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SCIENTIFIC CALVINISM:  
EUGENICS AS A SECULAR RELIGION

Marius Turda

The outbreak of the Great War in August 1914 found William Bateson 
(1861–1926), the celebrated English geneticist, lecturing and attend-
ing the meetings of the British Association in Melbourne and Sydney. 
After one such lecture, a Scottish soldier approached him and said: ‘Sir, 
what ye’re telling us is nothing but scientific Calvinism.’1 The encoun-
ter made an impression on Bateson, who contemplated using Scientific 
Calvinism as a title for his Australian presidential addresses, and possibly 
for a collection of his popular writings on genetics.2 He never did.3 Nor 
did he use ‘scientific Calvinism’ in connection with eugenics.4 But there 
were other scientists who did. The English geneticist J. B. S. Haldane 
(1892–1964) was one of them. He entitled an article that he wrote in 
1929 for the October issue of Harper’s Magazine ‘Scientific Calvinism’, 
and republished it in his book The Inequality of Man and Other Essays, 
which appeared in 1932.5 ‘Will scientific Calvinism’, asked Haldane, 
‘produce the same type of society and individual character as religious 
Calvinism? It is quite possible’, he believed. In order for this transforma-
tion to happen, however, the eugenicists – whom Haldane described as 
devoting ‘a large part of their energies to disapproving of their fellow-
creatures’ – needed to gain the public and political influence that they 
so eagerly sought.6

Although it was popular journalism, the issues discussed in this arti-
cle, particularly the idea of hereditary predestination, echoed widely 
among the supporters of eugenics, who, almost half a century after 
Francis Galton (1822–1911) coined the term,7 continued to be divided 
over which agency was the most important in shaping human improve-
ment: the environment (nurture) or genetic inheritance (nature). 
Calvinism, as is known, promotes the idea of divine predestination. 
Similarly, eugenics is based on the premise that one’s heredity is given 
(predestined) not made. Although the individual may be able to correct 
certain ‘deficiencies’ through education and self-improvement, he or 
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she cannot escape the biological heritage bequeathed to him or her by 
parents and grandparents. Some hereditary legacies were more felicitous 
than others, eugenicists believed, but ultimately they were all written 
before the individual was born.

A year after the publication of Haldane’s article, the question whether 
eugenics could be understood as ‘scientific Calvinism’ was put to three 
American eugenicists – Albert Edward Wiggam (1871–1957), Frederick 
Osborn (1889–1981) and Leon F. Whitney (1894–1973) – and their short 
answers were published in Eugenics: A Journal of Race Betterment.8 If 
Wiggam charged ‘the fatalistic position of the environmental position 
and the freedom and optimism of the theory of the hereditarian basis of 
behaviour’, Osborn chose not to endorse either position, stating instead 
that the ‘indefinable spiritual quality [is what] enables the individual 
man to make the best of his opportunities and to overcome his limita-
tions, whether of environment or of heredity’. It was Whitney, however, 
who engaged more directly with the question. It was ‘possible’, he noted, 
‘to argue that eugenics [. . .] be called “scientific Calvinism”’. Calvinism 
meant ‘that a man’s spiritual fate is foreordained’, while eugenics presup-
posed ‘that a man’s quality and abilities [were] determined by hereditary 
endowment as acted upon by environment’.9

In their considerations of the importance of nature and nurture, these 
eugenicists found neither agency sufficiently stable to allow for a final 
pronouncement on whether eugenics was ‘scientific Calvinism’. Galton 
himself would have rejected ‘scientific Calvinism’ as a description for his 
theory of eugenics. The question ‘whether man possess[ed] any creative 
power of will at all, or whether his will is also predetermined by blind 
forces or by intelligent agencies’ was unnecessary, and he deemed the 
‘unending argument’ about predestination as detrimental to the ‘prac-
tical side of eugenics’.10 In order for eugenics to ‘be introduced into the 
national conscience, like a new religion’ – as he put it in the paper that 
he read before the Sociological Society in May 190411 – there was need 
for an exploration of both morality and science, pursued simultaneously 
and without separating nature from nurture.12 That is not to suggest that 
Galton saw eugenics as a modern secular surrogate for religion.13 Neither 
am I proposing a functionalist model that defines eugenics as a secular 
religion simply based on the premise that its ideological content was 
non-Christian or anti-Christian. Not only was eugenics rarely in open 
conflict with religion; it did not attempt to supplant it either. To be sure, 
eugenics vied with organised religion over the control of reproduction 
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and over the social and biological role of the family, but, in fact, the 
two had a common goal: to improve the health and morality of society. 
What I am offering here, moreover, is not a discussion of the relationship 
between religion and eugenics; others have achieved that very success-
fully.14 As one scholar aptly put it, ‘It is rare for studies of eugenics not to 
mention the question of religion. The ethical issues surrounding eugenic 
theories raised questions for religious believers, and this subject has 
featured prominently in the existing historiography’.15 What I propose 
instead is to discuss eugenics as a moral philosophy concerned with 
the improvement of human life, with particular reference to the late 
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century contexts. For these reasons, 
this article stands askew relative to the more ‘mainstream’ scholarship 
on eugenics16 as well as the current debates on human enhancement, 
which, although purporting to discuss the ethical problems surround-
ing the legacy of eugenics, remain in large measure reticent about it.17

Any scientific movement is generally regarded as hostile to reli-
gion, but I do not believe that the terms ‘science’ and ‘religion’ are so 
mutually exclusive.18 In many respects, science and religion were not 
antithetical but complementary activities coupled in a synergetic rela-
tionship, and one upon which Galton’s eugenic ideal was largely based. 
To be sure, eugenics teetered on religion in various ways. Importantly, 
eugenics (as the offspring of Darwinism and positivism) revised the 
traditional Platonic–Christian model of humanity’s corporeality, in 
which the body was devalued as fallen and corrupt and ultimately dis-
missed as insignificant. The Christian condemnation of the body was 
certainly not as extreme as some nineteenth-century positivists and evo-
lutionary scientists suggested it to be, but there is no doubt about the 
renewed importance that evolutionism and modern theories of heredity 
in general and eugenics in particular bestowed upon the body in the 
establishment of a new vision of humanity.19 Just as Darwinism may be 
seen as challenging the hegemonic role of religion20 and the biological 
fixity of the human species, eugenics may be seen as supporting the very 
notion of humanity as defined in terms of a hierarchy of distinct social 
bodies, some better biologically equipped than others. But ‘eugenic qual-
ities’, as Galton was keen to emphasise, were not just ‘a sound mind and 
body’ and ‘an intelligence above the average’ but also ‘a natural capacity 
and zeal for work’.21 The healthy body and sound morals, which Galton 
deemed essential, needed to be accompanied by industriousness and 
social schemes for the betterment of men and women. In this, eugenics 
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