Chapter 7

Civil Religion

The creation of a new society, in what was to the Europeans an empty

space, posed the question of what values would form the basis of that
society. The question was made more pressing in that the new society was
made up principally of offencers against the laws of Great Britain. If the
settlement proposed for Botany Bay was merely to be a prison administered
by British officers, then military regulations would be sufficient. Nothing more
would be required but authori:arianism and punitive violence. However the
venture was to be more than this. It was not simply a very large version of
Devil's Island. The very fact of the vast distance from England meant that
most of those who were sen: to Botany Bay would be unlikely to return.
Consequently a new society had to be constructed and given a meaningful
existence. The essential tasks. were to make convicts into useful citizens in
this new society, to give the scciety a set of values and to provide a sense of
identity for the community. From the outset religion was seen in a utilitarian
light as a means to assist in the process of moral reform. However orthodox
religion could not provide a meaningful interpretation of the new society as a
whole or establish an identity for it. The Christian faith had fractured into

denominational groups and while the Anglican Church enjoyed a period of
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monopoly, the rulers of the colony were clearly not committed to creating an
evangelical culture. This neec for a sense of community identity and values
was filled by the establishmert of a civil religion based upon the concepts of
monarchy and empire, with tqe creation of Australia as a new beacon of
civilisation and commerce. The value system was based on natural law
rather than revealed religion. The development and significance of civil
religion can be illustrated with reference to three elements in the colonial
culture. The King’s Birthday grovided a focus for a cult of monarchy which
incorporated the distant colories in 2 metaphysical union with the Empire.
The celebration of Christmas ost much of its overt religious meaning, but it
acted as a focus of a civil faity by strengthening family and community ties
and taking on the role of a he rvest festival. The masonic and other lodges
played a significant role in establishing concepts of civic and charitable

service based on their belief ir natural religion.

The concept of civil rel gion was promoted by Rousseau in his book
The Social Contract, publisted in 1762. He believed that the dogmatic
pronouncements of religious le:aders tended to divide society rather than to
create social cohesion. Thus to create a free and co-operative society it was
necessary to have a new civi religion with a few simple articles of faith.

Rousseau defined these as be ief in

The existence of an omnipotent, intelligent, benevolent divinity that
foresees and provides; te life 1o come; the happiness of the just; the
punishment of sinners; the sanctity of the social contract and the
law.[1]

1. Rousseau,J.J., The Social Contract, Harmondsworth, 1968, p. 186
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The civil religion was to have only one “negative” doctrine and that was the
rejection of intolerance, since it was one of the distinguishing features of the

forms of religion which had be:en seen as socially divisive.

The colonial belief in the e fectiveness of a benevolent Providence and in
the concept of natural law met some of Rousseau’s requirements for a civic
faith. There was also a degree: of religious tolerance evident in the period up
to the 1850s. While the religio us life of Australia from the 1860s to the 1960s
was marked by deep sectarian division between Catholics and Protestants,
the colonial officials prior to this period were at pains to promote religious

toleration in the face of clerica efforts to the contrary.

A significant contribution tc the development of the idea of civil religion in
England was provided by the work of the eighteenth-century Nonconformist
hymn writer, Isaac Watts (1674-1748). In his New Essay on Civic Power in
Things Sacred, published in 1739, Watts proposed the establishment of a
civil religion to which all citizens must give their allegiance while being free
to practise any denominatiohal religion their conscience dictated. There
would be both “gospel churches” and a “religion of England” without the
existence of an established Church of England.[2] The civil religion would
guarantee that the state and :ts officials acted justly and that citizens would
be bound in loyalty to the state. Tre civil religion was seen as “a sort of
natural religion ... which migit be taught universally to all the people”.[3]
Religious leaders were expected to give support to the civil religion on
appropriate occasions by preaching sermons on the people’s duties of

2. Maclear,J.F., “Isaac Watts and the ldea of Public Religion”, Journal of the
History of ideas, Vol. LI, 1992, p 26
3. ibid., p.36
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obedience and loyalty to the state. Civil religion was to exclude all elements
of revealed religion and be kased on the “simple truths of natural religion
and ethics".[4] By way of promoting his concept of civil religion a number of
Watts' hymns are of an unashamedly patriotic flavour. One proclaimed that

God

... builds and guards the British Throne,

And makes it gracio is, like his own. {5]

It is perhaps significant to not2 that ‘Watts’ best known hymn has been sung

regularly on that most sacred day of the Australian civil religion, Anzac Day:

Oh, God, our help in ages past,
our hope for years to come
our shelter from the stormy blast,

and our eternal hcme.[6]

The debate over the existance and significance of civil religion since the
eighteenth century has was promoted by an article by the American
historian, Robert Bellah, which first appeared in 1967. By later analysing the
language which was used n the inauguration addresses of President
Kennedy and President Nixor, Bellah claimed to find a set of values which
were acceptable to the major ty of Americans and which related the United

States to the pursuit of higrer gosls. In reply to his critics Bellah made

4. ibid., p.42
5. ibid., p. 42
6. The Australian Hymn Book, Sydney, 1983, p. 52
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the point that whatever onz's op:nion on whether or not civil religion
should or should not exist, the notion of civil religion is a useful analytical

tool for the study of community values.[7]

Modern definitions of civil religion seek to place more emphasis on the
importance of establishing a sense of identity and purpose within a
community. One such definition proposes that civil religion is “the set of
beliefs, rites and symbols which relate a person’s role as a citizen and his
society’s place in space, time anc history to the conditions of ultimate
existence and meaning”.[8] Civil religion can exist alongside traditional
religion to provide answers to questions which traditional religion does not
address. While the Bible provided a theological interpretation of the history
of Israel, it provided no theodicy upon which to construct the idea of
Australia. The values of denominational religion were not appropriate
because of their divisiveness. A social contract had to be made of something

more enduring.

In considering the nature of religion, Durkheim proposed that it was that
set of doctrines and rituals ‘which united a group of individuals into one
single moral community.[9] While this is not the place to take up the
anthropological and sociological detate, the idea is a handy one to use in
attempting to examine the nature of civil religion which can create a sense of

moral community where religicus pluralism fails. In his discussion of what

7. Richey,R.,& Jones,D., Amer.can Civil Religion, New York, 1974, p.257

8. Roberts, K.A., Religion in &'ociological Perspective, Homewood, lllinois,
1984, p. 385

9. Bellah,R.N. & Hammond, P. =., Varieties of Civil Religion, New York, 1980,
p.139
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created the moral community in the United States in the latter eighteenth
century, Phillip Hammond has identified the legal system as the defining
factor of the “moral universe” by making decisions based on reasoning from

common law principles:

Legal institutions are therefore called upon not only tc secure order
but to give it a uniforml7 accepted meaning as well. The result is a set

of legal institutions with a decided religiomoral character. [10]

It may be objected that such sentiments were appropriate for the creation of
such an august body as the U S. Supreme Court, but of little consequence in
a penal colony. David Neal is prcbably correct when he identifies the
importance of what he calls “the rule of law ideology” in determining the
nature of the society in the penal colony of New South Wales, but, as | have
argued, his interpretation appears deficient in not recognising the foundation
of that rule of law in the concepts of natural religion and natural justice. It
was these ideas which underpinned the notion that even convicts were
entitled to their day in court. £s the discussion of natural justice has shown,
the laws emanating from Divine Providence were deemed to be reflected in
the laws of the King. Both Godl's laws and the King's laws could be appealed
to against local tyranny, even f only n a spiritual sense. The authority of the
colonial governors, the justice of the legal system and the laws of God were
not guaranteed by the religious observance of the churches, but rather by
the majesty of the British mcnarch. David Cannadine has highlighted the
importance of civil religion for the stability of a state and the acceptance of
authority. In the use of ceremonial. connections can be made between

10. ibid., p.153
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the power of hierarchies on earth and the beliefs about celestial hierarchies
and power. [11] Thus to discover the nature of civil religion in New South
Wales and Van Diemen’s Land it is necessary to examine the connection
between the earthly and heavenly powers which were relevant to the

colonies.

While the task of establisiing a penal colony may not have been one
which lent itself to the contemplation of the founding of a new Jerusalem,
there is, nevertheless, evidence to suggest that the convict outpost of New
South Wales was linked in some minds to higher and greater purposes.
Despite the vast distance betvieen Great Britain and the newly established
colony, the arrival of the frst news of British action in the French
Revolutionary War excited pat-iotic sentiments which reflected on the wider
meaning of the penal settlerient. David Collins believed that while the
founding of the colony might be a distant and humble exercise, it could
nevertheless be directed to tFe promotion of “the good, the glory and the

aggrandisement of their countr””.[12] He continued by asking the question:

And why should the cclonists of New South Wales be denied the
merit of endeavouring 0 promote [English values] by establishing
civilisation in a savage world; by animating the children of idleness
and vice to habits of lasorious and honest industry; and by showing

the world that to Englishmen no difficulties are insuperable?.[13]

11. Cannadine,D., “Introduction: Divine Rites of Kings” in D. Cannadine [ed.],
Rituals of Royalty, Cambridge, 19&7, p.17

12. Collins, D., An Account of ‘he English Settlement in New South Wales,
Sydney, 1910, p. 54

13. ibid.
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Here at least there was clearly a higher purpose envisaged than the
removal and punishment of convicts. Here was a belief in a civilising
purpose which would reflect the goodness and glory of Great Britain and be

achieved through the moral triansformation of the convict population.

While the English officers who were responsible for the foundation of
the colony did not make declerations of purpose in the name of God like the
founders of the United Sates, "here is still to be found a strong sense that the
task of creating a civilisation in Australia had a meaning which transcended
the mundane brutalities of ¢ convict settlement. The sentiments of civil
religion were present even if the explicit declarations were not. The most
useful way to illustrate the existence of such a religious sentiment is to
examine the language used in relation to the celebration of significant
events in colonial life. Apart from Christmas and New Year, holidays and
public celebrations were asscciated with royal birthdays. In celebrating the
birthday of the Prince of Wales in 1789, Collins used unambiguously
religious language when he re’ers to “the glass that was consecrated on that
occasion to His Royal Highn:ss’'s name”.[14] That this language was not
simply a quirk of expression by Collins is shown by the fact that it was still
being used in 1820 where it appears in a song for the 26 January

celebration dinner, written by Vichael Massey Robinson:

While the toast v/e select still enhances its flavour,

And hallows the c1p, “THE PRINCE REGENT FOR EVER” [15]

14. ibid., p.62
15. Mackaness, G. [ed.] Odzs of Michael Massey Robinson, First Poet
Laureate of Australia, Sydiey, 1946, p. 91
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The words “consecrate” and ‘hallow” used in reference to the toast suggest

something of a deeper significance than mere expressions of good will.

The arrival of news regard ng George lll's recovery from a serious iliness
in 1790 prompted an address from the officers to Governor Phillip which
declared their gratitude to “the Dispenser of all Good” for the King's

recovery. They said:

Actuated by the warriest wishes to promote the interests of our
country, and the incre-asing splendour of his Majesty’s auspicious
reign, all which can adcd to his domestic felicity must ever be regarded

as sacred and inviolab e.[16]

The terms “consecrated”, ‘hallows” and “sacred” are all terms more
appropriate in referring to sacraments such as holy communion. it could be
argued that these are terms of little meaning, but the fact that they are
consistently used shows a cast of mind which sees something transcendent
in the British monarchy. Even in a situation of considerable difficulty the
King's Birthday could not be allowed to pass without the expression of an
appropriate sentiment, whict included religious language. Despite being
shipwrecked on Norfolk Island, John Hunter, was not lacking in appropriate
sentiment for the King’s Birthday in 1790. The flag was raised and volleys
were fired “as an acknowled¢ement that we Britons, who, however distant

and distressed, revered our kiig and loved our country”.[17]

16. Cobley, J., Sydney Cove, '789 - 1790, Sydney, 1963, p. 215
17. Hunter, J., An Historical Journal of the Transactions at Port Jackson and
Norfolk Island, Adelaide, 1968, p. 184
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That the British monarchv was seen as an institution with more than
common virtue is shown in the royal birthday odes produced by Robinson
and published to mark the occasions in the Sydney Gazette. In his ode for
the Queen’s birthday in Feb-uary “811, Robinson provided a mixture of
natural and civil religion wiich has no connection to any particularly

Christian sentiments:

Lo! Nature weais a livelier Green,
To hail Augusta’s peeriess Queen,
And welcomes thro’ the gladdened Earth,
The Morn that gave TRANSCENDENT VIRTUE Birth.[18]

As noted in the cases of religious conversion and the escape of the convict,
Thornas Watling, nature refiects the human feelings of transcendence.
Nature was seen as renovaied in celebration of the transcendent virtue
associated with the monarchy. Transcendent virtue links the laws of God to

the laws of the monarchy.

The idea of transformed neiture was also applied to the establishment of
the penal settlement to give it a grand and transcendent interpretation which
lifted it from an outpost of exile and misery to a blessed new civilisation.
Robinson imagined that befoe the arrival of “Britannia’s Sons”, nature in

Australia was sombre, forbidd ng and slumbering, except when

... some Straggler of the NATIVE RACE
In crude Canoe expns'd his sooty Face. [19]

18. Mackaness, op.cit, p. 27
19. ibid., p. 21



But with the arrival of “Britannia’s Sons” a profound and transcendent

change occurred in nature:

Soon as their Footsteps. press d the yielding sand,
A sun more genial brighten'd on the Land:
Commerce and Arts enich’d the social Saill,

Burst through the gloon: and bade all Nature smile.[20]

This transforming of nature by the advent of British settlement was seen to
be accompanied by a sense: of social unity which was inspired by the
opportunity of participation in the great venture of Australia. In his poem for

26 January 1824, Charles Torapson, Junior, declared enthusiastically,

This is the joy - insp ring dey

That gave these blessings 1o our lot,
Then let us share th: social rites,
Join hands, all malice be fcrgot!
The little star, once inarked by none

Now shines a bright - a BLAZING SUN ! [21]

The fact that the colony was at a vast distance from Britain was also taken
into account. The theme of unity regardless of distance couched in religious

language appears in Robinsor’s ode for the King's Birthday in 1810:

Tho' far from Albion’s hallow'd Coast

20. ibid., p. 31
21. Tompson, C., Wild Notes from the Lyre of a Native Minstrel, Sydney,
1973, p. 68
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OCEAN'S first PRIDE, and NATURE’S Boast
Whose Fame the sicred Eards of old

In Strains prophetical foretold:

Though, wafted by rafluent Tides,

Your watery Waste her Sons divide,

Still shall the Muse Jrefer her tribute Lay,

And Australasia hai her GEORGE’S Natal Day. [22]

While Richard Johnson and the missionaries from Tahiti saw the colony of
New South Wales as a godless outpost of iniquity, at least those in
command of the settlement could perceive a higher purpose in terms of a
sacred link to the British mornarchy through which the civilising mission in
the wilderness could be understood. The use of religious language
suggests that there was a sense of transcendent value in the attempt to

create a new society in New South Wales.

The ritual of the King's Birthday celebrations also exhibited features
suggestive of civil religion. Frcm 1783 the King’s Birthday was marked with
a holiday, “a day of remission ‘rom labour”.[23] The flag was raised, salutes
were fired and bonfires were it. Extra rations were supplied to troops and
convicts and the governor entertained the officers with as liberal a banquet
as circumstances would perrmrit. An important feature of the day was the
granting of pardons to convicts and the reprieving of those under sentence

of death, “that there might not ke any exception to the happiness of this

22. Mackaness, op.cit, p. 24
23.Stockdale, J., [ed.], The Voyage of Governor Phillip to Botany Bay,
Melbourne, 1982, p. 64
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day”.[24] it was the one oc:asion when a sense of community could be

effectively promoted, as Robirnison acdvocated some years later:

Such is our MCNARCH'’S mild Behest
Such the pure [/eed Fis Wisdom sends
To bid the Din cf Discord rest

And Britons ha monise as Friends ! [25]

The establishment of social harmony was seen not as the work of clergymen
acting as moral policemen, aithough they may have been deemed useful in
that role, but as the function >f the monarch. The social order was seen as
having been established by \ature and upheld by the King. As Robinson
put it:

Then let the Frie:nds of Faction fly

To desert Haurts and Shores untam’d

No more to rend the sccial Tie

Which Nature’s zarliest Efforts fram’d. [26]

Forgiveness of sins in the world :0 come was seen by the clergy as the
province of God acting in Christ, but forgiveness in this world was the
province of the governor actir g as the dispenser of the King's grace. As an
example, the General Orders; for the King's birthday celebrations in 1803
provided for the conditional emnancipation or free pardon of members of the
New South Wales Corps under various sentences, the conditional
emancipation of 67 convicts ad the release of all convicts from gaol gangs

24. ibid.
25. Mackaness, op.cit, p. 22
26. ibid.
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as an act of “the Royal Grace’. [27] In informing the British Government of his

actions in granting the release:s, Governor King wrote,

I have always marked t1e birthday of our most gracious Sovereign by
such extension of the Foyal mercy ... | consider it incumbent on me to
mark these events by a greater number of conditional

emancipations.[28]

The forgiveness extended by the governors in the name of the King's grace
demonstrates the use of religious language as a means of creating a sense
of community in the colony and connecting it with the civil authority.
Governor King also made the connection between the powers of earth and
Heaven in the regulations gisen to Father Dixon, the first Catholic priest
allowed to perform religious d Jties in the colony. He declared that Catholics
would show “becoming gratitude” to the monarch for this act of religious
toleration which “proceeds from the piety and benevolence of our most
gracious sovereign, to whom ... we are (under Providence) indebted for the

blessings we enjoy”.[29]

Lachlan Macquarie fourd himself a particular focus of the civil cult. In
1810 the first race meeting was held in Hyde Park under Macquarie’s
patronage. That this was to bte a highly moral civic amusement was made
clear by the forbidding of garing, drunkenness, swearing, quarrelling and
fighting. A song commemoratng the races and Macquarie was written for
one of the race week dinners, cossibly by Robinson. The piece commenced

27. Sydney Gazette, 5 June 1303
28. King to Lord Hobart, 7 June 1803, HR.N.S.W., Vol.V., p.154
29. Order to Dixon, 19 April 1813, HAR.N.S.W., Vol.V, p.98
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with the idea of the “sports of the Chase” having a transcendent quality, by
being associated with figures such as Nimrod. This was followed by the idea
that the wasteland of “rude ages past” has been transformed by the the
advent of the “Beauty and Taste” of the Australian turf. The scng ended with
the concept of the roar of tie crowd cheering the winners echoing from

Heaven with praise and gratitude for Macquarie;

To him waose caim voice,
Makes his peoplz rejoice -
That the Friend to Mankind is their
SOVEREIGN'S choice !
And long may his mild and beneficent sway

Enhance - whilst it sanctions the sports of the day ! [G0]

Whether or not Robinson wes the oerpetrator of this piece, he had other
poems in praise of Macquaric published in Sydney. Macquarie is described
as “Humanity’'s kind Son” in ¢ an ode for 1 January 1811, a day “sacred to

mirth”. He is also eulogised as the benefactor of the wretched, the widow

and the orphan. [31]

On 1 January 1820, Robinson again touched on the significant themes of

civic unity and the greater purpose of the colony:

‘Twas His - illustrious Chief | - to awe

The lawless band with righteous law,

30.“First Sydney Races” in Ing eton,G.C [ed.], True Patriots All, Sydney, 1988,

p. 57
31. Mackaness, op.cit, p.86
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And with a Master’s hand to draw
From discord , unison :

Brave Chief ! ‘tis thy illustrious doom

To rear for these, a dearer home

And in a second rising Rome,

To rival Numa s fame ! [32]

Tompson also described Macjuarie in religious terms, in two elegies written
to commemorate Macquarie’'s death. Tompson has Nature as well as
Australia in mourning, as “Grief’s black ministers pervade the skies”.[33]
Macquarie’'s remains are described as “shrined” in his native land. [34] In
reviewing Macquarie's achievements, Tompson reflected on the Native
Institute at Blacktown. He saw missionary attempts to assist the Aborigines
as a futile exercise and contrasted their failure with the success of

Macquarie’s scheme:

To thee, MACQUAF IE, was the dictate givin
Thou wert the chos 2n Delegate of Heav'n
Thousands adore thee for th’ angelic deed,

And for thy parted soul invoke the Christian’'s meed ! [35]

Tompson concluded his elegy on Macquarie’'s death with the departed
Governor quaffing “immortal sweets that bloom in heaven” and the poet

calling upon God to have rulers emulate the virtues of Macquarie:

32. ibid., p. 87

33. Tompson, op.cit, p. 39
34. ibid.

35. ibid., p.46
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Then stoop, kind Fa her, from that bright abode,

Teach Rulers virtue - bid them dare be good. [36]

To what extent Macquarie saw himself as being delegated by Heaven is
more difficult to determine. However, from the journals of his tours of
inspection, there are clues that he did see his civic work in some religious
light, although not one easily compatible with orthodox Christian theology.
Macquarie’s account of the establishment of Bathurst provides a useful
example. The shooting of a very large black swan and a very large platypus
in the Macquarie River wers taken to be a “good omen of the future
prosperity and plenty of the new country”. [37] On Sunday, 7 May 1815,
Macquarie mustered his party for prayer and Divine Service but commented,
“previous thereto they were all mustered for the purpose of witnessing the
christening of the new intended town” of Bathurst. [38] Macquarie employed
the term christening on a number of occasions when he named towns.
Again this may be taken as a meanirgless expression for naming things but
the context is important. Clfford (Geertz has pointed out the religious
significance of the royal prograss.[39] While Macquarie’s tours were not in
the grand manner of a progress by a monarch such as Elizabeth |, they did
achieve the same purpose in marking out the domain of the monarch. Thus
it was appropriate to use the term “christening” and to look for omens, since

to bringa place officially into His Majesty’s domain was to confer some

36. ibid., p. 41

37. Macquarie,L.,Journals of His Tours in New South Wales and Van
Diemen’s Land 1810 - 1822, Sydney, 1979, pp.99-100

38. ibid., p. 101

39. Geertz, C., “Centres, Kings and Charisma: Reflections on the Symbolics
of Power” in Ben-David,J. & Clark, T. (ed.), Culture and Its Creators,
Chicago, 1977, p. 153
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transcendent quality upon it.

Of course there were many in New South Wales who would not have
shared the sentiments of Rotinson and Tompson regarding Macquarie. It is
significant that the two autrors who enthusiastically supported him and
elevated him to the proximity of God’s right hand were from the emancipist
section of the colonial society. Robinson had come to the colony as a convict
while Tompson was the native-born son of convict parents. The only way the
emancipists could gain a respectable standing in the new society was
through the acceptance of ideas of civic unity and the promotion of Australia
as a new social entity. The transformation of nature prefigures the
transformed society which will rise as a “second Rome”. The Christian faith
could assist in the process but the d-iving force of the new society must be
the virtues of the British monerchy and the virtues of the colonial governor.
While a civil religion could provide a ‘ramework of meaning and purpose for
the colony, it should not be supposed that it was accorded universal
devotion. The lines written by John Grant while a convict on Norfolk Island
on the occasion of the King's tirthday in 1805 are a useful reminder that not

all poets were as dedicated to ‘he official faith as Robinson and Tompson:

But in the Realms of his, who can rejoice:
Is it his servant who his Law defies
Is it the supplicating convict's Voice
Or the brave Tar whc for promotion tries?

Who tho’ he sing: Bri:annia rules the Waves,
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Must he, alas! confess: fair Freedom’s Sons are Slaves. [40]

The celebration of royal tirthdays and civic anniversaries played a
significant role in creating a ssense of identity and community in the colony
and a sense of being part of a wider community of the British Empire. The
colony did not regard itself as an isolated convict outpost. Naturally there
were those such as the Irish who dic not necessarily identify with the official
sentiments and for whom tie celzbration of St Patrick's Day was an

alternative focus of identity.

The clergy were a supporting cast, charged with the task of exhorting
good moral conduct and obecience to the civic authority as a means to the
promotion of social harmony not individual salvation. In the instructions
issued to the early governors of New South Wales the directions on the
observance of religion were invariably linked to the maintenance of good

order.[41]

The attempt by the Catholic priest, Father Thomas Walshe, to obtain
permission from the British Gcvernment to accompany the Catholic convicts
in the First Fleet, had been couched in terms of the utility of religion for
maintaining civil order. He telieved that if he were allowed to go “my
endeavours to bring these untrappy people to a proper sense of their duties

as subjects and citizens may be attended with some salutary

40. Hill-Reid, op.cit., p. 213
41. Phillip’s Instructions, 25 Ap-il 1787, H.R.A., Series [, Vol.l, p.14
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conseqguences’. [42] Religious instruction could make the convicts useful to
themselves and perhaps useful to their country. While the Colonial Office
would have approved the seatiments, it did not approve of Catholic clergy
joining the expedition to Boteny Bay. This line of argument was still being
used in the early 1830s in appeals to the British Government for more
assistance to the Catholic Church in New South Wales. In his memoirs of life
in the colony, Roger Therry gJotes a letter written in 1833 claiming that “not
only justice and humanity, but the well-being of the Colony, essentially

depend on the maintenance c¢f public morality”.[43]

The role of the clergy in this civic religion was precisely as Watts had
suggested, the preaching of aopropriate sermons on loyalty and public duty.
Collins records that on the occasion of the thanksgiving service for the
recovery of George Ill, the Rav. Richard Johnson preached on a text from
Proverbs, “By me kings reign” [44] Tench approved of the sermon as it was
“suited to the occasion, at once so full of gratitude and solemnity”.[45]
Unfortunately the supposed Methodist sympathies of Johnson and Marsden
made them less amenable to the task of preaching loyalty and attention to
duty than the officials of th2 colony would have liked. Macquarie, for
instance, took grave exception to Marsden’s attempt to introduce psalm
singing. For him, the only way in which the order of service as set out in the

Book of Common Prayer coula be altered was by reference to the “Supreme

42. T. Walshe to Lord Sydney 1787, HR.N.S.W., Vol.l, Partli, p.119

43. Therry, R., Reminiscences of Thirty Years in New South Wales and
Victoria, Sydney, 1972, p.149

44. Cobley, op.cit, p. 213

45. Tench, W.,Sydney’s First Four Years, [ed. L.F. Fitzhardinge],Sydney,
1961, p. 170
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Authority of our Church, and the Commands of His Royal Highness the
Prince Regent’, and certainly not by chaplains “originally of low Rank” and
“much tinctured with Method stical and other Sectarian Principles”.[46] it
appears not to have occurred to Macquarie that christening towns and
divining omens from a dead platypus was not in the spirit of the Book of
Common Prayer. Nevertheless, Marsden could rise to the occasion when
necessary and preach a sermon with appropriate civic sentiments. On the
opening of St John’s church at Parramatta in 1803 Marsden outlined the
progress of religion, “avertirg to the many solid advantages that must
necessarily derive to this coloy, from a proper observance of the duties of

Christianity and religious wors1ip”. [47]

If the clerics of Sydney an1 Parramatta were not entirely happy with the
expectations of the colonial officials, the Rev. Robert Knopwood of Hobart
seems to have delighted in his role as the following selection of extracts

from his diary illustrates:

[7 May 1815 ] Perforrad D.V Service attended by Lieut. Govnr and
all the officers. The sermon was ‘Submission to Governors'. It was
much liked by all the cfficers etc. [48]

[4 December 1831] . . to Hollow Tree, read prayers and preached
there, a very full congregation. The sermon was on The Duty of
Children to their Parerits. It was very much liked. [49]

46. Macquarie to Bathurst, 7 Cctober 1814, in Woolmington,J.[ed.],Religion
in Early Australia, Stanmore 1967, p.12

47. Sydney Gazette, 17 April 1303

48. Nicholls,M. [ed.], The Dia'y of Reverend Robert Knopwood, Hobart,
1977, p.203

49 ibid., p. 591
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[18 January 1834] This morn | rode to Grass Tree Hill and read
prayers and preachad to the road gang. The sermon was Duty

and Submission Govmt.[50]

On the last occasion Knopwood omitted to note whether or not his sermon

was “much liked” by the convicts in the road gang.

Knopwood could always be relied upon to produce an appropriate
sermon on civic occasions. He recorded a report from the Hobart press of

the ceremonies following the death of George Il in 1820 in his diary,

The whole ceremony cbuld not fail to leave a deep impression of the
veneration and respect which were felt towards our lamented
sovereign - an impression which was much strengthened by the
discourse of the Revd. R.Knopwood, M.A., whose allusions to His late
Majesty's private virtues were most appropriate to the melancholy

occasion.[51]

Knopwood was not the only clergyman who knew how to produce a sermon
which would meet the approvel of the governor. While Macquarie noted his
numerous attendances at chur :h in the course of travels around New South
Wales and Van Diemen’s Land, the only time he refers to the content of a
sermon was in his journal enry for Sunday, 29 October 1820, where he

noted that

50. ibid., p. 625
51. ibid., p. 339



259

the Revd. Mr Cartwrignt performed Divine Worship and gave a very
excellent appropriate sermon, strongly impressing the justice, good
policy and expediency of civilising the aborigines, or black natives of

the country and settling them in townships.[52]

This was a policy of which Macquarie approved and had made some

attempt to carry out in his experiment at Blacktown.

This same tendency to preach pleasing sermons for governors appears
in the journal of Annabella Boswell in relation to the visit of Governor FitzRoy
to Port Macquarie in 1847. She describes the scene with the preacher in the
drawing-room and the crowd spilling out onto the verandah in the stifling
heat. The clergyman, Mr Wooidward, preached on the text, “And Joseph was
Governor over the land”. The sermon ended with the comment that although
the Governor had come to tie colony in “gloomy times”, they were now
beginning to brighten and that the colony could expect prosperity now that
“a Joseph had risen among us”. Annabella concluded that these remarks
were “not in good taste”. [53] If an educated young colonial lady could find
such preaching offensive, how much more inappropriate must the
sentiments have sounded in the ears of convicts who were served
“appropriate” sermons each vieek as part of their punishment. It is hardly
surprising that such themes delivered from the pulpit failed to elicit an
enthusiastic response from cowicts, even though they might be “very much

liked” by the officials of the sys.em.

52. Macquarie, op.cit., p. 160
53. Morton, H. [ed.], Annabella Boswell’s Journal, Sydney,1981, p. 128
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There was one point at which pubilic ritual and the role of the clergy came
together in the most dramatic way. That was on the occasion of public
executions. Public executions. have been described by Michael Sturma as a
dramaturgic ritual involving tr e assertion of the power and authority of the
state and the church in the secular and spiritual spheres.[54] There was a
well developed if unwritten script for the performance of public executions
and the condemned person could be judged on how well the occasion had
turned out. Those prisoners who played their ideal expected role in the
proceedings conducted themselves with fortitude and dignity and attended
to the earnest ministrations ¢f the clergy. They made a speech from the
gallows which admitted the justice of the sentence passed on them, asked
forgiveness from those who had been wronged and from God and forgave
the hangman for the duty he was about to perform. The execution of Samuel
Peyton in June 1788 was a model performance.The surgeon, John White,
reported that Peyton addressed the assembied convicts in a “pathetic,
eloquent and well directed speech” in which he acknowledged the justice of
his sentence and “trusted that the ignominious death he was about to suffer
would serve as a warning to those who saw and heard him”.[55] After
fervent prayer he asked for forgivenass and himself forgave “all mankind”.
Watkin Tench quoted with app-oval a letter supposedly written by Peyton to
his mother in the condemned man placed all his hopes in “the promises of
that Saviour who died for us ¢llI”.[56] David Collins was equally impressed
with another convict who “adcressec his fellow convicts, warning them to

avoid the paths that he had pursued” and claiming that he was “desirous of

54. Sturma,M., “Death and Ritual on the Gallows”, Omega, Vol. 17 (1),
1986-7, p. 90

55. White,J., Journal of a Voyace to New South Wales, Sydney, 1962, p.143

56.Tench,op.cit., p. 62
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death, declaring that he could not live without stealing”.[57] Those who did
not meet these standards of conduct were doubly condemned. Tench
deplored the conduct of a young convict who met his death “with a
hardiness and insensibility, which the grossest ignorance, and most

deplorable want of feeling, alone could supply”.[58]

Women posed some difficuity for the hangman as they appeared often to
fail to act in the appropriate manner at the gallows. According to Jacob
Nagle, the execution of Ann Cavis in 1789 was a distressing sight. She had
to be assisted to the gallcws by two women because “she was so
intocsicated in liquor that she could not stand without holding her up. It was
dreadful to see hur going to aternity out of this world in such a senceless,

shocking manner”.[59]

A similar situation was reported in the Sydney Gazette in 1808 where a
woman fainted a number of times at the gallows as she “appeared more and
more afflicted by the horror of ner condition”. However the occasion retained
some sense of decorum as “the male sufferers behaved in a manner
becoming their unhappy condition”.[60] The most difficult situations arose
when the condemned prisorers sought to disrupt the proceedings by
upholding the Tyburn tradition of dying game or hard. In popular terms this
was defined as dying without making any show of contrition or fear at the

gallows. While the desire to die game can be seen as merely the final

57. Collins, op.cit, p.140

58. Tench, op.cit., p.59

59. Dann, J.C. [ed.], The Nagle Journal, New York, 1988, p. 110
60. Sydney Gazette, 19 June “808
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defiant act of an anti-social life: or an attempt to uphold the supposed honour
of thieves, it can also be seen as a final protest against a system which was
perceived as unjust. Before receiving a reprieve from the gallows, John

Grant wrote:

| am ask'd to forgive all my foes e'er [ go
To that Country unknown whence no Trav'ller returns
But shall suffering Virtue her Favours bestow

Thus on Villainy? Nc! ... [61]

As a means of asserting he authority of the state and church, public
executions were a phenomeron with diminishing effect. The more people
were exposed to the spectacle of death, the less deterrent effect there was
and the more sympathy there was for the victim. As the ex-convict, John
Mortlock, noted in relation to public executions in the 1850s, “our minds are
pervaded by a mixed feelinc of forced sympathy and dread; the latter

sentiment diminishing at each tepetition of the sight”. [62]

While the celebration of Christmas was supposedly a celebration of the
birth of Christ, it also played a significant role in community building and in
reminding the residents of the Austral-an colonies that they remained part of
a wider community, even if th2 members of that community of family and

friends was half a world away.

61. Hill-Reid, W.S., John Grant’s Journey, London, 1957, p.263.
62. Mortlock,J.F., Experiences ¢f a Convict, London, 1965, p.141



263

The account of the celebration of Christmas on Norfolk Island in 1788
which was given by Governor Kirg is almost the same as the form of
celebration for the King’s Birtihday. The colours were raised at sunrise, extra
rations were issued to the coavicts, the officers dined with their commander
and bonfires were lit. The only addition was the performance of divine
service as part of the festivities.[63] Some relief for the convicts became part
of the expected order for the celebration of Christmas. Even on board the
convict transports the day was expected to bring some amelioration of
conditions. A sense of disappointment was expressed by William Noah, a
convict aboard the Hillsborough, at his poor Christmas dinner for 1798 as
the ship struggled through a ‘violent storm: “Gentlemen [acting] as Parsons
read prayers and | must assur2 you it was a hard Tryal as most of us thought
she must be lost we was only serv'd this Day with a Little rice and that at 9

in the Evening”.[64]

Due to the fact that Christinas and the colonial wheat harvest time were
at the same time, it was natural to link the the ideas of Christmas and
prosperity in the early colon:al period. In its first Christmas edition the
Sydney Gazette wished its readers the compliments of the season, making
specific reference to agriculture, cornmerce and the British monarchy, but
not to the nativity. For farmers the editor hoped that “the season may prove
an Increase of prosperity, and crowded Barns denote unceasing plenty”. He

extended a “hearty wish” tha: commerce and trade “may be attended

63 Hunter, op.cit, p. 334
64. Noah, W., Voyage to Sydney in the Ship Hillsborough 1798-1799,
Sydney, 1978, p. 21
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with success” and then concluded with the comment that “to the Arms of a
Parent Monarchy we echo the universal wishes of increasing
resplendency”.[65] The themr e was repeated in subsequent years. In 1808,
for example, the Gazette expressed the wish that Christmas would be a
“season of prosperity” for its: readers.[66] The linkage of Christmas and

harvest is also found in private: letters and literature.

Writing about Christmas to his relations in England in 1844, John Cotton
commented that he had drunk thei- health in a glass of toddy while the
“sickle was amongst the corn” He reflected, “How different to the Christmas
of olden times”.[67] Also in rzflective mood Penelope Selby wrote to her

family in England in 1848,

I have a fine lot of yoiing ducks. The boys are very keen to have
some on Xmas day ... | begin to think with all its troubles this is a
better country than you's, no fear of famine ... The hay making will
commence immediatey after Christmas, and then the harvest

time.[68]

In his novel, The Emigrant Family, Alexander Harris introduces his
Christmas scene with the lin2, “At length came Christmas day and the

harvest-home feast together”.[€ 9]

65. Sydney Gazette, 25 Decenber 1803

66. ibid., 25 December 1808

67. J. Cotton to W. Cottor, May 1844, in Mackaness ,G.[ed.],The
Correspondence of John Cotton, Sydney, 1978, p.55

68.P.Selby to mother, 15 December 1848, in Frost, L., No Place For a
Nervous Lady, Sydney, 1934, pp.176 - 177

69. Harris, The Emigrant Family, p. 94
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Whatever sentiments may have been feit regarding the birth of Christ, the
fact that harvest time and Christmas fell together created an inescapable link
between the traditional Chr stmas celebration and the measure of the
prosperity of the colony. If the civic religion looked to the ideas of progress
and prosperity through the transforming of nature, Christmas celebrations
were ideally suited to bolster this faith, even if it did little to strengthen the

colonists in the faith of Jesus Christ.

During his period as governor of Van Diemen’s Land, Sir William
Denison attempted to use Christmas as a means of fostering community
good will by the promotion ¢f the Christmas tree, children’s parties and
Christmas sports and games. In 1847 he organised a Christmas dinner
which included officials and le:ading citizens, the government farm workers
and a party of Aborigines. Despite thz fact that these different social groups
had their different tables to sit at and that the Aborigines had been invited in
the hope that they would aliow their children to attend a school which
Denison was attempting to set up for them, the occasion turned out to be a
major community event, with sports following the Christmas dinner. Lady

Denison noted,

We had asked all oLr own acquaintance to come down to look at
our festivities; and tre rest of the inhabitants of the township [New
Norfolk] had asked tiemselves, and got in somehow or other in
the bustle, the great object with all was to see the blacks, whose

coming had created ¢ great sensation.[70]

70. Denison,W., Varieties of Vice-Regal Life, Vol.1, London, 1870, p.70
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Another of Denison’s comriunity building activities was shown in his
becoming a member of the Odd Fellows Lodge in Hobart. This was an
instance of a long associatior: of colonial governors as members or patrons
of masonic or Odd Fellows odges The early conflict between Governor
King and the troublesome Si- Henry Browne Hayes over attempts to hold
masonic meetings should no: distract attention from the fact that colonial
governors were usually suppcrtive ot lodges as they provided an avenue for
the ritualised expression of cisic virtues. In his guide to masonic ideas and
practices written in the latter 1lineteenth century, Robert Macoy makes the

point explicitly :

In the course of initiation, brotherly love, loyalty, and other virtues are
inculcate in hieroglyphic symbols and the candidate is often
reminded that there is en eye above, which observeth the workings of

his heart. [71]

The mason was expected to e an 2xample to others “in religious, in civil
and in moral conduct, which are among the great principles of our noble

institution”. [72]

l.achlan Macquarie becarie a mason by joining a military lodge during
his period in Bombay in the eerly 1790s. Macquarie’s first biographer, M.H.
Ellis, makes little of this association by suggesting that Macquarie was too
much captivated by his future ‘vife, Jane Jarvis to know what he was doing:

“He was inducted into the local Lodge of Freemasons as one in a

71. Macoy, R., A Dictionary of Freemasonry, New York, 1989, p. 693
72. ibid.
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dream”.[73] Ellis only raises the matter of Macquarie being a longstanding
member of the Craft in New South Wales in the context of on one of his
numerous personal conflicts. On this occasion it was with members of the
Lodge No. 227 Social and Miiitary V rtues.[74] However this particular lodge
played no significant part in t1e establishing of freemasonry in the colonies
as it was a regimental lodge which refused to initiate any free settlers or ex-
convicts into it. In refusing t¢ accept Samuel Clayton, a Past Master of a
Dublin lodge on the grounds tiat he had been transported to the colony, the
lodge wrote to the Grand Lodge of Ireland stating that “our Respectability
both Military and Masonic, have ever rendered it necessary we should act,

in these respects with more than ordinary Caution and Circumspection” [75]

With the establishment of the first non-military lodge in New South Wales
in 1820, Lodge No. 260, the question of emancipists becoming members
was an important issue. The incorporation of ex-convicts into the upper
ranks of colonial society was a major policy objective of Macquarie and it
may be speculated that his views had some influence upon the final
decision of his brother masons in relation to emancipists. After local debate
the question was referred to he Grand Lodge of Ireland which ruled that
emancipists of good character could join. To satisfy the consciences of those
masons who did not wish to associate with “Brethren who had once the
misfortune of falling under the ash of the Law”, Lodge No. 260 was aliowed
to grant dispensations to set u> new lodges.[76] This arrangement allowed
the colonial masonic movement to claim to unite “in one strong chain the

73. Ellis, M.H., Lachlan Macquerie, Sydney, 1970, p. 43

74. ibid., p. 378

75. Cramp,K.R.,& Mackaness,G., A History of the Grand United Lodge
of New South Wales, Vol. |, Sydney, 1938, p. 29

76. ibid., p. 37
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poor man and the rich man; as well as keep all party distinctions from
Masonic Walls in this infant Colony”,[77] even though the fallen brethren met

elsewhere.

Although it had been aclieved by a roundabout method freemasonry
was a symbol of civic unity and used its various public gatherings and feast
day church services to promcte the ideals of unity and civic virtue. In 1817,
for instance, the Rev. Robert <nopwood noted the appearance of masons in
full dress present at the laying of the foundation stone of St David’s Church
in Hobart [78] even though v/arrants were not issued for regular lodges in
Hobart until the 1830s. The (Jdd Fellows also had a flair for turning out on
civic occasions such as the farewell to Denison from Hobart when he was
leaving to take up his new apaointment in New South Wales. Lady Denison
described the scene with the Odd Fellows leading the procession to the
wharf followed by the Mayor and Corporation and then the members of the
Legislative and Executive Councils. [79] The Masonic Ball was another
occasion to display the civic fe ce of the Craft. The ceremonial was of such a
high order that Lady Denisor: thought that some of it should have been

reserved for royalty.[80]

What was it about the lod¢jes which attracted vice-regal membership or
patronage? Firstly it was the promotion of civic virtue and morality. Masons
were to practice the golden rile in their dealings with their neighbours and
to practice every moral and social duty. They were advised that “Prudence

77. ibid., p. 38

78. Nicholls, op.cit, p.250
79. Denison, op.cit, p.276 80. ibid., pp. 365 - 367
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should direct us; Temperanc: should chasten us; Fortitude support us; and
Justice be the guide of all our actions”.[81] Secondly lodges promoted
loyalty to the British monarchy, which was the fountainhead of the civil
religion. Masons were admonished to be “true to your Queen, and just to
your country [and] to teach all within the sphere of your acquaintance to be
loyal”.[82] Lady Denison rema ‘ked upon the toast at the Masonic Ball : “ “The

Queen and the Craft’, which it seems is their custom to couple together’[83]

This emphasis on social virtues is a contrast to the conspiracy myths
which had gathered around eighteenth-century masonic lodges. However
there were still mysteries of jotent power for those with a taste for such
things. The Hobart newspape- editor, historian and masonic mystic, Henry
Melville, believed that he had uncovered the keys to the understanding of
ancient mysteries which woulc be of significance to leaders of government.
In 1856 he came to Sydney tc see the Premier and masonic brother, Stuart
Donaldson, claiming that his secret mysteries could be of interest to
someone who desired “to prcmote the welfare of your native or adopted
land”.[84] He also told Deniso1 that nis discoveries were of significance to
the colony but he was not able fully to explain the secrets, “His Excellency
not being one of our order”.[85] When his discoveries were later published
they turned out to be a jumrble of Egyptian mythology, astrology and

unorthodox Christianity in whic 1 Jesus and Mary were identified with Osiris

81. Macoy, op.cit, p. 590

82.ibid., p. 575

83.Denison, op.cit, p. 356

84 Melville to Donaldson 15 December 1856, Letters of Donaldson
Ministry, Mitchell Library MS A 751, pp.486-487

85.ibid.
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and Isis. [86] Writing in a less esoteric mood, Melville identified the third
feature of the masonic moverient which was the promotion of friendship and
helping of brothers in distress; “Any one possessing the document [of
membership] is at once entitl2d to fellowship, and in the case of distress to
assistance”.[87] As Macoy put it, friendship was to extend from the “circle of
private connections to the grand system of universal benevolence” [88] As
the basis of this friendship was the agreement of all the brethren that
regardless of their backgrouni they were all united “when, with one accord,

they offered thanksgiving to the Grand Architect of the Universe”. [89]

The practical application of this principle of mutual assistance can be
seen in the variety of lodges which are listed in Sydney directories for the
1840s and 1850s. Moore’s Alnanac for 1852, for instance, lists six Masonic
Lodges, numerous Odd-Fellows Lcdges meeting in Sydney hotels, nine
Manchester Unity groups and six branches of the Foresters’ Society. A
selection of the names leaves the reader in no doubt as to their benevolent
purpose; Traveller's Home, Loyal Mariners Rest, Strangers Refuge Lodge,

Fountain of Refuge and Unitec Brothers. [90]

The gold rushes gave new enthusiasm to the belief in the great destiny
of Australia. One observer noted, “Our national character seems quite

changed, - | suppose from the good Fumour of finding such quantities

86. Henricus,[Melville,H.] The |.ost Mysteries of Freemasonry, Sydney, 1874,
p.61

87. ibid., p. 6

88. Macoy, op.cit.., p. 518

89. Henricus, op.cit., p. 7

90. Moore’s Almanac, Sydney 1852
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of the ‘root of all evil”. [91] Cne editor urged the British Government to give
up shooting Hottentots to puirsue the mission of peace and prosperity in
Australia by spending its money on emigration rather than war.[92] The
Sydney Morning Herald declared that the wealth of Australia would “startle
the whole civilised world”. As a result not only would communications be
dramatically improved but “Transportation will be put down. Our political
freedom will be enlarged. Our country will be blessed!"[93] Another
commentator saw the cities > Europe as passing away like Babylon and
Ninevah while greater cities would rise in Australia to hail “the coming
Millennium, when peace and plenty will bless the world”.[94] These
sentiments are in the same tradition as those of Charles Tompson. The “little

star remarked by none” was row indsed “a blazing sun”.

The question of what sort of society would emerge cut of convict
beginnings was a significant one for the residents of New South Wales and
Van Diemen’s Land. Brougiton's biographer, George Shaw, sees the
bishop as playing a key role in establishing the foundations of Australian

society. He makes the claim tt at

to the extent that /fwustralia to day, and Australian life today, is
rooted in the judaeo-christian tradition, and draws much of its

harmony from being so, Broughton is to be reckoned among the

91. Mackaness,G.[ed.], Australian Goldfields Their Discovery Progress and
Prospects, Sydney,1956, p. 36

92. Mackaness,G.[ed.] Murray’s Guide to the Australian Gold Diggings,
Sydney, 1956, p.10

93. Mackaness,G.[ed ], J.E. Erskine, A Short Account of the Late Discoveries
of Gold in Australia, Sydney, 1957, p.24

94. Mackaness, [ed.], Murray’s Guide p.9
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true founders of Australia ... [creating] a civil society where formerly

there was none. [9£]

This view fails to take account of the attempts to create a society based
on a civil faith which drew its inspiration from a transcendent view of the
British monarchy and its agents in the colonies, such as Macquarie. It was a
faith which saw a vision of p-ogress, not in the evangelicalism of men like
Broughton, but in the transfor ning of nature. The values which underpinned
the attempt to create a new society were those which derived from natural
religion and the ideals of natural justice rather than from any general
application of the judaeo-ch-istian ethic by Broughton and the religious
establishment. Where the tre ditional Christian religious event of Christmas
was observed, it was frequently used as an opportunity for community
building and thus incorporeted into the realm of a civil religion. The
widespread popularity of masonic and other lodges provided a means of
giving ritual expression to th s civil faith and dressing civic responsibility,
friendship and charity with transcendent meaning. The discovery of gold
provided another opportunity to see< signs of a transcendent purpose for
Australia. Robinson had written about building a new Rome. Gold inspired
some civic prophets with visions of the millennium of peace and prosperity.
Civil religion played a significe nt part in creating a meaning and purpose for
Australia beyond that of a mere convict outpost and sheep run at the end of

the world.

95. Shaw,G.P., “The Promotion of Civilisation”, Royal Australian Historical
Society Journal, Vol. 74, Ft. 2, 1988, p.108
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Chapter 8

The Moral Order

In his study of the “moral enlightenment” in the period 1835 - 51 Michael
Roe sees a number of politicel reforms, and indeed the nature of Australian
society being determined by the impact of a “new faith”. He considers that
while the heirs of Broughton “detest and decry all they see about them”,
those who were to be the kincired spirits of Charles Harpur could take heart
from the type of society which had been created in Australia.[1] Roe sees this
process of moral enlightenment as stemming in the final analysis from the
colonial experience encouragiig a “true religion” as distinct from “traditional
religion”, as the “frontier condiions strengthened the Protestant emphasis on
the social ethic rather than sophisticated theology”.[2] Although he
expresses his skepticism abcut the qualities of the bushman in relation to
the “Australian legend” tradition, he sees the moral traits associated with this

tradition as springing from the Australian experience.[3]

This vague and undefined “true religion” which developed in the colonial

1. Roe, M., Quest for Authority in Eas'ern Australia, Melbourne,1965, p. 202
2. ibid., p. 204
3. ibid.
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context must be given sorie substance if the origin of the “moral
enlightenment” is to be fully 2xplained. Roe and other historians see the
period of the 1830s and 1840s as the key period of determining the nature of
the emerging Australian society. In his discussion of Broughton’s
significance, G.P. Shaw claiins that the period was one which “laid the
foundations of the Australian state and set the rules for the place of religion,
and the Church of England, in Austra:ian civil society”.[4] While this is true in
the legislative sense, the founijations of the society were laid by the values
and the religious outlook of those who established the penal settlement. The
“‘moral enlightenment” was 1ot so much the product of debates over
transforming a convict settlement in to free society, as a working out of the
values expounded, if not pract sed, from the beginning of the colony of New

South Wales.

From reports of missionaries to the London Missionary Society in the
1790s it would seem that there was very little moral order to be found in New
South Wales. William Henry complained of a population “hardened in sin”
and indulging in “avarice, extortion, pride, blasphemy, drunkenness,
Sabbath-breaking, fornication and edultery”.[5] Such reports would have
merely confirmed the fears of those who believed that nothing of value could
come of such a social experiinent. \When the proposal to send convicts to
Botany Bay was made public. the ethics of the plan were debated in the
English press. One corresporident, styling himself “A Plain Englishman”,

wrote,

4. Shaw, G.P., “The Promoticn of Civilisation”, Royal Australian Historical
Society Journal, Vol. 74, Part 2, 1988, p. 101

5. McMahon, J., Fragments cf the Early History of Australia, Melbourne,
1913, p. 297
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For the honour of th-2 Christian religion, for the honour of humanity
and for the honour cf my country, | very anxiously hope a scheme
so injurious to the interests of mankind in general will not go

forward.[6]

Another correspondent exg ressec his fears for the survival of the native
inhabitants when confronted with the “most wicked and most abandoned
wretches under Heaven”.[7] FHowever there was a more optimistic view of
possible outcomes of the venture. There was from the beginning the view
that moral reform could be effected but it was a reform based upon an
appeal to factors other than religion. The clergy and religion could be useful
adjuncts to reform but their ccntribution was seen in a purely utilitarian light

as bringing convicts to a proper sense of their moral and religious duties.

In the great era of evangelical revival when conversion was encouraged
by confronting people with the suppcsed enormity of their sins and pointing
to the judgment to come, it is significant that one of the proponents of the
scheme to transport convicts to New South Wales, James Matra, should take
the opposite view on moral reform. He believed that “A man’s intimate and
hourly acquaintance with his cuilt, of the frowns and severities of the world,
tend ... to make him a deterriined and incorrigible viilain”.[8] Rather than
holding their sins before the eyes of the convicts the government could, he

believed, promote reform by olacing them in a place beyond temptation

6. Quoted in Atkinson, A.,“The =thics of Conquest’, Aboriginal History, Vol.6,
No.2, 1982, p. 89

7. ibid., p. 87

8. J.M. Matra’s Proposal for tre Settlament of New South Wales, 23 August
1783, HR.IN.S.W.,, Vol.1,Part2, p. 7
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where they would have to work or starve. As a result the convicts would
become useful and very poss bly they would turn out to be “moral subjects of

society”.[9]

Arthur Phillip took a simiar view on reform. In a memorandum to the
British Government written tefore nis departure for Botany Bay in 1787,
Phillip remarked that the convicts’ “happiness and misery is in their own
hands".[10] Good behaviour v:ould be rewarded with the opportunity to work
their own land, “which they will be put in possession of at the expiration of
the time for which they are transported”.[11] Before the fleet sailed, Phillip
was thinking about the creaton of a post-convict society. He saw it as a
place to be dominated by free settlers. He was reluctant to have convicts lay
the “foundations of an Empire’. Apparently without sensing the irony, Phillip
declared that New South Walz2s would have no slaves as “there can be no
slavery in a free land”.[12] F e had no illusions about the ability of state
power to deter criminal behaviour.[13] Nor did he have any illusions about
the prospects of reclaiming tre virtuz of convict women, suggesting that it
would be best if the “most abandoned” were allowed to be prostitutes while
others could be given encouraijement to marry. This attitude was reflected in
the case of a male convict found guilty of a sexual assault on a young girl
and who was pardoned on cor dition that he be removed to Norfolk Island. It
was thought that there was no need to make an example of him because
“the chastity of the female part Jf the settlement had never been so rigid,

9. ibid.
10. Captain Phillip’s Memo, 1787 in Mackaness,G. [ed.], Some Proposals for
y lfg;‘gblishing Colonies in the South Seas, Sydney, 1943, p. 58

12. ibid., p. 61
13. ibid.
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as to drive men to so despera:e an act’.[14] From the beginning Phillip held
the view that an appeal to selt-interest was the most effective way to involve
the convicts in his empire-fourding scheme. This view was supported by the
Rev. Thomas Walshe in his at. empt to have a Catholic priest included in the
First Fleet company. He wrot2 to Lord Sydney arguing that a priest could
make Irish convicts more “readily obey every order of their governors” and
by bringing their Christian ob igatiors before them, “make them useful to
themselves, and perhaps afte ‘wards to their country”.[15] In the event, the
Catholic convicts had to relvv on the ministrations of the Rev. Richard
Johnson. This apparently did not corcern the authorities because they saw

Johnson'’s job as simply to attend to the convicts’ morals. [16]

The colony was founded >n 26 January 1788, but it was 7 February
before the reading of Phillip’s: commission to the assembled officers and
convicts took place. The reading of the commission was followed by a
speech from Phillip. The text was not preserved but the sentiments were
reported by numerous witness2s. The marine sergeant, James Scott, noted
that, “Relative to their Behaviour & Every Crime that Was Committed before
he freely forgave”.[17] The application of industry and good behaviour would
see the convicts restored to a respectable position in society. Marriage was

recommended as tending to promoe their “future happiness and

14. Collins quoted in Cobley,J.. Sydney Cove 1789-1790, Sydney, 1963, p.
94

15. Rev. T. Walshe to Lord Sydney, 1787, HR.N.S.W., Vol.1, Part 2, pp. 119-
120

16. Collins, D., An Account of the English Colony in New South Wales,
Sydney, 1910, p.7

17. Scott, J., Remarks on a Fassage to Botany Bay 1787-1792, Sydney,
1963, p. 36
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comfort”.[18] The speech conciuded with Phillip declaring his “earnest desire
to promote the happiness of all who were under his government” and to
make the colony “advantagzous and honourable” to Britain.[19] The
ceremony was concluded witt a review of the troops, after which a dinner
was held for the officers and ¢eneral festivities were conducted. Apparently
the chaplain of the colony vias not invited to officiate at the founding
ceremony. If he did, nobody tfought "0 mention it. The first religious service

had been held on 3 February - 788.

In addressing the convicts on Norfolk Island in 1789, Philip Gidiey King
expressed similar sentiments to those used by Phillip. He attempted to
convince them of the advanta(es of being on the island “where nothing but
industry was requisite to ensure thern a happy and comfortable livelinood”.
Their past behaviour could be wiped away by their future conduct.[20] The
idea of appealing to the self-interest of the convicts as the best road to
improved behaviour was alsc endorsed by the colonial Judge Advocate,
David Collins. He believed tha neither harsh punishment nor appeals to the

heart would be likely to producz resul:s

The people who had degraded themselves sufficiently to wear the
stigma of “convict” could not be supposed in general actuated by
that nice sense of feeling which draws its truest satisfaction from

self-approbation; they look for something more substantial,

18. White, J., Journal of a Voyage to New South Wales, Sydney, 1962,
p.144

19. Stockdale, J. [ed.], The Voyage of Governor Phillip to Botany Bay,
Melbourne, 1982, p. 35

20. Hunter,J., An Historical Journal or the Transactions at Port Jackson and
Norfolk Island, Adelaide, 1968, p. 127
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something more obv ous to the external senses.[21]

While the speeches of Phillip and King to the convicts lack both the grandeur
and the fame of the almost contemporary United States Declaration of
Independence, there is a sigrificant common element to be found in both.
This is the concern with the >ursuit of happiness. For the authors of the
Declaration of Independence, the pursuit of happiness was one of the
inalienable rights which proceed frcm “the Laws of Nature and Nature’s

God’ [22]

The reports of Phillip’s speech do not include references to natural
religion, but it has been clearly established that both natural law and
Nature’'s God were significant :2lements in the thinking of the founders of the
colony of New South Wales. Eiold statements about “Liberty” were probably
inappropriate for a gathering cf convicts, but there was the expectation that
“honest industry” would lead tc the restoration of liberty. In his references to
Phillip’s intentions in The Fata' Shore Robert Hughes suggests that Phillip’s
comments about establishing ¢ free society referred to some future time and
that he claims that Phillip “thought of the convicts as slaves by their own
fallen nature”.[23] He then imgoses this dubious interpretation upon Phillip’s
reported speech to the asseribled convicts on 7 February 1788 to make
Phillip sound like a schoolmas er laying down rules in a petulant and mean-
spirited manner. Hughes refers only to threats and ignores the positive

comments that all witnesses reported. He thus leaves his readers with

21. Collins, op.cit, p. 127
22. Introductory paragraph, Urited States Declaration of independence.
23. Hughes, R., The Fatal Shoie, Lordon, 1987, p. 68
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the completely false impression that Phillip believed that only severe
treatment would have any effect on the behaviour of the convicts.[24] This
interpretation is consistent with Hughes’ colourful opinion that the colony’s
foundation owed more to the ideas of the Marquis de Sade than to the
Enlightenment,[25] but it is simply not consistent with the facts. The belief
that through their own efforts and industry, the convicts might regain the
place in society which they had lost displays a rejection of the idea of “fallen

nature” and all that the term implies.

The colony may have been estaklished as a place of punishment but it
was also a place of redemption through self-help and self-interest, in which it
was possible to find liberty, nrosperity and happiness. That these ideals
were not often achieved, espe:cially in the early days of the colony, should
not be allowed to disguise the nature: of the founding values of the society.
Phillip suffered his disappointments at the lack of enthusiasm with which the

convicts greeted their new opgortunities. In 1790 he lamented,

Experience, sir, has taught me how difficult it is to make men
industrious who havse passed their lives in habits of vice and
indolence ... there aie many who dread punishment less than they

fear labour.[26]

Tench was less concerned with the rate of convict reform, noting that they

were better behaved than he had anticipated: “To have expected
24. ibid., p. 89

25. ibid., p. 1
26. Phillip to W.W. Grenville, 17 July 1790, HR.A., Series |, Vol. |, p.195
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sudden and complete reformation of conduct, were romantic and
chimerical’.[27] Despite tiese disappointments, the idea that honest
industry was the key to happiness was firmly ingrained in colonial

thought.

In 1803 a corresponden: to the Sydney Gazette declared that “human
happiness depends less upon others than ourselves”, and continued,
“The labouring orders in this Colony are amply furnished with the
materials requisite to contentment in the exercise of industry, and the
consequent reward to all who are deserving”.[28] Elizabeth Macarthur
endorsed these ideas with the comment that, “It is not wealth , nor large
possessions that entail happiness but heaith, industry, with the blessing
of God affect much”.[29] This attitude was still popular in the 1850s, as is
shown by Elizabeth Murrey’s description of the arrival in Melbourne of

one of her characters in the: novel, Ella Norman, who was

strong in hope, in self-reliance - strong in his own integrity of
purpose - strong in his belief in the effect of honesty, of honest
industry, and in all tt ose pcints the worldly religious hold out to the
young and inexperienced as the sure means of temporal

advancement.[30]

27. Tench,W., Sydney’s First Four rears, [L.F. Fitzhardinge ed.], Sydney,
1961, p. 134

28. Sydney Gazette, 7 August 1803

29. E. Macarthur to Miss Kingcdon, March 1816, in Macarthur Onslow, S.[ed ],
Some Early Records of th2 Macarthurs of Camden, Sydney, 1914, p.
307

30. Murray, E., Ella Norman, Melbourne, 1985, pp. 102-103
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The speech delivered by Fhillip on 7 February 1788 set the leitmotiv for
this worldly religion of happiness thrcugh self-help and honest industry. The
debates on the nature of Australian society and the legislative outcomes of
the 1830s and 1840s are a ‘ogical consequence of the establishment of
these base values for the society. They were values derived from
eighteenth-century ideas of natural law and natural religion and not from the
realm of revealed religion. Thz2 convicts had transgressed against the laws
of Britain and may have been hardened villains, but their redemption was in
their own hands. They were not seen as tragic cases of fallen humanity,
helpless but for saving grace in Christ. It is no co-incidence that leading
advocates of the “moral enligitenment” such as Charles Harpur should be
supporters of natural religion and severe critics of religious sectarianism. A
brief examination of some of the areas of significant social debate, such as
convict reform, marriage, education and teetolalism can expose the
underlying values of “moral eniightenment” as being the logical

consequences of Phillip’s four ding values.

The debates over the prosoects for convict reform can be seen in broad
terms as a struggle betweer the ideas of out-door punishment and the
concept of the reforming capacity of the penitentiary. The question of the role
of religion in this debate runs more deeply than the issues of anti-clerical
sentiment among convicts and matters of mock conversions which have
been discussed by Grocott. It was a debate over fundamental social values
in which natural law and na'ural religion stood against positive law and

revealed religion.
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In his study of the nineteerith-century penitentiary, Michael Ignatieff cites
the case of a young man drive:n to suicide by the prolonged abuse which he
suffered through solitary confinement, the hand crank and the straitjacket in
the new penitentiary. In the out-door system he would have been simply
reprimanded or whipped.[31] The case highlights the contrast between two
concepts of justice. The out-door system delivered prompt if violent
punishment while the penitentiary sought to reform the personality of the
prisoner. Ignatieff characterise:d the penitentiary as the work of guilt ridden
reformers who saw in the prisaners a reflection of their own sinfulness. For
John Howard “the chained wretches at the bottom of the dungeon steps
appeared as the representatio of his own sin ... If God could save a sinner
like himself, could he not save: the sinners in prison?”[32] Thus the road to
reform lay through the conversion of the criminal. The misguided prisoners
must be corrected in a house of penitence where they had time to reflect
upon their evil ways and be confronted with the saving grace of God. The
filthy, populous confusion of the Fleet prison was to be replaced by the
clean, ordered solitary confine nent of the penitentiary. Howard’'s new prison
was “conceived as a machine for the social production of guilt”.[33] It was
this reformed system which prcoduced the two most monstrous symbols of the
colonial convict system, the penitentiaries of Norfolk Island and Port Arthur,
which were impressed upon Australian culture by Marcus Clarke’s novel,
For the Term of His Natural Life. Of course it wouid be fatuous to lay the
responsibility for the operation of the worst aspects of the convict system

upon John Howard and his group of prison reformers. Both Port Arthur and

31. Ignatieff, M., A Just Measur2 of Pain, New York, 1978, p.208
32. ibid., pp. 55-56
33. ibid., p.213
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Norfolk Island relied on convict labour outside the prison and were at times
under the command of erratic and authoritarian military commandants. The
essential point is that the pr son reformers placed their emphasis on an
appeal to the heart while the system of convict assignment and land grants

encouraged reform through m aterial self-interest.

Commenting on the effects of the Pentonville system, Roger Therry noted
the degree to which those w1o had suffered “the silent system” and who
came to the colony with tickets-of-leave were unfit for domestic and general
service because of their “abstracted and eccentric habits”.[34] Those who
had not gone mad came out well trained in reflection and, if they could read,

with a disposition towards religjious books.[35]

The British Government Fad prcposed sending significant numbers of
these ticket-of-leave exiles to New South Wales in the late 1840s but by the
time of the arrival of the first e <les in 1849, the anti-transportation movement
had become sufficiently influeritial to ensure that the scheme was short lived.
The production of introspective eccentric readers of religious literature was
not what Phillip had in mind as the end result of the founding of the colony of
New South Wales. Such chare cters rmay have been reformed, but were they
happy? They could contribute: little to the building of a free society which
would be a new Rome, a blaz ng star or the jewel in the crown of the British

Empire.

In his study of the convict s\istem, Convict society and its Enemies, John

34. Therry, R., Reminiscences of Thirty Years' Residence in New South
Wales and Victoria, Sydney,1972, p. 354
35. ibid.
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Hirst argues that the imace of the convict system has largely been
determined by its enemies. The evidence given to the Molesworth
Committee on Transportation painted a picture of a vicious and grossly
immoral society in New south Wales. The residents of the colony were
unable to make an effective case that the convict assignment system was
cheap and effective as well as reformatory.[36] Hirst notes that Molesworth,
like the other evangelical prision reformers, wanted more out of the prison
system than self-interested a teration of behaviour. He required “the actual
reformation of the inner man which required moral and religious
instruction”.[37] The emancipist, Dr William Bland, argued against the
replacement of the assignrient system by the labour gang and the
penitentiary on the grounds trat criminal behaviour was generated by social
conditions. He believed that changed social conditions with the opportunity
for honest labour were the key to reform and not the withdrawal of the
criminal from social relations in a system of solitary confinement and

silence.[38] This view was wid2ly held in the convict colonies.

Phillip had been convincel that the example of a good master was a
better means of reforming a ccnvict than any amount of exhortation: “Precept
has little effect, but example will do much ... we shall want some good
characters to whom these people might look up”.[39] John Macarthur was an
advocate of setting up “a large body of respectable persons” with

appropriate authority over the .assigned convicts which would produce

36. Hirst, J., Convict Society and Its Enemies, Sydney, 1983, p. 201
37. ibid., p. 202

38. ibid., pp. 208-209

39. Phillip to Grenville, 5 Noveraber 1791, HR.A., Series |, Vol. |, p. 273
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“some rational ground of hope, that a few of the unfortunate men, sent hither
for their crimes might in time >e completely reformed”.[40] Alexander Harris
was particularly conscious of the reforming influence of a master upon an
assigned convict: “it deserves serious consideration whether the power of
superior character upon that below is not one of the greatest principles in
the formation of reformatory discipline”.[41] Harris was critical of systems
which over-punished convic's because they worked against reform by
destroying the convict’s faith in “society and the availableness of rectitude to
secure happiness”.[42] Reflecting on his own experience in the convict
system, John Mortlock agreec that excessive punishment was a deterrence
to reform rather than to crim:2, claiming that, “instead of awakening moral

responsibility, it strengthens tre Devil”.[43]

Mortlock was sent to Nor'olk Island, but fortunately during the period
when Captain John Maconochie was commandant of the penal station.
Although he was working within the constraints of an established
penitentiary and work gang system on the island, Maconochie introduced
his own guiding principles of convict reform. He wanted to ensure that there
was a direct relationship between effort and reward, such that “the fate of
every man should be placed unreservedly in his own hands”.[44]
Socialisation of the convicts was promoted. A Mark System was introduced

to ensure that punishments and rewards were directly related to a convict's

40. J.Macarthur to J.T.Bigge, 7 February 1821, Macarthur Onslow, op.cit,
pp. 348-349

41. Harris A., Convicts and Setflers, Sydney, 1953, p. 190

42 ibid., p. 186

43. Mortlock, J.F., Experiences of a Convict, London, 1965, p. 67

44 Hughes, op.cit, p. 500
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behaviour. The process of sccialisation was encouraged by activities such
as the celebration of Queen Victoria's Birthday which sought to reconnect
the convicts with a sense of identity as being an outpost of Empire rather
than abandoned lost souls in ain “Ocean Hell”. The effects of this policy were
noted by one observer who commented that, “Her Majesty reigned in their
hearts and they all appeared to labour cheerfully in one large field of
Reformation’[45] While the coimment may be overly optimistic, it is significant
that it was the civil ruler who \vas claimed to reign in the heart of the convict
under Maconochie’s system, 1ather than the Christ of the evangelical prison

reformers.

Machonochie quickly came under attack for his ideas of convict reform
and administration and was subsequently sacked by Governor Gipps. One
of Machonochie’s numerous critics was Archdeacon McEnroe, who had
been the Catholic priest on Norfolk Island at the time of Machonochie’s
appointment. McEnroe shared the view that spiritual rather than mere
outward reform was required. While admitting that Maconochie’s policies
might have been good in thedry, McEnroe condemned him for not paying
“proper attention to the cregs of human nature on which he is
experimenting”.[46] Human nature was regarded as utterly corrupt in
orthodox Christian theology and consequently could only be saved by
specific spiritual remedies, nut for supporters of natural religion there
remained in the human soul ¢ spark of moral decency which needed to be
re-kindled. If the appeal to self-interest was sufficient to make a person a

moral member of society, spiri ual conversion was not necessary.

45. ibid., p. 503
46. Clarke, P., Hell and Paradise, Ringwood, 1986, p. 133
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David Burn, the Van Dierr en’s Land farmer and dramatist, rejected ideas
of spiritual reformation of convicts with the observation that since the world
was full of unconvicted hygocrites it would be impossible to gauge the
genuineness of supposed spiritual reform. The aim of moral rather than
spiritual reform was sufficient for the convict system in his view: “If it
succeeds in converting the housebreaker, the highwayman, the swindler,
and other kinds of felons, in:0 orderly and decorous citizens, has nothing
been achieved?’[47] Like Ble nd, Burn saw reform as related to the social
situation of the convict. He dcubted that even the most “regenerated culprit”
emerging from the “model prisons” of England could avoid being forced
again into error by social circumstances such as high unemployment.[48]
The writing of Roger Therry also reflects the idea that there is something in
human nature which can operzite to effect reform, even if it is not based upon

a spiritual regeneration sought by the advocates of the penitentiary system:

Many persons, originally transported for crime, had displayed the
recuperative energy that is in man, by which, though he sinks he
but sinks to rise aga n, and resume the position that in early life he
had forfeited ... It is obvious we cannot judge motives; and whether
principle or self-interest be the cause of reformation, society is the
gainer when a bad man s transformed into a well-conducted

citizen.[49]

47. D. Burn, Narrative of the Overland Journey of Sir John and Lady
Franklin and Party from Hobart Town to Macquarie Harbour, [ed.
Mackaness, G.],Sydney, 1955, p. 36

48. ibid., p. 37

49. Therry, op.cit, p. 58
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Thus there existed a strongj tradtion that self-interest was sufficient
motivation for moral reforri and that moral reform was sufficiently
demonstrated by a person in “he discharge of civic duties and the pursuit of
domestic happiness. As Hiist has pointed out, the advocates of the
assignment system, the ex-:onvicts and the native-born who were the
principal advocates of this view of moral reform, were compelled to join the
anti-transportation forces when the British Government decided to send
ticket-of -leave Pentonville prisoners to the colony.[50] The rhetoric of the
abolitionists highlighted the horror and brutality of the system and the stain
of convictism upon the coloiies. The examples of self-interested moral

reform were disregarded.

However it is essential to recognise this theme in order to understand the
wider social reform agenda From the beginning of the colony it was
apparent that achieving moral reform would entail the provision of education
for the children of convicts. Cclliins reflected on the need for the creation of a
public institution to educate colonial youth away from the influences of their
convict parents and so ensure that their “propensities to evil” were
corrected.[51] Governor Kinj was of the same opinion, lamenting the
“distressing prospect of the rising generation in this colony becoming the
inheritors of their abandoned parents’ profligate infamy”.[52] Bligh was
discouraged by the convicts’ failure to accept the “rewards and blessings to

them to do well” and looked to the following generations to exhibit “any

50. Hirst, op.cit, p. 212
51. Collins, op.cit, p. 366
52. King to Lt. W. Kent, 23 May 1800, HR.N.S.W., Vol. VI, p. 87
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advance to morality and virtue”.[53] Youth was also Macquarie’s hope as he
noted the lack of progress heing rmade by ex-convicts on the Nepean in
1815 “This is a melancholy and mcrtifying reflection, but | fear that there is
no remedying these lazy habits during the existence of the present old
generation”.[54] A series of letters to the editor of the Sydney Gazette in
1803 highlighted the belief that education was fundamental to moral reform.
A contributor styling himself “/An Inquisitive Observer” noted that, “it has long
been admitted that Learning is a fo2 to vice and observation convinces us
that ignorance is generally the: companion of vice”.[55] Given the importance
of education, the writer express his dismay at discovering what low wages
were paid to colonial schocimasters. Another correspondent, “Censor”,
claimed that moral education could contribute substantially to domestic
happiness, “Were we to make proper use of our reasoning facilities, many
evils might be avoided, and the humble cottage prove a place of
contentment”.[56] “Amicus” took a wider view, claiming that the development
of educational facilities would destroy the bonds of ignorance, promote the
public good, eradicate immo -ality and “lay in the mind the foundation of

integrity, equanimity and justice”.[57]

There was a belief also in ‘he moral value of self-education. In the guise
of fiction, Alexander Harris related how in the 1830s he bought an

assortment of books by chance: at an auction. The lot included books on

53. Bligh to Lord Castlereagh, 31 October 1807, H.R.A., Series |, Vol. VI, p.
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mathematics, chemistry, astronomy, metaphysics and history as well as
Hume's essays and works by Byron, Scott and Coleridge.[58] He immersed
himself in these volumes a1d lent them to friends. He was particularly
impressed with the “great aid evident improvement” in the outlook of a
female friend and concluded that a similar reading program would see the
same benefits of improvement extended to “the whole body of Australian
females”.[59] He later set up his own small lending library for the benefit of
the bush workers in the district where he was living. The same moral
improvement was observed; ‘I did rot lose a single volume: and the effect
on the men’s personal behav our was markedly beneficial’.[60] Maconochie
also believed in the use of tooks to assist moral reform. He attempted to
create a library on Norfolk ‘sland which included works on engineering,
crafts and trades, English, Scottish and lIrish literature as well as books of a
religious nature. He made a particular request for a copy of Robinson
Crusoe as he believed that i: woulc instil “energy, hopefulness in difficulty,

regard & affection for our bretiwen in savage life &c.”[61]

If happiness and contentmrent were to be found through honest industry,
education was a necessary fart of the reform process to provide both the
technical knowledge for the & pplication of industry and the basis for moral
reform. The connection between education and success in the colonies was
precisely put by William Denison in 1848. Reflecting on why some settlers

succeeded while others failed he observed,

58. Harris, op.cit., p. 91
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61. Quoted in Hughes, op.cit,, p. 506
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Their lot is cast in a country where nothing is required but steady,
persevering industry, coupled with a slight knowledge of arithmetic
to enable them to s=cure a competence, and perhaps wealth, for
themselves and ther children; but the absence of that little bit of

arithmetic has made the prospect a delusion.[62]

A system of public education for colonial youth and the creation of
Mechanics Institutes for ac ult education and self improvement were seen
as factors which could guarantee both economic advancement, and
consequently promote personal happiness. Just as the supporter of
“moral enlightenment” and natural religion saw no essential role for the
clergy in convict reform, so they saw no role for the clergy in a national
education system. Charles Harpur, for instance, was a tireless critic of the
claims of the churches tc have a controlling interest in the education

system:

it would seem that in Australia, we are still to be prevented of all
efficient means for accelerating the march of knowledge, by the
irrational bigots of Sectarian Cliques. A system of general
education is offered to the country, and forthwith upstarts the

parson to denounce it as improper for his people.[63]

The clergy were welcome, however, as lecturers at their local Mechanics
Institute if they had scientifiz or technical knowledge to impart.
62. Denison, W., Varieties of Vice-Regal Life, London, 1870, p. 89

63. Ackland, M. [ed.], Charles Harpur: Selected Poetry and Prose,
Ringwood, 1986, p. 27
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The establishment of tie Bozrd of National Education by Governor
FitzRoy in 1848 was any tiing but a triumph for the forces of the “moral
enlightenment” since it represented an expensive and inefficient
compromise resulting in five education systems. There were government
schools based on the rish National System and four separate
denominational systems ptovided with government funding. However the
reformers’ faith in “true rel gion” was maintained by the establishment of
the University of Sydney n 1850 on a non-denominational basis. The
belief that education was the foundation of moral behaviour and that
religion should be the har dmaiden of morality and not vice versa was

plainly stated in Moore’s A'manac for 1859:

The object of self education is to acquire moral elevation. All
intellectual pursuits are to be subservient to this. Man’s moral life
is his highest destiny. The moral life includes religion as its
quickening power, and its great director. No religion can be fitted

for man which occugies not this high position”.[64]

Of course the religion wh ch made moral virtue its highest value was
natural religion, since it was by iving the moral life that the individual
became acceptable to (Giod, and not through “priestly rituals” or
“superstitious beliefs”. The 2ducation which was necessary to support the
application of honest industry was capable of conferring its own moral

elevation without the interference of sectarian religion.

64. Moore’s Almanac, Sydney, 1859, p. 15
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if moral reform could e achieved by self-interested honest industry
supported by education then the way to prosperity and happiness was
open. But like any pilgrim’s progress, the road to the Australian paradise
was also populated by demons. The most dangerous of these demons
was thought to be the d2mon drink. This was a persistent theme in
explaining why opportunities for honest industry, wealth and personal
happiness were being Iast. Collins complained that convict over-
indulgence in alcohol made them “blind to their own advantage”.[65]
King complained that the cellars of everyone in the colony from the
leading citizens to the wor:t of the convicts were “full of that fiery poison”
and consequently “a strange relaxation seems to pervade every class
and order of people”.[66] Feflecting on the drinking habits of the colonial

workers Louisa Meredith commented,

How different woud be the state of almost everything in this
Colony, were the g-eatest curse man ever created out of God's
good gifts intoxicating liquor, less easily obtained by those who
ought to be the indust-ious and prosperous, but alas! too

generally are the idle and worthless part of the community.[67]

The success of those who w~ere deemed to be sober citizens was held up
as an example to confirm the view that prosperity and happiness were

the result of abstaining from drink. Lang praised his free Scottish

65. Collins, op.cit, p. 159

66. King to John King, 3 Mey 1800, H.R.A., Series |, Vol. I, p. 505

67. Meredith, Mrs C., Notes and Sketches of New South Wales, Sydney,
1973, p. 77
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mechanics who were brought to New South Wales in 1831 for their sober
habits and claimed that they had brought about “a moral revolution” in the

colony.[68]

If only the colonists, both free settlers and ex-convicts could be kept
sober, it was thought that happiness and prosperity must be the
inevitable result. Crime would also diminish because intemperance was
regarded by moral reformers as “the parent of a tribe of crimes”. William
Woolls caught the mood of the times in his 1833 poem, Australia: A Moral
and Descriptive Poem. V/oolls began his piece in the tradition of the
poems of Tompson and Rbinson with heaven and nature rejoicing over

the founding of a British co ony. A goddess proclaimed from the clouds:

Rise, Rise Australia thus the fates decree,
Health and Content shall concentrate in thee ...
Knowledge will flourish, and in course of time

Learning and Art will grace the happy clime [70]

He contrasted these happy prospects with what he regarded as the sorry
state into which the colony had fallen as a result of alcohol abuse.

Nevertheless the situation could te redeemed:

“Advance Australia” - View the rising State

68. Lang, J.D., Reminiscenzes of My Life and Times, Melbourne, 1972,
p. 114

69. Therry, op.cit, p. 494

70. Gilbert, L., William Wooils, “A Most Useful Colonist”, Canberra, 1985,
p. 10
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Improvement'’s prospects never are too late; ...
And may this motto ripen in yourself,

“Knowledge is Pow r, and Temperance is Health!” [71]

While temperance may have later become one of the weapons in the
armoury of the “wowsers”, it is incorrect to regard the temperance
movement as springing e:ssentially from the Christian denominations.
The churches had long tecognised drunkenness as a vice, but they
clearly did not accept tha: abstaining from alcohol was the essence of
salvation. In the face of claims by colonial teetotalists a variety of
churchmen were in agreement that men had the “God-given right to the
rational enjoyment of alcohol” [72] The temperance movement can be
understood as another road to moral reform which essentially sought to
bypass the Christian faith. It was not the result of supposed schemes by
evangelical killjoys to deprive Catholic workers of their pleasures.
Whatever the motives of the temperance advocates in later debates over
drinking regulation and ho el trading hours, they should not be projected

back onto the 1830s and 1840s.

The language of natural religion as well as its moral values are
evident in the work of temperance advocates. Harpur wrote of
temperance that it was “th.2 essence of that spirit of moral enlightenment
which is beginning to burst like sunrise over the long benighted

earth”.[73] At temperance meetings and festivals songs such as the

71. ibid., p. 11
72. Roe, op.cit, p. 181
73. ibid., p.169
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following were sung:

Let the Sun be thy nectar!
Drink ceep of its beams:
Let the grz2en sward of nature
Thy benquet hall be!

Fill thy sp rit with sunlight -
‘This rizher than streams

Of the wire-flowing gobilet,
And better for thee! [74]

In the colonial conditions grior to the gold rushes there was a widely held
view that honest industry, education and sober habits would lead to
happiness and prosperity. This was not a triumph of the Protestant work
ethic, and, as Roe has po nted out, the moral enlightenment’s impact on
the churches was disruptive in a number of ways.[75] To the extent that
the churches took up the cause of moral enlightenment, they were able
to link themselves to popt lar social thinking, but Christianity was not an
essential factor in the promotion of “true [natural] religion” of the
advocates of moral reform. Trese advocates believed that convict
reform, moral education, rappiness and prosperity could all be achieved
because in all people there was a God-given light of conscience and
morality which could be de:veloped by secular education, encouraged by
the recognition of self-interest in morality and guarded by temperance.

To the supporters of this n oral enlightenment the clergy and their creeds

74. ibid., p. 172
75. ibid., p. 202
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were regarded as unnecessary to the reformation of convicts, a menace
to the development of a systern of moral and general education and
allies of dubious worth in the cause of temperance. In questions of sex
and marriage the official >olicy and church doctrine were in agreement
on the importance of promoting marriage. However colonial conditions
with the imbalance of the sexes and the cultural values of the convicts
and their guards put sextal morality on a utilitarian basis, giving rise to
accusations of gross immorality ‘evelled at colonial society by the clergy

and missionaries.

The utilitarian approach to sexual morality was highlighted by Tench
in his account of the landirig of the convicts, in which he suggested that it
would perhaps be wrong to attermpt to prevent contact between male and

female convicts:

To prevent their intercourse was impossible; and to palliate its
evils only remained. Marriage was recommended, and such
advantage held out to those who aimed at reformation, as have

greatly contributed t> the tranquillity of the settlement.[76]

This policy of promoting marriage proved a disappointment to some
convicts who found that they did not received the privileges which they
expected and consequently sought to be returned to their single
status.[77] A further probl>m was the doubt over the application of the

Hardwicke Marriage Act to the colony. If it did not apply at Gretna Green,

76. Tench, op.cit, p. 39
77. Collins, op.cit., p. 21
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it was reasonable to doubt that it would apply in Botany Bay. Collins
reported that “it was the general sentiment among the convicts” that
marriages performed by Johnson were not binding.[78] As a result Phillip
was obliged to prevent anyone leaving the colony without proper

provision being made for :>olonial wives and children.

Attitudes to marriage and sexual conduct cannot be understood
without reference to the eighteenth-century context from which the
convicts and their guards \ere drawn. To celebrate the King’s Birthday in
1789, the first theatrical oroduction in the colony was staged. It was a
performance of The Recruiting Officer by George Farquhar, a comedy
which makes light of attitudes to sex and marriage in the British army.
The heroes of the play, Plume, Kite and Worthy, kept up a banter
regarding the tradition of recruiting officers leaving behind sufficient
pregnant women for ther offspring to replace the number of men
recruited, the desirability of trying out a young lady in bed before
considering marriage and the payment of allowances to defacto wives
even when they were “‘marry’'d at the same time to two Lieutenants of
Marines, and a Man of War’s Boatswain”.[79] Practises of popular military
marriage involving jumping over a sword are characterised as “leap
Rogue, follow Whore, the [ rums beat a Ruff and so to bed; that's all, the
Ceremony is concise”.[80] The clergy and religion were also held up to
ridicule with banter about what to do with parsons who had been
recruited and with lines such as, “Then are you mad, or turning

78. ibid., p. 114

79. Kenny,S.[ed.], The Work's of George Farquhar, Vol.ll, Oxford, 1988, p.
43

80. ibid., p. 105
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Quaker".[81] The group of officers enjoying this performance were hardly
likely to impose any paricularly rigid morality on the convicts or on

themselves.

Tench'’s view that it would be wrong to attempt to prevent sexual
relations between convicts; was later echoed by Bligh who thought that
such an attempt would be as productive of bad results as persecutions
for religious opinion.[82] Giving evidence before the Parliamentary
Committee on Transportation, Bligh suggested that defacto relationships
among convicts and ex-convicts were as stable as married relationships.
Even so, the problem of m2n quitting the colony and leaving women and
children behind, “just as men do in all other countries”, remained an
issue.[83] There is also evidence of the popular English divorce practice
of wife sales. This method of divorce was increasingly popular in
England in the 1790s and again at the end of the Napoleonic Wars. As
far as the participants were concern this was a legitimate means of
divorce although neither tr e legal system nor the churches saw it that
way.[84] A case of wife sale was reported at Windsor, near Sydney, in
1811 where the husband led his wife to the market with a rope around

her neck. He was paid sixteen pounds by his wife’'s new lover.[85] Those
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involved were dealt witk by the local magistrates including the Rev.
Robert Cartwright. This was apparently not an isolated instance.

Referring to the early nineteenth century Roger Therry commented:

Not only was undisjuised concubinage thought no shame, but the
sale of wives was 1ot an infrequent practice. A present owner of
broad acres and la'ge herds in New South Wales is the offspring
of a union strangely brought about by the purchase of a wife from

her husband for fou- gallons of rum.[86]

There were practical aclvantages in marriage for convict women. With
marriage they became vintually free since they were now officially under
the authority of their hisbands and not their former masters or
mistresses, as long as the husband was either free or held a ticket-of-
leave.[87] In the period irom the 1820s to the 1840s male convicts
wishing to marry stressed their sobriety and industrious habits as an
encouragement to goveinment officials to approve their marriage
requests.[88] While it is to be expected that these applications were
couched in language designed to appeal to official sentiment, they again
underline the concept that personal happiness was to be found through
industrious self-help and soaber living. Questions of sexual morality and
propriety were not a prire consideration. When a master sought to

prevent the marriage of a p ‘egnant convict servant on the grounds that it

86. Therry, op.cit., p. 72
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was an affront to “religion and moral principle”, the Governor, Sir George
Gipps replied that he was not sure how preventing a marriage would
serve either the cause o' morality or religion.[89] Peter Cunningham
noted during a visit to Ne'v South Wales in the 1820s that for Currency
lads and lasses chastity ‘vas not considered “the very first of virtues”
since their parents had not taught the to regard it as such and that its
violation did nothing to “rstard marriage”.[90] Therry suggested that it
was not until the convict 2lement was no longer the dominant group in
colonial society that “marr age became universally to be regarded as an
honourable estate”. In corvict scciety “this ceremony was not regarded

as an indispensable preliminary to the union of a man and a woman”.[91]

While the clergy were principally responsible for the celebration of
marriage, ideas of Christian marriage took second place to social benefit
and utility. The sexual ethics of the colony were well summed up in
Collins’ memorable euphzmism regarding the lack of rigidity of the
convict women'’s chastity.[92] Defacto relationships were no shame and
marriages of convenience were common. The idea of the primacy of the
social and utilitarian nature of marriage over any particular religious
interest is expressed in ¢. poem of the 1840s in support of Caroline
Chisholm’s immigration schieme to redress the imbalance of the sexes in

the Australian colonies:
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The Reverend Ebenezer, I'd not deny his dues,
For saving Patagorians, Eosjesmen and Zooloos;
But Mrs Chisholm’s mission is what | far prefer;

For saving British natives 1'd give the palm to her. [93]

There were those who bel eved that marriage should have nothing to do
with religion at all. Civil marriage was introduced in the colony in 1856.
Moore’'s Almanac for 18£9 suggested that the colony’s marriage laws
“ought to be purely philososhical and based on the law of nature, without
religious conditions of a1y kind whatever”.[94] There is again the
continuation of the thems of natural law which was a fundamental
concept to the legal thinking of the late eighteenth century. The founding
of the colony of New Soutt Wales must be seen in a wider intellectual
context than that of the clearing of English prison hulks and gaols. It was
a contemporary event with the founding of the United States and the
French Revolution and must be considered in the context of that

intellectual climate.

In this brief survey o the significant issues of convict reform,
education, temperance anc marriage it has become apparent that there
was a consistent moral order which did not require the support of any of
the fundamental beliefs or concerns of the Christian faith. The clergy and
the churches could play a supporting role in the process of moral reform
but in the final analysis theyy were unnecessary to achieve the type of

society envisaged by the fouinders of the colony and their successors of

93. Ingleton, op.cit, p.275
94. Moore’s Almanac, Sydrey, 1859, p. 67



304

the “moral enlightenment’. Happiness, not salvation, was the ultimate
good. It was not the blcod of Christ but rather honest industry and
sobriety which could oper the gate to happiness. To argue that religion
was of little consequence in the period to the 1840s when free settlers
with previous denominational affiliations began to dilute the population of
convict origin can be valid as long as religion is seen in the narrow sense
of orthodox denominatiors. However this argument fails to take into
account the fundamental <ignificance of natural religion in providing the
basis upon which a meaningful moral order could be constructed. The
colony was not Devil’s Isle nd on the grand scale where fallen humanity
was to be punished and souls redeemed. It was founded in the
expectation that the convi:ts could be made happy and moral through
their own self-interested etforts. (Grocott is probably correct in asserting
that convicts and ex-convicts were not interested in “God the Father, or
God the Son, or God the Holy Ghost",[95] but they were the potential
beneficiaries of a society fcunded on a moral order drawn from “the laws

of Nature and Nature's Goc”.

95. Grocott, A., Convicts, Clergymen and Churches, Sydney, 1980,
p.284



