
On December 7, 1909, twelve university students convened
the inaugural meeting of the Cambridge Society of Heretics.1

The immediate cause of the society’s formation was a paper
entitled “Prove All Things,” penned by the master of Em-
manuel College, Dr. W. Chawner. Read before the first meet-
ing of the Religious Discussion Society, the paper rejected
traditional Christianity and forwarded agnostic theories that
prompted dons to rebuke the author for irresponsibly endan-
gering young men’s religious foundations while inspiring stu-
dents to question long-held university rules such as mandatory
chapel attendance. For the founding Heretics, Chawner’s
paper indexed a growing frustration among scholars and
students with the mandates and limitations posed by Cam-
bridge’s centuries-long tie to the Anglican church, whose
structures and principles had presided over all intellectual
gatherings in the past.2 Creating a forum for the inquiry of
spiritual, aesthetic, and philosophical issues and rejecting in
its bylaws “all appeal to Authority in the discussion of reli-
gious questions,”3 the Heretics established a firm challenge
to the theological boundaries limiting intellectual progress,
particularly in areas where scientific research was begin-
ning to question Christian historiography and pose a threat
to humanistic curricular tradition. As a protest against insti-
tutional policies, the Heretics’ formation was not an isolated
event but rather a reverberation of radical changes to schol-
arly tradition in preceding decades. Such changes included

1

R

Introduction
Hellenism and Heresy

Fiske.1-23  7/10/08  8:45 AM  Page 1














































