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The term ‘Secularism’ was first used by the British writer, George Jacob Holyoake in 1851.
1 

 Holyoake stated 

that Secularism is independent of Christianity. “Secularism maintains that there is light and guidance in Secular 

truth, whose conditions and sanctions exists independently and acts forever. Secular knowledge is manifestly 

that kind of knowledge which is founded in this life, which relates to the conduct of this life, conduces to the 

welfare of this life, and is capable of being tested by the experience of this life.”
2   

It is clear from the above that 

Holyoake’s views are based on his realization on the limitations of Christianity. This is a view he followed from 

the great American philosopher, R.W. Emerson, widely acknowledged as the originator of the Transcendental 

Movement and also called as the prophet of the American religion. In fact the influence of Emerson on 

Holyoake runs even deeper. “The independent and permanent concept of truth, the importance of the present 

and the present life and in view of this, conduct of life, experience and welfare of this life” are concepts 

developed by R.W. Emerson in the light of the Bhagavad  Gita, as I have explained in my research paper “The 

Impact of the Bhagavad Gita on R.W.Emerson”. Holyoake further describes secularism, “Secularism is a code 

of duty pertaining to this life, founded on considerations purely human, and intended mainly for those who find 

theology indefinite or inadequate, unreliable or unbelievable. Its essential principles are three (1) The 

improvement of this life by material means. (2) That science is available providence of man. (3) That it is good 

to do good. Whether there be other good or not, the good of the present life is good, and it is good to seek that 

good.”
 3  

It is clear from the context that Holyoake is talking about Christian theology here. The influence of 

Emerson on his concept is also clear and definite. Emerson has developed and manifested “the improvement of 

life, the importance of science, the concept of providence and good of the present life” in his works.  I have 

shown these concepts of Emerson were influenced by the Bhagavad Gita in my above mentioned research paper. 

Thus Emerson developed and formed his concepts of secularism from the Bhagavad Gita and the Sanatan 

Dharm.  

 In governance, secularism does not support any particular religion. It replaces religious law such as Sharia with 

a common code. In the West there was a struggle between kings (by mandate of considering themselves divine) 

and Pope (By virtue of ultimate authority over the Church and by extension the state) to control the Church and 

the State. A lasting solution used down the ages was provided by Martin Luther who articulated separation of 

the Church and state with his “Doctrine of two Kingdoms”.
 4

 The views of Holyoake should be seen in this 

historical context which did not exist in India. In ancient India, Kings were expected to work for the wellbeing 

and good of all the people as a concept of Dharm.  “Dharm denotes virtuous deeds”.
 5  

 “A  goal of Dharm is 

universal welfare”. 
6 

In fact free India looks up to its past. The symbols of Dharm Chakra and Saranath lions are 

National symbols. The concept of Secularism is seen in historical India much before it originated in the West. 

There was harmonious development of Society with tolerance of different religions from the times of Maurya 

Empire to the Gupta Empire and to Akbar.  All were influenced by Sanatan Vedic Dharm which is a concept 

different from Abrahamic religions. Here we see secularism contained in Sanatan Dharm and the concept of 

Dharm.  Indian Vedic concepts also influenced East and South East Asia carrying the concepts of secularism 

there. However there were occasional forcible conversions and religious persecutions such as by Aurangazeb.  

In fact Bhakti era Hindu Saints are ideal examples of Secularists since they resisted and desisted from forcible 

conversions. In contemporary India Secularism has deteriorated to pandering to and appeasement of religious 

sections.  India has often taken a weak stand on encroachment of its territory, terrorism, communal disharmony 

to pander to religious sections. The creation of Pakistan on religious grounds is an assault on the idea of 

Secularism due to such an approach. Resultantly its soil has generated several terrorist organizations inflicting 

violence on their countrymen, Afghanistan, India and the World.  This is contrasted by the largely peaceful 

Islamic populations of other Central Asian countries such as Kazakhstan, Uzvekistan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan 

and Krgyzstan.  Recent Indian secularism is further questioned. In the Shah Bano case a legislative amendment 
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was brought in the parliament to appease Muslim sections and minority. This over turned a Supreme Court 

judgment. The states denied a woman of 62 and mother of five her right on being divorced under the uniform 

code. Today a common civil code, a prime secular ideal, is only a mirage in India, showing how far we are from 

secularism.  On the other hand R.W. Emerson, the philosopher stood influenced by Vedic ideals and the 

Bhagavad Gita. “I owed a magnificent day to the Bhagvad-Gita. It was as if an empire spoke to us, nothing 

small or unworthy, but large, serene, consistent, the voice of an old intelligence which in another age and 

climate had pondered and thus disposed of the same such as questions which exercise us”.
 7

 In view of this we 

shall see the Influence of Emerson and through him Sanatan Dharm and the Bhagavad Gita on American 

Society. 

The comprehensive, permeating, all encompassing and inspiring influence Emerson had on the changing 

American society is eminent and central to it. It is undisputable that Emerson was the pre eminent leader of the 

transcendental movement of mid 19
th

 century.  In fact the philosophy of transcendentalism was delineated and 

its formulation started in his 1836 groundbreaking essay, “Nature”. It is further clearly stated in his essay 

“Transcendentalism”. His subsequent work, “The American scholar” (1837) lifted American thought to a new 

level-the independence and separateness of American individuality and identity. In the speech Emerson declared 

literary independence of the United States urging Americans to create a style of their own and free from Europe.
 

8
 This is widely held so by American intellectuals. In fact Oliver Homes, Senior considered it to be America’s 

“intellectual declaration of independence”
 9

 so I think being on a   higher, deeper and more pervasive level than 

the merely political declaration of independence. In fact a student then in Harvard, James Lowell could 

appreciate it correctly, stating it was “an event without former parallel in our literary annals”
 10

 However 

Reverend John Pierce, who was present in the audience stated it was “An apparently incoherent and 

unintelligible address”.
 11 

However this should be seen in the background of Emerson’s doubts and differences 

with Christianity which had cropped up long before. As such there was no reason for a member of the Ministry 

(Church) who attended Emerson’s address barring reactionary. The Church in order to defend its teachings and 

social position probably wanted to belittle R.W. Emerson. However the great character of Emerson could not be 

cloaked thus and shone like the Sun.  So the prior view (of the impartial student) is one widely held correct by 

History, Literature, Culture and Intellectuals. The relevance and influence of the political declaration of 

Independence in American consciousness is well established by various commentators. Thus American Literary 

Independence was pervasively influenced and enormously uplifted by R.W. Emerson’s views and concepts. In 

fact they are one of the fundamental concepts of American thinking now.  Literary independence helped him 

developing a new and united culture of Americans, apart from the culture of their European ethnic heritage. The 

largest group of white Americans then was ethnic Germans. Political power was dominated by Ethnic English 

and was Ethnic English oriented at the time of American war of Independence. This led to a repression of Ethnic 

German political Influence in America, which could have caused a backlash at a later stage. Political power 

changed after the American war of Independence with French Military support. However independent America 

continued with English as its cultural language and also the lingua franca. Due to Emerson at the time of the 

Civil War this multi Ethnic White America of European heritage united itself in an American cultural identity.  

In my opinion due to the forging of a separate and inclusive United American intellectual identity, the plurality 

of German-ethnic people among White Americans were not swayed by Ethnic considerations into siding with 

Nazi Germany in the Second World War.  This avoided a catastrophe on France and England during the Second 

World War.  It also helped in the U.S. serving as a safe heaven for the Jews escaping genocide. 

His mode of dissemination of his thoughts was through numerous essays which were published and freely 

distributed, along with his exhaustive and more than 1500 public lectures though out the country. This showed 

his belief in free dissemination and receiving of ideas, right of people to hold and spread opinions, and to 

participate in the country’s culture, all today’s basic human rights and essential unchangeable part of Modern 

America.  All these are recognizable in the UN human rights declaration of 1948. The pre eminent position of 

US in early post World War 2 UN is well known. It shows the depth of influence exerted by Emerson in the 

world.  Now we will see his influence on another prominent transcendental thinker, Thoreau. In 1837, Emerson 

asked Thoreau, "Do you keep a journal?" “The question had a permanent influence on Thoreau 
12

. Emerson's 

own journal is a vast corpus.  In fact he worked out his concepts and ideas first in his journals later 

transplanting them in his essays.   Some scholars consider the journal to be Emerson's key literary work’.
13

 So 

we see R.W. Emerson preached what he practiced. He freely shared his insight, learning and knowledge so that 

others and through them society may gain from it, instead of holding on to it merely to increase his own 

uniqueness and importance.  This is similar to Krishna in the Bhagavad Gita imparting full knowledge to all 

through His disciple Arjun and the disciple of Rishi Vedvyas, Sanjay.
 14

   

The Transcendentalist created a fountain of thought and originality and experimentation during the 1830s and 

1840s.  The writings produced by the movement endured and is today recognized as a corpus of American 

classics.  They provided a powerful inspiration to later social reform movements such as the movement of 

Mahatma Gandhi and the American civil rights movements of 1960s. These incorporated or were similar to 

Thoreau’s principle of Non-violent resistance to oppressive and obdurate political authority. Thus these writings 
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were relevant and applicable for later times. “Emerson was undoubtedly the towering personality and 

inspiration for the transcendentalist movement.  Emerson became the leading light of American intellect and 

culture. He was nicknamed the Concord sage”. 
15

 Herman Melville was initially a critic of Emerson and thought 

he had “a defect in the region of the heart and a self conceit so intensely intellectual that at first one hesitates to 

call it by its right name”. Later Herman changed his views and stated that Emerson was “a great man”.
 16 

This 

shows opposition to R.W. Emerson ultimately through understanding evolved into admiration and inspiration. I 

cannot help noticing that Herman would have known that R.W.  Emerson concluded that Jesus was “a great 

man but not a son of God”. Another transcendentalist and minister, Theodore Parker noticed Emerson’s 

inspirational qualities “the brilliant genius of Emerson rose in the winter nights, and hung over Boston, drawing 

the ingenuous young people to look up to that great new star, a beauty and a mystery which charmed for the 

moment, while it gave also perennial inspiration, as it led them forward along new paths, and towards new 

hopes”.
 17 

 

R.W. Emerson’s contemporaries such as Walt Whitman and Henry David Thoreau were greatly influenced by 

his work. It also influenced thinkers and writers in the entire world and for all time especially more so in the 

United States.  It was not possible for any intellectual or thinker from this time to be either unaware or 

uninfluenced by the Transcendentalist movement. The Transcendentalist movement became universally known 

and acknowledged after sweeping through American thought and permeating its culture. Though R.W. Emerson 

may not have been referred to or evoked in some periods of American culture, but his concepts and ideas are the 

relevant subject matter in every period.  The words of his junior contemporary Swami Vivekananda are 

especially pertinent since he is a universally established authority on the Bhagvad Gita. In fact he is a divine 

saintly authority. He said, “I would advice those of you who have not read that book (the Bhagvad Gita) to read 

it. If you only knew how much it has influenced your own country even! If you want to know the source of 

Emerson’s inspiration, it is this book, the Gita. He (Emerson) went to see Carlyle, and Carlyle made him a 

present of the Gita (Bhagvad Gita); and that little book is responsible for the Concord Movement.  All the broad 

movements in America in one way or the other, are indebted to the Concord Party.  The central figure of the 

Gita is Krishna.”
 18

 Apart from educating us on the influence of Emerson on American thought Vivekananda 

also educates us about the influence of the Bhagvad Gita on Emerson,an education imparted by his insight 

founded on his divine authority. Prominent thinkers who note Emerson’s vast influence are Nietzsche and 

William James who was Emerson’s godson. “There is little disagreement that R.W. Emerson was the most 

influential writer of 19
th

 century America, though these days he is largely the concern of scholars.  Walt 

Whitman, Henry David Thoreau and William James were all positive Emersonians, while Herman Melville, 

Nathaniel Hawthorne and Henry James were Emersonians in denial they set themselves in opposition to the 

sage,( but probably since Emerson’s works  were so all pervading and comprehensive as to cover everything), 

there was no escaping his influence. To T.S. Eliot, Emerson’s essays were an “encumbrance” probably since 

they were so all pervading and comprehensive as to cover everything. Waldo the sage was  not actively quoted  

from 1914 until 1965,when he returned to Shine, after surviving in the work of major American poets like 

Robert Frost, Wallace Stevens and Hartcrane”.
 19   

Harold Bloom in his book, the American Religion repeatedly 

describes Emerson as “the prophet of the American Religion”. The American religion here means, firstly, 

indigenous American religions such as Mormonism and Christian science, which arose contemporary to 

Emerson. Secondly it means mainline Protestant churches that as per Bloom have become more Gnostic in the 

United States as compared to Europe; an observation supported by modern scholarship. So here we can see how 

the Bhagavad Gita through Emerson has enriched the American Religion.  In the “Western canon” Harold 

Bloom states, “The only equivalent reading experience that I know is to reread endlessly in the notebooks and 

journals of Ralph Waldo Emerson, the American version of Montaigne.”
 20  

 Bloom thus implies that there are 

few equals of Emerson in the Literary world. Bloom’s “the best poems of the English Language” included 

several of Emerson’s poems.  He also wrote that none of these poems are as outstanding as the best of 

Emerson’s essays, which Bloom stated as Self-Reliance, Circles, Experience and “nearly all of Conduct of 

Life”.  

The U.S. Government in 1940 issued a posted stamp commemorating Emerson. It was a time of uncertainty and 

doubt during the Second World War when the US was looking for support towards its identity- support it found 

in the identity and influence of R.W. Emerson. Like Herman Harward Melvill the divinity School is also an 

Institution that first criticized Emerson’s views but later educated itself on his insight thereby changing their 

own views on Christianity by recognizing Emerson as a great man. This was also as with the passage of time 

Emerson’s all encompassing influence became evident.  On May 2006, 168 years after Emerson delivered his 

“Divinity school Address”, which was criticized widely by the Harvard Divinity school, this Institution 

announced the establishment of Emerson Unitarian Universalist Association Professorship
21

    Harvard Divinity 

School, May 2006 Harvard has also named a building , ‘Emerson Hall’ (1900) after him. Acknowledging the 

influence of Emerson’s Essays, The Ralph Waldo Emerson Prize is awarded annually to high school students for 

essays on historical subjects.
 22 

-a contemporary example of Emerson’s influence. In April 2012 edition of the 

“Atlantic”, the cover story “Is Face Book making us lonely?” was written by the novelist Stephen Marche. In his 
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effort to convince the readers, Marche delves upon news reports of an individual’s death, opinion of a Chicago 

psychologist, data report, some prominent authors and finally U.S. cultural history, wherein he states “the great 

American essay is Emerson’s ‘Self-reliance’.” A critique of this article was written in the prominent and major 

American Newspaper, The Washington post, by the renowned Professor EricKlienberg.
 23  

 It is telling and 

pertinent to note the following. In his eagerness to counter and repudiate Marche, Professor Eric finds defect in 

almost all the myriad opinions and findings of the novelist Marche in the Trans spectral fields he has referred to. 

One of the few matters he does not oppose and repudiate, in fact agrees verbatim and also feels important 

enough to refer and quote in his own response is Marche’s opinion.“The Great American Essay is Emerson’s 

Self-reliance”. His partial opposition was that on the   aspect of self reliance such as living alone and key forms 

of personal autonomy, Americans are behind West European countries and of Japan.  Here I point out that living 

alone is not an aspect of self-reliance at all in isolation as conceived by Emerson.  Emerson was a practitioner of 

his own ideals and was a family and social man not staying alone. Professor Eric offers no evidence whatsoever 

to back up his latter claim.   In any case there is nothing to bar personal autonomy as a concept being present or 

taken up by other countries from the U.S., being inspired from it.  At the same time comparative personal 

autonomy does not reduce its central influence in American culture. The only other work quoted as a reference 

to the U.S. cultural history by Marche  and also his opinion acknowledged unconditionally again by Professor 

Eric is Whitman’s  “Song of myself.” Marche opines that it is “The great American poem”.  We can see even the 

title of this poem has the influence of R.W. Emerson’s central doctrine “The infinitude of the private man”
 24,

 

thus showing the pervasive influence of Emerson’s concepts on American culture and thought. In fact 

Emerson’s direct influence on Whitman himself has been covered earlier. Understanding the influence of 

Emerson on American society is essential to study secular development there.    
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