twentieth-century British historiography so deeply
that historians still find it easy to characterise economic development as naturally favouring
secularity, rather than merely reshaping the battle-ground on which rival ideologies fought
for cultural dominance.}” A truly empirical account, by contrast, would rehabilitate Britain’s
‘Christian civilisation’ as a modernity in its own right, which was marginalized only because
it lost control of the dominant metanarrative, rather than being naturally marginalized by
inherent characteristics of ‘modernity’ or ‘postmodernity’.

These arguments suggest the need for a radically anti-ethnocentric historiography of

postwar British Christianity and secularity, which would jettison all essentialist accounts of



modernity and postmodernity, and would instead reinterpret mainstream British culture as
trying to enact its particular vision of modernity, which for particular contingent reasons
dramatically changed during the cultural revolution of 1954 to 1970.1% This historicisation of
the 1960s vision of “the modern world” involves quite a radical historiographical revision,
because that vision’s underlying assumptions remain deeply embedded in British
historiography’s theoretical common-sense today. First and foremost, the rejection of
ethnocentricity implies reinterpreting Western secularity as a local ideological culture, not as
a post-ideological condition enabled by the final stage of human social development. 8
Second, it implies interpreting the West’s ‘secular revolution’ of the 1960s as a local
revolution, comparable in this limited sense to the revolutions of 1776, 1789 and 1917, rather
than as a move into a new phase of universal history.'®? Third, it implies that Britain’s
‘secular revolution’ was not caused by universal logics of ‘modernisation’ or
‘postmodernity’, but was instead, like the classic revolutions of Western modernity, the
contingent creation of human revolutionaries — especially, in this case, of Britain’s prophets
of irreversible ‘secularisation’, who, by decisively reframing Britain’s ideology of modernity
as it related to ‘religion’, enabled the rapid growth of a new and explicitly ‘secular’ dominant
moral culture.'® Fourth, this new approach implies that late twentieth-century British
‘secularisation’ historiography needs to be re-interpreted as a fairly typical revolutionary
historiography, comparable to orthodox French and Russian revolutionary historiographies in
the sense that it instinctively refuses to recognise the contingency of its own revolution,
preferring instead to mythologise the process of its creation as natural, permanent, and world-
historically significant.’®* More widely, the metanarrative of irreversible ‘secularisation’
needs to be reinterpreted as a powerfully self-fulfilling prophecy, whose ideological effect
was to conceal the fragility of a local and humanly-invented revolution by endowing it with

an aura of universal metahistorical naturalness and backdating its existence to earlier



centuries.'® Fifth, this anti-ethnocentric approach would emphasise the central role of
profound crises, rather than metahistorical ‘processes’ or ‘stages’, in triggering revolutionary
paradigm-shifts in British culture.'® Just as revolutionary France could not have existed in
the 1790s without the crop failures and state bankruptcy of 1789, and the Soviet Union could
not have existed in the 1920s without the First World War, so, on this reading, ‘secular
Britain’ could not have existed in the 1960s without the memory of the Second World War
and the terrors of the early Cold War, because there would have been no widely-accepted
stadial ideology of modernity on which to construct the culture of secularity.'®’ Finally, and
centrally for this special issue’s purposes, this provincialised historiography would depict
postwar British Christians primarily as adapting, not to ‘modernity’ per se, but to changes in
Britain’s dominant ideology of modernity, central elements of which had actually been
formatively shaped by particular kinds of Christians. This historicisation and relativisation of
British secularity might seem radical, but it is a necessary consequence of renouncing
ethnocentric ways of thinking. When any moral culture refuses to acknowledge that it is built
on specific ideological presuppositions, but instead positions itself as post-ideological
neutrality, the gulf between critical and uncritical histories of that culture will always be

relatively significant.*e®
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