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Scarcely anything, indeed, is more curious or puzzling, than the attempt to trace the
causes why particular doctrines or religious parties should find one soil favourable and
another adverse to their propagation and success. But, at all events, as far as facts are
concerned, England furnishes a striking picture of sects and creeds almost supreme in one
part and absolutely unknown in another.

HORACE MANN, ‘On the statistical position of religious bodies in England
andWales’, Journal of the Statistical Society, 18 (1855), p. 155.

Even people whose lives have been made various by learning, sometimes find it hard to
keep a fast hold on their habitual views of life, on their faith in the Invisible . . . when they
are suddenly transported to a new land, where the beings around them know nothing of
their history, and share none of their ideas . . . in which the past becomes dreamy because
its symbols have all vanished, and the present too is dreamy because it is linked with no
memories. But even their experience may hardly enable them thoroughly to imagine
what was the effect on a simple weaver like Silas Marner, when he left his own country
and people and came to settle in Raveloe. Nothing could be more unlike his native town,
set within sight of the widespread hillsides, than this low, wooded region, where he felt
hidden even from the heavens by the screening trees and hedgerows. There was nothing
here, when he rose in the deep morning quiet and looked out on the dewy brambles and
rank tufted grass, that seemed to have any relation with that life centring in Lantern
Yard, which had once been to him the altar-place of high dispensations. The white-
washed walls; the little pews where well-known figures entered with a subdued
rustling, and where first one well-known voice and then another, pitched in a peculiar
key of petition, uttered phrases at once occult and familiar, like the amulet worn on the
heart; the pulpit where the minister delivered unquestioned doctrine, and swayed to and
fro, and handled the book in a long-accustomedmanner; the very pauses between the
couplets of the hymn, as it was given out, and the recurrent swell of voices in song: these
things had been the channel of divine influences to Marner – they were the fostering
home of his religious emotions – they were Christianity and God’s kingdom upon
earth . . .

And what could be more unlike that Lantern Yard world than the world in Raveloe? –
orchards looking lazy with neglected plenty; the large church in the wide churchyard,
which men gazed at lounging at their own doors in service-time . . . There were no lips in
Raveloe fromwhich a word could fall that would stir Silas Marner’s benumbed faith to a
sense of pain. In the early ages of the world, we know, it was believed that each territory
was inhabited and ruled by its own divinities, so that a man could cross the bordering
heights and be out of the reach of his native gods, whose presence was confined to the
streams and the groves and the hills among which he had lived from his birth. And poor
Silas was vaguely conscious of something not unlike the feeling of primitive men, when
they fled thus, in fear or in sullenness, from the face of an unpropitious deity. It seemed to
him that the Power he had vainly trusted in among the streets and at the prayer-meetings,
was very far away from this land in which he had taken refuge, where men lived in
careless abundance, knowing and needing nothing of that trust, which, for him, had been
turned to bitterness. The little light he possessed spread its beams so narrowly, that
frustrated belief was a curtain broad enough to create for him the blackness of night.

GEORGE EL IOT, Silas Marner (1861, Harmondsworth, 1969 edn),
ch. 2, pp. 62–4.
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Introduction

The state of the historiography

When George Eliot wrote Silas Marner, she was acutely aware of the
regional differences in religious cultures through which Silas moved.
Even people ‘whose lives have been made various by learning’, she
wrote, find it hard to maintain their beliefs when they are transported
into a new region, ‘where the beings around them know nothing of
their history, and share none of their ideas . . . in which the past
becomes dreamy because its symbols have all vanished’. In Silas’
move from a northern, strongly Nonconformist chapel setting – its
familiar phrases like an ‘amulet worn on the heart . . . the fostering
home of his religious emotions’ – to the large Anglican church of
Raveloe and its associated culture, Eliot captured one of the funda-
mental regional contrasts of her time. Silas, she wrote, was vaguely
conscious that ‘each territory was inhabited and ruled by its own
divinities’: by its own ‘native gods’, whose influence was locally con-
tained and not transferable. In the consequent disassociation of Silas
from religious belief, a response to this regional transition and
confrontation with people of differing views, she defined a funda-
mental cause of religious disillusionment.1

This was a subtle and sensitive lesson from a novelist of great intui-
tion. We shall need to keep it in mind. For in her preoccupation with
these themes, and in her awareness of regional contrasts and their
effects, George Eliot was articulating thoughts which are now remote
from the minds of many historians. It is often customary to begin aca-
demic books by stating the scholarly gaps that one’s work tries to fill,
and it is appropriate to do that here, albeit in a more austere style than
that penned by George Eliot. This academic problem is easily stated.
By comparison with many other countries, particularly with France

1

11 George Eliot, Silas Marner (1861, Harmondsworth 1969 edn), ch. 2, pp. 62–4. The
quotation is given more fully on p. v of this book.



and America, the understanding of English and Welsh religious
regions is often crude and limited.2 The major religious denomina-
tions in England have been described at a basic county level, but they
have not been analysed in a more detailed way for the whole of
England and Wales.3 There have been many regional historical
studies; but in these a well-judged national picture of religion has
been forgone in the usual closeness of local focus. The major religious
sources that lend themselves to such analysis have not been studied
in any nationally comprehensive way.

Inadequate understanding of spatial patterns of religion has con-
strained many areas of knowledge, and has lost us many of the
insights which were visible to George Eliot. Some of these should
be mentioned. Assessments of the role of religion in politics, for
example, have not paid much attention to region, despite the
acknowledged primacy of religious influences upon political parties

2 Rival Jerusalems

12 For examples of the many French and American studies on this subject, see G. le Bras,
Etudes de Sociologie Religieuse (Paris, 1956), 2 vols.; F. Boulard and G. le Bras, Carte
Religieuse de la Rurale (Paris, 1952); F. Boulard, An Introduction to Religious
Sociology (1960); X. de Planhol and P. Claval, An Historical Geography of France
(Cambridge, 1994); P. Deffontaines, Géographie et Religions (Paris, 1948); R. D. Gastil,
Cultural Regions of the United States (Washington, 1975); E. S. Gaustad, Historical
Atlas of Religion in America (New York, 1976); J. R. Shortridge, ‘Religion’, in J. F.
Rooney, W. Zelinsky and D. R. Louder (eds.), This Remarkable Continent: an Atlas of
United States and Canadian Society and Cultures (Texas, 1982). A sense of the scope
of this subject in other countries can be gleaned from the huge bibliography in C. R.
Park, Sacred Worlds: an Introduction to Geography and Religion (1994), pp. 288–312;
G. J. Levine, ‘On the geography of religion’, Transactions of the Institute of British
Geographers, 11 (1986), 428–40.

13 The most notable discussion has been J. D. Gay, The Geography of Religion in
England (1971). Our national work differs from his in a number of ways.
Computerised methods were not available to him, and this limited what he could
achieve. He did not include Wales. With a few exceptions (e.g. Lancashire), his data
were described at county level, and therefore his maps were much less detailed than
our own. Nevertheless, there is much of enduring value in his work, notably on
broadly drawn geographical patterns. He also used more modern data, like the
Newman Demographic Survey (which collected Mass attendance figures for
1958–62), or denominational marriage data for the early 1960s. Ibid., pp. 95, 284,
maps 19–20. He covered groups like the Jews, and ‘quasi-Christian groups and
eastern religions’. Ibid., chs. 10–11. In our opening chapters, the aim is to
complement his findings with much greater resolution, rather than re-tread ground
that he covered; while in later chapters this book’s approach becomes very different.
There are also some maps of 1851 data in H. McLeod, Religion and Society in
England, 1850–1914 (1996), pp. 29, 33, 63; and his ‘Religion’, in J. Langton and R. J.
Morris (eds.), Atlas of Industrializing Britain, 1780–1914 (1986), pp. 213–15. See also
Park, Sacred Worlds, pp. 70–5, as based on Gay. For a more regional study, the
approach of which prefigures this book, see K. D. M. Snell, Church and Chapel in



and elections prior to the early twentieth century.4 Compared with
many other European countries, the cartography of electoral sociol-
ogy in the nineteenth century has almost never been related to that of
the religious denominations.

There have been renowned debates about the effects of Methodism
on political behaviour, from Halévy to Eric Hobsbawm, E. P.
Thompson and others,5 or the roles of religion in fostering innovation,
entrepreneurship and industrialisation.6 These ought to have had an
analytically regional focus, relating political action or entrepreneur-
ship closely to patterns of religious affiliation. Yet such debates
proceeded with little spatial or geographical sense of where the
denominations were sited, or of how strong they were in applicable
areas.

There is in Britain poor spatial understanding of popular religion,
‘zones’ of religious practice, areas of ‘dechristianisation’, and of cul-
tural and political ‘frontiers’ defined via religion.7 Nor has study of
regional or occupational cultures connected much with regional pat-
terns of religion, except at the most local of levels. Questions about

Introduction 3

the North Midlands: Religious Observance in the Nineteenth Century (Leicester,
1991).

14 See for example K. D. Wald, Crosses on the Ballot: Patterns of British Voter Alignment
since 1885 (Princeton, 1983), pp. 10–18. Such a statement is most pertinent to
historiography on the period before about 1885, although some would apply it later too.

15 E. Halévy, A History of the English People in the Nineteenth Century: vol. 1: England
in 1815 (1913, 1970 edn); E. J. Hobsbawm, ‘Methodism and the threat of revolution’,
History Today, 7 (1957), also in his Labouring Men (1964); E. P. Thompson, The
Making of the English Working Class (1963, Harmondsworth, 1975 edn), ch. 11.
Hobsbawm pointed in general terms to the regional coexistence of Methodism with
political radicalism, but this historiography did not much advance understanding of
how local geographies of Methodist denominations related to regional socio-economic
and political conditions. Compare D. Hempton, Methodism and Politics in British
Society, 1750–1850 (1984, 1987 edn), p. 236: ‘The most satisfactory way of analysing
the relationship between Methodism and politics in English society c. 1750–1850 is to
root Methodism as firmly as possible in its religious, social, geographical and
chronological context.’

16 One summary was M. W. Flinn, The Origins of the Industrial Revolution (1966, 1976
edn), pp. 81–90, a text that took up some of the ideas of Tawney, T. S. Ashton, Hagen,
McClelland or Kindleberger, to review possible links between certain Nonconformist
denominations and industrialisation. This remains among the best treatments of the
theme in economic historiography. Even so, Flinn’s discussion of possible educational
and attitudinal influences of dissenters upon economic growth lacked geographical
specificity. A similar point could be made about many works which discuss the
possible economic influences of Puritanism.

17 Compare M. Vovelle, Ideologies and Mentalities (Cambridge, 1990), pp. 113, 159–62,
on France.



the longer-term continuity of such cultural regions and patterns are
not often raised.8 The important issue of whether industrialisation
fragmented and diversified the range and cohesiveness of regional
cultures is poorly addressed in general,9 and lacks connection with
religious history. This is despite the marked proliferation of
denominations during industrialisation, and the strongly regional
identities of Roman Catholicism, Wesleyan and Primitive Meth-
odism, Bible Christianity and many others. It is also despite the
obvious relevance of this issue, like that of occupational cultures, to
arguments about ‘the making of the English working class’.

Requisite economic histories of the Anglican and other churches
might have made much clearer the regional strengths and weaknesses
of the respective churches. Yet the modern economic history of relig-
ion remains almost non-existent as a subject: most economic histori-
ans studying the period after about 1660 have an avid propensity to
ignore anything religious, and the disciplinary allure of economics
rather than history has brought little profit in this quarter.10

Such neglect is less apparent in demographic study – so dis-
tinguished in recent English historiography. This subject has had
to consider religious contexts. Nonconformity had a major effect
upon parish registration, especially after about 1780. Parochial Non-

4 Rival Jerusalems

18 One exception here (on a rather earlier period) has been M. Spufford (ed.), The World of
Rural Dissenters, 1520–1725 (Cambridge, 1995).

19 For discussion of this issue, see J. Langton, ‘The Industrial Revolution and the regional
geography of England’, Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 9 (1984),
145–67; K. D. M. Snell (ed.), The Regional Novel in Britain and Ireland, 1800–1990
(Cambridge, 1998), ch. 1, and K. D. M. Snell, The Bibliography of Regional Fiction in
Britain and Ireland, 1800–2000 (forthcoming), introduction.

10 This neglect is remarkable when one considers the resourcefulness of historians on so
many other issues. Aspects of the economic history of the church in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries are covered in a few books like G. F. A. Best, Temporal
Pillars: Queen Anne’s Bounty, the Ecclesiastical Commissioners and the Church of
England (Cambridge, 1964); E. J. Evans, The Contentious Tithe: the Tithe Problem and
English Agriculture, 1750–1850 (1976); F. Heal and R. O’Day (eds.), Princes and
Paupers in the English Church, 1500–1800 (Leicester, 1981); R. J. P. Kain and H. C.
Prince, The Tithe Surveys of England and Wales (Cambridge, 1985); P. Virgin, The
Church in an Age of Negligence (1988); and (for an earlier period) C. Hill, Economic
Problems of the Church (Oxford, 1956). There are a number of usually very local
articles, especially on tithe, often written from standpoints within agricultural
history. This historiographical oversight contrasts markedly with voluminous
contemporary evidence and publications, and is despite the many subjects open to
study: such as tithe, charities, ecclesiastical landowning, enclosure and the clergy,
glebe farming, pew rents, clerical fees, the economic effects of church building, Queen
Anne’s Bounty, or the Ecclesiastical Commission and financial reorganisation.



conformity, and its wider geography, have evident relevance for demo-
graphic sources. It is less often observed, however, that parish regis-
ters are an Anglican source. Their quality is likely to be highest where
there was strong Anglican control or monopoly, rather than in regions
where Nonconformity was more influential. We shall see that certain
regions, and types of parishes, favoured the Anglican Church (south-
ern and south midland counties, lowland areas, nucleated parishes,
those with concentrated landownership, perhaps those with low
demographic growth, and so on). Rather different regions and parishes
often proved more hospitable to Nonconformity, especially to ‘new
dissent’ (upland settlements, industrial areas, those which were
‘open’ in settlement, with scattered landownership, often with rapid
population growth rates, areas of reclaimed or marginal agricultural
land, and the like). Demographers who apply searching criteria to
choose the best parish registers may easily alight upon Anglican
monopolised parishes and areas to study, running a risk of becoming
victims of their own assiduity and care. Such areas may share certain
socio-economic, demographic and other historical attributes favour-
able to the Anglican Church, but these were not necessarily repre-
sentative of other important regions, notably those which had
fostered strong Nonconformity. Such possible connections need to be
suggested, even though they almost certainly do not unsettle results
from the widely distributed parishes used by leading English histori-
cal demographers. For those parishes frequently contained more
Nonconformists than was ideal for the purposes of vital registration
and family reconstitution; they had wide regional representativeness;
the demographically reconstituted parishes were larger than average;
the Anglican church comprised the major part of the population
during the parish-registration era; and the Anglican data were reassur-
ingly tested in many ways against figures from early civil registra-
tion.11 Other such considerations could be added in defence of the
Cambridge demographic findings, but the import of religious regions
for this most advanced field of English historiography should be clear.

Within religious history itself, the geography of religion should be
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fundamental to understanding issues like church governance, schism
and denominational formation, church and chapel building and the
spread of architectural styles, religious education, charity and
welfare, the evolution and influence of circuit systems, the biogra-
phies of religious leaders, regional cultural influences and biases
affecting religious doctrine, popular religion, the urban or rural bases
of denominations, and many other such matters. However, one often
finds such subjects discussed with limited awareness of regional loca-
tion. And denominational histories frequently prefer to imply wide
affiliation and to concentrate on mobile personalities; an understand-
able stress is sometimes placed on expansive universality rather than
the local church, and this is commonly linked with theological uni-
versalism. From such historical writing, converting the particular to
the general, regional structures can often emerge in an impression-
istic form only.

Issues of religious geography therefore occur across many areas of
historical enquiry. These go well beyond the immediate history of
religion itself, where they bear on virtually all aspects of denomina-
tional history. Despite this, it appears that secularised academic
minds, limited spatial thinking, a predilection for national rather
than regional or local description, and the fragmentation of historical
specialisms have minimised awareness of religious regions and their
importance. We are in danger of losing the sensitive regional knowl-
edge and sense of difference that structured books like Silas Marner.

If we lean back from such reflections, and think instead of technical
expertise and method, another point would be widely acknowledged.
As far as method is concerned, historical studies of religion linger
behind many other areas of social scientific and historical enquiry.
There are salient exceptions,12 but as a specialism amenable to quan-
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titative and related methods this large subject seems diffident and
undeveloped. Orthodoxies have been little examined and refined by
such methods. This is despite the fact that the historiography of relig-
ion overflows with arguments and views, expressed through literary
or impressionistic statements, that are nevertheless of an essentially
quantitative nature. Methodological innovation has slipped between
the disciplinary isolation of a few interested geographers, and the
scepticism of some religiously committed historians towards the
secular bias of religious sociology and its methods. Quantitative
approaches in much religious historiography have been limited,
definitional precision has often been lacking, and variables have
sometimes been inadequately constructed or handled. What some
measures may indicate about the nature of religious provision or
attendance has sometimes been insufficiently explained. The histori-
ography contains many articles and editorial introductions providing
valuable assessments of major sources as sources (those of 1676, 1715,
1829, 1851 and so on). But there have not been the intensive ensuing
research projects and analyses that are plainly justified. Three decades
ago, one author commented critically that ‘The history of the empir-
ical investigation into religion in this country over the last hundred
years is littered with examples of dogmatic and general conclusions
based on very shaky evidence.’13 One would not word this in such
strong terms now, but the sentiment might still be endorsed.

Research aims and methods of this book

Seeing the historiography from such perspectives, and with these
points in mind, it seemed that the most creative way forward was to
adopt the following main priorities:

(i) To computerise the published 1851 Census of Religious
Worship, correct those registration-district data for omissions,
test their reliability, develop further measures of denomina-
tional strength from the data, and map those comprehensively
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for England and Wales.14 This would allow far more refined
cartographic understanding and analysis of religious regions,
and would permit many questions and debates about the
extent, siting and reciprocity of denominations to be resolved.

(ii) To construct a series of closely related parish-level datasets,
allowing analysis and mapping via computer cartography, of
the 1851 Census of Religious Worship data on denomina-
tional provision, free and appropriated sittings, attendances,
Sunday school attendances and related information. Even
with a small team of researchers this was evidently too large a
task to be done for the entire country. It was decided instead
that fifteen counties would be selected as representing certain
key features of the national geography of religion, informed
by the registration-district analyses.

(iii) To compare the 1851 data with earlier sources, particularly
the Compton Census of 1676, and (by way of a check on the
mid nineteenth-century data) with the 1829 returns of non-
Anglican places of worship. Much data from those earlier
sources would also need to be computerised. This was likely
to be a complex matter, given evidential and design differ-
ences between the historical sources. So a further aim was to
create methodologies that enabled longitudinal and latitudi-
nal study of these data.

(iv) To relate the religious and cultural data of 1676 and 1851 to
many socio-economic variables, to answer questions about
the local contexts, influences and regional cultures affecting
denominational geographies and religious ‘pluralism’. This
was clearly best done at parish level.

(v) To analyse in their own right the socio-economic data that
was being used, and to develop arguments or models of
local/regional contexts and parochial divisions, incorporating
cultural, religious, demographic and economic characteristics.
The need here was not to advance deterministic arguments for
their own sake, but rather to explore the adequacy of deter-
ministic and contextual considerations affecting religious
strength and siting, and to show precisely how significant or
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insignificant they may have been in different areas. The poten-
tial contribution of a more quantitative approach to such
on-going debates was self-evident, allowing many historical
questions to be resolved with much more precision.

Foremost among a very large set of research questions, it was
hoped to assess how durable over time the geography of the major
denominations had been, how they reciprocated or undercut each
other regionally, what was the role of Sunday schools, what was the
denominational significance of ‘free and appropriated’ sittings, and
how important were social controls as exercised particularly
through landowning patterns. A related aim was to consider where
and how ‘secularisation’ (defined by falling church attendances)
became apparent, and what its regional dimensions were. It was
hoped to test and develop some of the rather ahistorical theories of
religion in the social sciences, notably theories of ‘secularisation’,
using the rich veins of computed data being created.

In short, a firmer sense of the regional features of religious history
was felt necessary to extend the historiography of religion, to
augment historical awareness of cultural regions (and the role of relig-
ion in their origins and persistence), and to enhance understanding of
the importance of religion for related issues. We hope that this book,
and the huge datasets constructed over many years for it (now made
available to the research community),15 will address these research
priorities and extend understanding of these subjects.

As will become clear, this research has been conducted in a techni-
cally more sophisticated way than previous British studies. This will
bring the history of religion to the fore of current techniques and
methods. No closed or tight definition of the ‘geography of religion’ is
adopted in this book, for the self-containment of disciplinary areas is
most unhelpful. The approach is inter-disciplinary: very historical,
and ‘geographical’ in its quantification and stress on spatial and
regional understanding in the history of religion. Some readers from
particular disciplines may encounter unfamiliar approaches and
methods; but they can be reassured that many steps were taken to
keep the text approachable, readable, and within reach of any modern
student trained in history or the social sciences.
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There are gains and losses in pushing ahead in this way. A priority
for this research is the view that many features of the religious and
cultural regions of the Victorian period have yet to be disclosed in an
objective manner. There is also a growing sense that the many
research subjects that bear on ‘cultural regions’ – dialect, the English,
Welsh and Gaelic languages, political behaviour, patterns of folklore,
regional fiction, surname distributions, migration fields, vernacular
architecture and the like – should in due course be inter-related via
broader syntheses, if not via group projects. This requires careful
work within each field that lays an appropriate groundwork for this;
and, to aid objectivity and comparison, much of that groundwork
needs to be of a quantitative and geographical character. As public dis-
cussion focuses ever more intently upon the distinctiveness of parts
of the British Isles, upon national and regional assemblies, upon
regional voting patterns, upon the real or supposed identities of differ-
ent areas, upon the evolution and drawing of cultural boundaries, and
other such questions, it is crucial for modern British ‘society’ (if
decentralisation is to mean anything positive) that the historical sub-
jects be properly researched. The writing of religious history has
sometimes been thought a reclusive and self-indulgent pursuit of
dwindling contemporary significance – but the study of religious geo-
graphies, and the cultural and political regions associated with them,
now have an increasingly obvious relevance for very prominent
modern issues.

Such research is probably best conducted via the relatively impar-
tial quantitative methods adopted here. There are losses involved in
making less use of the rich literary evidence that has traditionally
attracted religious historians, even though such omissions can be
justified by pointing to the profusion of excellent and highly readable
work already based upon such documentation. No historians would
claim that the approaches adopted in this book are sufficient in them-
selves. However, given the priorities outlined above, few would
dispute that there are considerable gains in taking religious historiog-
raphy along this way in a more thorough manner.

Accordingly, the religious data for twenty-seven denominations
from all 624 registration districts of the published 1851 Religious
Census for England and Wales were computerised. Those data were
corrected for omissions (as described in appendix B), new measures
were formed to describe denominational coverage (see appendix C),
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and these were mapped with computer cartography (as outlined in
appendix D). Over 500 variables were created for all English and
Welsh registration districts, incorporating cultural, religious, demo-
graphic and geographical base variables. This comprises the first such
religious cartography at registration-district level for these two coun-
tries.

To supplement those district data at parish level, fifteen census
counties were investigated, with all their parish-level data being
computerised. These were the Welsh counties of Anglesey,
Caernarvonshire, Cardiganshire and Monmouthshire, and the
English ones of Bedfordshire, Cambridgeshire, Derbyshire, Dorset,
the East Riding, Lancashire, Leicestershire, Northumberland,
Rutland, Suffolk and Sussex. As described in chapter 7, the counties
were chosen primarily because they each represented distinctive
regional features of the national geography of religion, as perceived
from the registration-district level analyses, and because of their
diverse social, economic and political characteristics.

The parish data were collected from the Public Record Office, from
County Record Offices and from the published 1851 returns for
Bedfordshire, Sussex and Wales.16 All such 1851 religious data were
computerised, excepting the figures on the income and endowments
of the Anglican Church, which were inconsistently returned. The
1676 Compton Census data were computerised for all possible par-
ishes in these counties (as outlined in chapter 8), and the 1829 returns
of non-Anglican places of worship for Leicestershire were used as a
further compelling test of the reliability of the 1851 data.

In addition to these religious and related parochial variables, we
systematically collected and computerised parish-level social and
economic data, to relate such data to the statistics and varying geogra-
phies established by the religious measures. The socio-economic data
include all the 1831 occupational data; the 1811, 1831, 1841 and 1851
population data, with sex ratios, housing and so on; acreages as sup-
plied at different dates; poor-relief expenditures for 1832–6, as pub-
lished in the Annual Reports of the Poor Law Commissioners;
rateable and real property values; data from the Imperial Gazetteer on
values of the clerical livings, the nature of livings (rectory, vicarage,
perpetual curacy), and availability of clerical housing; landownership
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details as supplied by the Imperial Gazetteer, and (for Leicestershire)
as obtained from land tax returns; and a number of related variables.
These comprised base variables from which very many further ratio
and ancillary measures were formed, utilising also the 1851 religious
and Sunday school data.

At parish level this provided a total of 2,443 parishes, containing
4,645,702 people in 1851. Each of these 2,443 parishes had about 2,500
original and transformed religious and other variables. The resulting
dataset of over 6 million observations was analysed on the University
of Leicester mainframe computer, and then on personal computers as
they became more powerful. For most of the counties all parish
boundaries were digitised, entering the coordinate data into computer
cartographic packages.17 This allowed the computerised mapping of
any variable. This was also done for the registration-district bound-
aries of England and Wales. While only a minute proportion of such
maps can be published, given strict publishing constraints, such
mapping is an invaluable aid to supplement quantitative analysis.
This work inevitably led to advances in the handling and analysis of
religious data, to the creation of more complex measures of religious
strength and diversity, while also suggesting more sophisticated ways
of testing the Compton Census, and the 1829 and 1851 data. These
advances should prove useful to scholars of religion in other periods
and countries.

Summary of the book

The opening chapter appraises the huge 1851 Census of Religious
Worship, which is our main computerised religious source, although
similar use is also made of the Compton Census and the 1829 returns.
The next chapter provides a more precise geography for the Church of
England than is currently available, followed by three chapters that do
the same for Roman Catholicism, ‘old dissent’, and ‘new dissent’.
This is followed by an analysis of the extent of denominational
complementarity or geographical affinity, addressing issues con-
nected with ‘the Tillyard thesis’. For these opening chapters, compris-
ing the first section of this book, the national religious patterns for the
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Anglican Church and for the main denominations are described, and
explanations advanced. This is done with much higher cartographical
and quantitative resolution than hitherto in the literature.

Among the results are the striking southern and midland geography
of the Church of England and of ‘old dissent’, and the more northern
and south-western geography of the Methodist denominations. Wales
emerges as very distinctive in religious terms compared with
England. The differences between Wales and England were persistent
findings, repeated in many connections, like Sunday school educa-
tion, or the effects of landownership. The ways in which the major
denominations overlapped with or complemented each other region-
ally are shown, alongside the implications of this for denominational
success or failure. Clear north–south and west–east divisions of the
country emerge, and these have evidently had many enduring cultural
and political ramifications. The 1851 geography of the Anglican
Church, for example, was very similar indeed to the regions of elec-
toral strength of the modern Conservative Party. Subsequent electoral
geographies can be predicted with considerable precision from the
1851 Anglican and Nonconformist data.

In the second part of the book the resolution shifts down to parish
level, for the chosen fifteen counties. These counties are described in
chapter 7, prior to detailed analysis. An assessment of the extent of
parochial religious continuity between 1676 and 1851 is then under-
taken. The results are very surprising. It is usually thought that there
was much continuity of local patterns of religious adherence.
However, while there is some limited truth in this for Roman
Catholicism, it was not so at parish level for Protestant Non-
conformity. The latter dissenting denominations were much more
mobile and transient than many have believed possible, particularly
before the nineteenth century. The Catholics were relatively stable,
at least until the post-famine Irish diaspora. The reasons for that, and
the role of the Catholic landed families, are discussed.

The importance of Sunday schools (for example in the survival of
denominations) is shown in chapter 9, although reservations are
expressed about the historiographical thesis that they were inde-
pendent agencies of ‘the working class’. The highest Sunday school
indexes of attendance were in fact found in Anglican dominated par-
ishes of a ‘closed’ landed nature. This raises questions about the role
of these schools in inculcating ‘working-class’ attitudes, and suggests
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that the importance of the Anglican Church in fostering this early and
crucial form of ‘mass education’ has been understated by historians.
In addition, the most crucial determinant of Sunday schools is shown
to have been the regional incidence of child labour.

Analysis of ‘free’ and ‘appropriated’ seating in places of worship
(chapter 10) indicates that the Anglican Church was often rather more
open in the availability of its sittings than many other denomina-
tions. This modifies the views of contemporaries and historians who
argued that proprietorial attitudes to Anglican pews, and the resulting
exclusion of many inhabitants, played a significant part in causing
anti-establishment resentment and dissent. As with Sunday school
provision, in this and other regards the historical role of the Anglican
Church emerges from this work with more credit than some might
have anticipated.

In chapter 11 the discussion concentrates on the very strong
associations between religious conformity and ‘closed’ or estate vil-
lages, where landownership was in few hands. It is shown how more
varied occupational and landed characteristics were associated with
religious dissent, and such contexts and their regional variations are
specified with more precision than hitherto. This chapter extends a
fuller cultural understanding to historical debates about the nature of
parish divisions, and to typologies of ‘open’ and ‘close’ parishes.

Finally, in chapter 12, the issue of ‘secularisation’ is addressed,
looking at the regionality of high or low church attendance, and
exploring the question of whether urbanisation induced declining
religious attendances. It is argued that cultural pluralism and inade-
quate church provision brought about lower church attendance – both
in the larger cities and in the English rural borderlands. The chapter
points towards the associated and fuller study of ‘secularisation’ due
to be published by Alasdair Crockett.

The stress throughout is on the contextual understanding of relig-
ion. This may vary between the inter-denominational, geographical
and more broadly socio-economic contexts of religion. Wickham once
wrote that ‘Unfortunately, “Church history”, with few great excep-
tions, is invariably about the Church abstracted from society, about
ecclesiastical institutions, personalities or movements, in which the
world in which they are set seems quite incidental.’18 This book does
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not cover institutions and personalities to the extent that some would
like (for reasons of space rather than academic principle); but the
approach is certainly to discuss religion within its socio-economic
and regional settings, especially at parish level, to place clearly ascer-
tained limits on contextual influences, and to show how different
strands of deterministic thinking may be held in control and assessed
through quantitative methods. Once the extent of socio-economic
contextual influences are defined, the field is then open for others to
fill in the more rounded and holistic picture, taking account of the
spatial and situational accounts given here.

A book like this, analysing such huge datasets, could focus on a
great many issues, and limitations on length have prevented some of
these from being fully explored. While the cartographical patterns of
the main denominations are outlined in chapters 2 to 5, laying a
groundwork relevant for many further subjects, many quantitative
features of each denomination have not been shown. Some such
descriptive statistics are easily accessible from the official census
volume. While those figures were slight compared to what can now be
generated, that census volume is still commendable in its thoughtful-
ness and accuracy.19 Some descriptive statistics from the census for
each denomination are printed in appendix A, and interested readers
can make further calculations from those if required. Many more
measures can be obtained by further analysis of the computerised
data. As a rule, this book tries to avoid publishing work that overlaps
with other material in print. The themes and arguments in part 2 of
the book were chosen partly with this in mind.

It is common for reviewers to discuss what a book does not cover,
and what they feel it might have done. It is in the nature of very large
data analyses like this that many incidental issues which could
have been explored become neglected, partly to maintain thematic
coherency, partly to save space, and partly so as not to repeat what has
been written elsewhere. One of the significant omissions here is the
Jews. We analysed and mapped the data on them in the Religious
Census, but it became clear that the Jews had already been admirably
treated by others. There was little to add to previous research on
Anglo-Jewry, at least from our perspectives. Such earlier work used
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the 1851 religious returns in conjunction with other sources like the
Jewish Chronicle (particularly of 23 July 1847, which gave the
numbers of Ba’ale Batim outside London, using returns to a detailed
questionnaire issued by the Chief Rabbi to all congregations in Britain
and the colonies), as well as the impressive data that the Board of
Deputies collected from 1848. There were a number of problems with
the published Jewish returns to the 1851 Religious Census, for
they gave as Jewish congregations non-Jewish ‘Israelites’ at Bury,
Lutterworth and Haslingden, and there was further confusion in
Leeds and Sheffield. The distributions of Jewish congregations are
well known from earlier research, being concentrated in London
(especially in the registration districts of the City of London, St
George Southwark, Marylebone, Stepney and St James Westminster),
the seaports (e.g. Southampton, Dover, Yarmouth, Plymouth, Bristol,
Liverpool, Hull, Newcastle or Sunderland) and a few inland centres
(that is, in cities or towns like Leeds, Manchester, Merthyr Tydfil,
Nottingham and Birmingham). We mapped all these for 1851, but the
results were fairly predictable and did little to augment current schol-
arly understanding.20

It was initially planned to discuss ‘secularisation’ more fully,
assessing the theory associated with this term via our data, and con-
sidering regional dimensions in the shifts towards a more secular
society. However, it became clear that this extensive subject, with all
the light that the Compton and 1851 Religious Censuses could shed
on it, was one that required a separate volume. Alasdair Crockett is
exploring the complex issues involved here, and his work on ‘secular-
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isation’ with these data will be forthcoming as a separate book. This
has influenced the present book in many ways, and it will comprise a
logical extension of these chapters. In briefest summary, his work
shows that the most rapid processes of ‘secularisation’ extended first
in the direction of greater religious pluralism, in which faiths
abounded and more openly competed against each other, and that this
process of denominational competition, where it occurred most
vigorously, in turn brought about disillusionment with formal relig-
ion, and itself hastened ‘secularisation’. Where such denominational
competition was weak (that is, in parishes where there were no dis-
senters in 1676), one later found relatively high levels of religious
adherence, manifest in higher indices of attendance in 1851. But the
greater the intensity of religious pluralism in 1676, the lower the
levels of religious practice in 1851. Furthermore, the mapped geogra-
phy of religious ‘secularisation’ across England and Wales indicated
strongly regional dimensions. The secularising effects of religious
pluralism discovered for England and Wales between 1676 and 1851
contrasted sharply with arguments proposed (notably for America)
that religious pluralism fosters high religious adherence in all con-
texts. This is to summarise a complex argument, which must await
subsequent publication.

The local and national research questions to which these data lend
themselves, and the ways in which they may be cross-related to other
data, are enormous. They are relevant both to local studies as well as
to national research programmes involving religion. The data can be
analysed further in conjunction with other earlier and later religious
sources. This book stopped short, for example, of using the Evans list
(1715), the Thompson list (1772) and (for quantitative purposes)
visitation returns, although some other limited use is made of the
latter. We did not relate the data to the 1989 English Church Census.21

We did not map the Compton Census data at national level, despite
persuasion from some scholars, although such cartography was
undertaken at parish level for certain counties. This last omission
was partly for reasons of time, partly for technical reasons, but mainly
because the 1676 data are much inferior to the 1851 religious returns,
and raise many problems of interpretation.
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The nineteenth-century data have considerable relevance to elec-
toral statistics and study, bearing as they do on issues of religious or
class influence upon voting patterns, and the debated change in
emphasis from one to the other. The relevance of religious geogra-
phies for political analysis is touched upon in a number of chapters
here, and while it was beyond the remit of this book to develop this, a
foundation has been laid for others to examine these regional connec-
tions further.

Our socio-economic and demographic data alone (collected for their
relevance to religious adherence) are open to a great many research
questions. For example, many debates hinge around the relationships
between factors like demographic growth, sex ratios, occupational
structures, poor relief expenditure, agricultural structures, landown-
ership, property values and parochial capital formation. These and
other variables are included in the data, at an unprecedented scale of
parochial coverage, and we have had occasion to broach inter-connec-
tions that go beyond the subject of religion. There is no need to predict
the ways in which these data might be used by historians and social
scientists, except to underline how diverse these are, whether for the
religious issues covered in the forthcoming pages, or for issues of a
non-religious nature.

Finally, Wales emerges from this research as distinctive in very
many ways, having religious characteristics which often set it apart
from England. The uneven celebration of the established church, or
the divergence of Calvinistic and Arminian Methodism, were only
two of the key contrasts here. Welsh socio-economic features as
judged from quantitative measures were also frequently unique.
These national differences – but also their internal regional elements
– have been long enduring in both countries. The Welsh referendum
in September 1997, on a separate political assembly for Wales, like
previous referenda in the country (for example on Sunday opening),
provided yet another breakdown of Wales into the broad regions that
were prefigured by the religious data of 1851. However, as The Times
commented on the 1997 referendum, ‘Whatever its internal divisions,
Wales has a political and cultural identity altogether more pro-
nounced and separate than any recognisable English region.’22 This is
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becoming more divided?’, Radical Wales, 23 (Autumn, 1989), 8–9, on the divisions
between south Wales, the rural north and west Wales, and the border country.



a theme addressed on a number of occasions in this book. In any cul-
tural, linguistic and demographic history of Wales, the distinguishing
nature of Welsh religious geography should undoubtedly assume
considerable prominence. It is not the intention here to argue for or
against Welsh devolution: that is not the historian’s role. However,
these chapters do at many points try to shed light on what, in religious
terms, Wales and England had in common historically, and what
separated them.
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Part 1

Religious geographies: the districts of
England and Wales





1

The 1851 Census of Religious Worship

Introduction

On Sunday 30 March 1851, for the first (and last) time as part of the
decennial population census, questions were asked about the reli-
gious composition of Great Britain.

Despite the unique importance of the resulting Census of Religious
Worship, it has received remarkably little sustained analysis. Quite a
number of articles, and edited works on particular counties, have
assessed its reliability and used it to describe basic patterns of
worship, but this book is the first to enter into thorough investigation
of it.1 A number of considerations have inhibited prior analysis.

23

11 Among the main publications on the source are K. S. Inglis, ‘Patterns of religious
worship in 1851’, Journal of Ecclesiastical History, 11 (1960), 74–86; J. Rogan, ‘The
Religious Census of 1851’, Theology (1963), 11–15; D. M. Thompson, ‘The 1851
Religious Census: problems and possibilities’, Victorian Studies, 11 (1967), 87–97; W.
S. F. Pickering, ‘The 1851 Religious Census – a useless experiment?’, British Journal of
Sociology, 18 (1967), 382–407; R. M. Goodridge, ‘The religious condition of the West
Country in 1851’, Social Compass, 14 (1967), 285–96; W. T. R. Pryce, ‘The 1851
Census of Religious Worship: Denbighshire’, Trans. of the Denbighshire Historical
Society, 23 (1974), 147–92; R. W. Ambler, ‘The 1851 Census of Religious Worship’,
Local Historian, 11 (1975), 375–81; D. W. Bushby (ed.), Bedfordshire Ecclesiastical
Census, 1851, Bedfordshire Historical Record Society, vol. 54 (1975); I. G. Jones and D.
Williams (eds.), The Religious Census of 1851: a Calendar of the Returns Relating to
Wales, vol. 1: South Wales (Cardiff, 1976); D. M. Thompson, ‘The Religious Census of
1851’, in R. Lawton (ed.), The Census and Social Structure: an Interpretative Guide to
Nineteenth-Century Censuses for England and Wales (1978); C. D. Field, ‘The 1851
Religious Census: a select bibliography’, Proceedings of the Wesley Historical Society,
41 (1978); R. W. Ambler (ed.), Lincolnshire Returns of the Census of Religious
Worship, 1851, Lincolnshire Record Society, 72 (1979); B. I. Coleman, The Church of
England in the Mid Nineteenth Century: a Social Geography (1980); I. G. Jones (ed.),
The Religious Census of 1851: a Calendar of the Returns Relating to Wales, vol. 2:
North Wales (Cardiff, 1981); B. I. Coleman, ‘Southern England in the Census of
Religious Worship, 1851’, Southern History, 5 (1983); K. Tiller (ed.), Church and
Chapel in Oxfordshire, 1851, Oxfordshire Record Society, 55 (1987); M. Seaborne,
‘The Religious Census of 1851 and early chapel building in North Wales’, National
Library of Wales Journal, 26 (1990); E. Legg (ed.), Buckinghamshire Returns of the
Census of Religious Worship, 1851 (1991); K. D. M. Snell, Church and Chapel in the 



Foremost among these have been the awesome scope of the source, its
highly quantitative nature, and the inter-disciplinary skills and facil-
ities necessary to undertake such a study. There have also been prob-
lems concerning the measures needed for the source, and doubts have
sometimes been expressed about the accuracy of some of its details.
Religious studies as a subject has been slow to adopt the quantitative
methods necessary to analyse the census. And linked to this has been
a feeling that its data are of limited relevance for studies of religion
which concentrate on belief and faith, rather than external action and
attendance at services.

However, for the most part objections and hindrances of these kinds
can now be overcome. The 1851 data can be checked via internal sta-
tistical tests and managed in ways which surmount doubts about
their accuracy. There is enormous scope for religious history to
advance methodologically, in ways long accepted within the social
sciences, without losing sight of many of its long-standing arguments
and themes. For the latter have often been essentially quantitative
rather than qualitative in nature. And, towering above all other
sources for the modern history of English and Welsh religion, the 1851
Census of Religious Worship stands as a supreme endeavour of its
period, a source ripe for close scrutiny and historical analysis.

This chapter appraises the Religious Census as a source of statisti-
cal information on worshipping patterns. It examines the context in
which it was undertaken, the ways in which the data were gathered,
the nature of those data at different spatial levels, their reliability and
limitations, and how any such limitations may be dealt with. When
we have assessed the source, and become more familiar with it, we
can move in subsequent chapters to a survey and analysis of the huge
body of data it contained.

Horace Mann made clear much of the purpose of the Religious
Census when he wrote that ‘it would be difficult to over-estimate the
importance of authentic facts upon this subject [religion]; since, for
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Footnote 1 (cont.)
North Midlands: Religious Observance in the Nineteenth Century (Leicester, 1991); J.
A. Vickers (ed.), The Religious Census of Hampshire, 1851 (Hampshire Record Series,
Winchester, 1993); M. Tranter (ed.), The Derbyshire Returns to the 1851 Religious
Census (Derbyshire Record Society, vol. 23, Chesterfield, 1995). An admirable
bibliographical survey is C. D. Field, ‘The 1851 Religious Census of Great Britain: a
bibliographical guide for local and regional historians’, The Local Historian, 27:4
(1997), 194–217.



many reasons, the religion of a nation must be a matter of extreme
solicitude to many minds. Whether we regard a people merely in their
secular capacity, as partners in a great association for promoting the
stability, the opulence, the peaceful glory of a state; or view them in
their loftier character, as subjects of a higher kingdom, – swift and
momentary travellers towards a never-ending destiny; in either
aspect, the degree and direction of religious sentiment in a commu-
nity are subjects of the weightiest impact: in the one case to the tem-
poral guardians of a nation – to its spiritual teachers in the other.’2 The
first half of the nineteenth century brought growing concern that
Britain, as a Christian country, was failing to meet the moral stan-
dards demanded by such a premise. The period was one of significant
religious change and development, illustrated for example by the
Evangelical Revival, the Oxford Movement, the growth and divisions
within Methodism, the substantial expansion of Nonconformity
generally, and the spread of agnosticism and secularisation. Dramatic
economic, industrial, urban and demographic changes put severe
strains upon the churches, presenting them with major problems of
adaptation and reform. There was particular concern that religious
provision was failing to keep pace with the growth and changing dis-
tribution of population. Coupled with this was a pervasive fear among
many commentators that the voluble working classes were increas-
ingly falling outside the scope of organised religion, or were grav-
itating towards anti-establishment denominations. As Rawding
commented: ‘Religious belief was often central to the lives of labour-
ing men, and so the control of the religious environment by the ruling
classes had an importance which can easily be missed today.’3

Contemporaries were faced with pressing issues that required an
assessment of the strength of Nonconformity, and there were many
who hoped that a Census of Religious Worship would demonstrate
the continuing predominance of the Church of England.

We need to remember that it was not unusual for the government or
political parties to be deeply engaged with religious issues. As Blake
pointed out, the Tory Party was closely associated with the interests
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12 Census of Great Britain, 1851: Religious Worship, England and Wales, Report and
Tables, LXXXIX (1852–3), p. viii. Henceforth this census volume will be referred to
simply as Census of Religious Worship.

13 C. Rawding, ‘The iconography of churches: a case study of landownership and power
in nineteenth-century Lincolnshire’, Journal of Historical Geography, 16 (1990), 158.



of ‘Anglican exclusivity’,4 and we will see how closely linked that
party was with the geographical strongholds of the established
church. Government involvement in religious matters was much
more conspicuous than it is today, and the Anglican Church and
Nonconformist denominations were far more politically active. This
was true with regard to education, slavery, disestablishment, the
Marriage Act (1836), Test and Corporation Act repeal, Catholic
emancipation and the Irish question, the Church Reform Act (1836),
tithe commutation, pluralities (1838, 1850), licensing, municipal
cemeteries, dissenters’ burial services and much else. Earlier in the
nineteenth century, there had been Lord Sidmouth’s concerns over
the political consequences of religious itinerancy (concerns shared by
many in the established church), his bill in May 1811 to restrict it, and
the opposition against that bill from groups like the Protestant
Society for the Protection of Religious Liberty, and the Methodist
Committee of Privileges.5 The licensing of dissenting chapels under
the Toleration Act was of course politically motivated, and closely
monitored by Sidmouth and many others.6 In 1818 Parliament voted
£1,000,000 for Anglican church building, followed by a further
£500,000 six years later.7 In 1834 Peel appointed a commission to
examine the state of the established church in England and Wales, its
report largely responsible for the creation of the sees of Ripon and
Manchester, and for further diocesan reorganisation. Religious issues
had been very prominent indeed during the agitation for the 1832
Reform Act.8 After that Act, dissenters probably comprised about a
fifth of the electorate;9 a point not lost on Melbourne’s ministers as
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14 R. Blake, The Conservative Party from Peel to Churchill (1972), p. 11.
15 The best discussion is D. W. Lovegrove, Established Church, Sectarian People:

Itinerancy and the Transformation of Dissent, 1780–1830 (Cambridge, 1988).
16 See for example Sidmouth’s demands for an account of the number of licences issued

each year at Quarter Sessions from 1809 to the end of 1820, under Wm. & Mary c. 18
and 19 Geo. III, c. 44. Letter to the Clerk of the Peace, Leicestershire, November 1821:
Leics. C.R.O., QS 95/1/3/3.

17 See M. H. Port, Six Hundred New Churches: a Study of the Church Building
Commission, 1818–1856, and its Church Building Activities (1961), and the Church
Building Acts, notably those of 1818–19, 1822, 1843, 1856.

18 R. Cowherd, The Politics of English Dissent, 1815–1848 (1956); R. Brent, Liberal
Anglican Politics: Whiggery, Religion and Reform, 1830–1841 (Oxford, 1987); J. A.
Phillips, The Great Reform Bill in the Boroughs: English Electoral Behaviour,
1818–1841 (Oxford, 1992).

19 R. Anstey, ‘Religion and British slave emancipation’, in D. Eltis and J. Walvin (eds.),
The Abolition of the Atlantic Slave Trade (Madison, Wisconsin, 1981), pp. 51–3.



they tried to gain dissenting support on marriage law, the universities
issue, civil registration, church rates and so on. ‘The Church in
Danger’ was a major issue during the 1841 election, as it was to be in
1868. Church rates were the subject for open confrontation over an
extended period.10 The Anti-State Church Association, connected
with Edward Miall, which in 1853 became the Liberation Society,
aimed to separate the Church of England from the state and establish
the ‘voluntary principle’, and so end many advantages and privileges
of the Anglican Church. It gained strength noticeably from the
1840s.11 The highly political appointment of bishops was always con-
tentious, particularly in the early nineteenth century.12 Throughout
the nineteenth century, it is hard to find political issues that were not
overlaid and influenced by religious debate, and nobody could be in
any doubt that religious conformism or dissent carried as their corol-
laries strong voting predispositions.13 The political importance of the
Census of Religious Worship was manifest to all, and its politicised
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10 R. Brent, ‘The Whigs and Protestant Dissent in the decade of reform: the case of the
Church Rates, 1833–1841’, English Historical Review, 102 (1987); O. Anderson,
‘Gladstone’s abolition of compulsory church rates: a minor political myth and its
historiographical career’, Journal of Ecclesiastical History, 25 (1974). After a campaign
of over thirty years, their payment became voluntary with the Compulsory Church
Rate Abolition Act of 1868.

11 D. W. Bebbington, The Nonconformist Conscience: Chapel and Politics, 1870–1914
(1982), pp. 22–30.

12 In 1816 for example, Herbert Marsh was appointed to Llandaff, it would appear largely
as a result of his services as an economic advisor during the Napoleonic Wars. W.
Gibson, ‘The Tories and church patronage: 1812–30’, Journal of Ecclesiastical History,
41 (1990), 266–7.

13 See for example T. J. Nossiter, ‘Aspects of electoral behaviour in English
constituencies, 1832–1868’, in E. Allardt and S. Rokkan (eds.), Mass Politics: Studies
in Political Sociology (New York, 1970), p. 180, on the political implications of
dissenting or Anglican affiliation; or see his ‘Voting behaviour, 1832–1872’, Political
Studies, 18 (1970), 385; P. F. Clarke, ‘Electoral sociology of modern England’, History,
57 (1972); D. W. Bebbington, ‘Nonconformity and electoral sociology, 1867–1918’,
Historical Journal, 27 (1984), 633–56; D. Beales, ‘The electorate before and after 1832:
the right to vote, and the opportunity’, Parliamentary History, 11:1 (1992). See also H.
Faulkner, Chartism and the Churches: a Study in Democracy (1916, 1970 edn); G. I. T.
Machin, Politics and the Churches in Great Britain, 1832–1868 (Oxford, 1977). There
is a very large literature on religion and politics after 1851, and notable among such
studies have been H. Pelling, Social Geography of British Elections, 1885–1910 (1967),
e.g. pp. 3–4, 74, 97, 101, 107–8, 122, 127, 226, 420–34, 433; K. D. Wald, Crosses on the
Ballot: Patterns of British Voter Alignment since 1885 (Princeton, 1983); G. I. T.
Machin, Politics and the Churches in Great Britain, 1869–1921 (Oxford, 1987); E. F.
Biagini, Liberty, Retrenchment and Reform: Popular Liberalism in the Age of
Gladstone, 1860–1880 (Cambridge, 1992).



interpretation echoed through the years after 1851. Given the polit-
ical quandaries and religious rivalries that it aroused, it is small
wonder that the exercise was never repeated.14

There was also a considerable thirst for quantitative data during
this period, which was crucial for a more rigorous, empirically
grounded and factual understanding of regional societies, religious
cultures and economic life. Such figures appealed ‘to the heart of a
generation which . . . had a veritable passion for “facts”’, as J. F. C.
Harrison has written.15 In 1847 G. R. Porter published a new edition of
his Progress of the Nation, in its Various Social and Economical
Relations, from the Beginning of the Nineteenth Century. He argued
that it would almost seem to be a duty to gather such ‘well-authenti-
cated facts’.16 Something of that attitude pervades the parliamentary
debates on the Religious Census. It is also clear that comparable reli-
gious censuses in very many other advanced countries were on British
legislators’ minds, and there was a distinct sense that Britain should
also conduct one.17 The public appetite was revealed by the remark-
able fact that 21,000 copies of the Census of Religious Worship were
sold almost as soon as it was published.18 The data collection of the
Religious Census was a logical outcome in a Christian age of the con-
cerns that had already brought so much poor-law, welfare, industrial,
demographic and agricultural data into the public domain, via a
formidable and completely unprecedented array of Select Committee
and other investigative reports.

The organisation of the Religious Census

George Graham, the Registrar General for the 1851 Population
Census, had expressed concern about the lack of accurate statistics on
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14 For further discussion of this point, see appendix F.
15 J. F. C. Harrison, The Early Victorians, 1832–51 (1971), p. 9.
16 Summarised in ibid., pp. 8–9.
17 Comparable religious censuses were held around this time for Austria, Bavaria,

Belgium, Denmark, France, Prussia, Saxony, Sweden, and Württemberg. Ireland had
such a census in 1834. In Spain, such information was obtained through the civil
administration. Religious censuses were also taken in some British colonies, although
in some such cases – like Australia – there were doubts as to their accuracy. See the
speech by Sir George Lewis, in Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates, CLIX (11 July 1860),
1703–6. On the unsatisfactory Australian religious census, see M. H. Marsh, in ibid.,
1720–1. America conducted counts of churches and sittings: see Sir John Trelawny’s
speech in ibid., 1728.

18 Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates, CXXXV (11 July 1854), 32.



religious worship. He suggested that the 1851 census should include
sections on both religion and education, arguing that there was a
need for such information, and that any attendant costs would be
minimal.19 He pointed out that the existing administration used to
gather statistics for the population census could be employed in gath-
ering the additional data. Graham’s enthusiasm for a religious census
was matched by the eagerness of Lord John Russell’s government.
Although the planned Census of Religious Worship was not included
in the original Census Act,20 the Secretary of State was empowered
under that Act to make any additional enquiries that he thought nec-
essary. On this authority, Graham initiated planning for a census of
religion.

The Registrar General appointed as his agent Horace Mann, a 28-
year-old barrister, making him responsible for organising the census.
It was Mann’s view that ‘There are two methods of pursuing a statisti-
cal inquiry with respect to the religion of a people. You may either ask
each individual, directly, what particular form of religion he pro-
fesses; or, you may collect such information as to the religious acts of
individuals as will equally, though indirectly, lead to the same result.
The former method was adopted, some few years ago, in Ireland, and
is generally followed in the continental states when such investiga-
tions as the present are pursued. At the recent Census, it was thought
advisable to take the latter course; partly because it had a less inquisi-
torial aspect, – but especially because it was considered that the
outward conduct of persons furnishes a better guide to their religious
state than can be gained by merely vague professions.’21
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19 In fact the total cost of the population, religious and educational censuses of 1851
appears to have been well in excess of £100,000. This was subsequently cited as part of
an argument against having another educational census in 1861, although it seems not
to have been part of any case then against a repeated religious census. See Hansard’s
Parliamentary Debates, CLIX (11 July 1860), 1739–40. It is worth bearing in mind also
that in 1851 the high proportion (about 70 per cent) of census costs hitherto carried by
the parishes (covering enumeration) were to be paid by a grant from Parliament, so
that the whole expense of the 1851 census fell for the first time upon the national
exchequer, rather than falling heavily on local funds. The Treasury had hitherto only
paid for the central office. See G. C. Lewis’ speech in Hansard’s Parliamentary
Debates, CXI (6 June 1850), 870–1. This appears to have given the government more
leeway in the range of census questions it felt able to ask in 1851. On the enumeration
and other census allowances payable, see Census of Great Britain: Instructions to
Enumerators, XLIII (1851), pp. 4, 39. 20 13 & 14 Vic. c. 53.

21 Census of Religious Worship, p. cxix. This was later cited at fuller length in the House
of Commons by E. Baines in 1860, when he argued in its favour, and for the ‘perfect
success’ of the 1851 Religious Census. Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates, CLIX (11
July 1860), 1700–1.



Accordingly, it was decided to hold a census of religion based upon
attendances rather than stated profession. As Mann argued, a census of
profession would probably have gone beyond the accepted role of the
British state at that time.22 For the historian of religion, a census of reli-
gious actions is certainly far more valuable than a census of profession.
In the nineteenth century it is likely that there would have been such a
stigma attached to atheism and agnosticism that the vast majority of
those who rarely, or never, attended worship would have professed alle-
giance to the established church. This would have dramatically and
unrealistically inflated its actual strength. In addition, the often
complex patterns of attendance, with some worshippers attending both
established church services and Nonconformist services, would have
been completely lost. As we shall see, such multi-attendance remains a
problematical area in the interpretation of the Religious Census. But
there can be little doubt that attendance rates, associated as they were
by contemporaries with faith and a desire to practise that faith, provide
the most satisfactory outcome for the historian.23

The stated purpose of the census was to discover how far the
means of religious instruction had kept up with the growing popula-
tion over the previous half century, and to what extent the spiritual
needs of the population were being met. It aimed to provide informa-
tion on the number of places of worship belonging to each denom-
ination, and their numbers of attendances and sittings. These were
considered the most essential matters, although there were many
lesser questions. Originally it was planned to make completion of
the religious returns compulsory, with any failure to complete the
returns being an offence. Queries were raised about this however, for
example about whether the clergy should have to disclose their
incomes,24 and other matters which might ‘excite needless alarm’.25

Having taken legal advice, the government felt that as a census of
religion was not specifically prescribed in the Census Act, penalties
could not be imposed on those failing to make returns. Nor did
the government wish to act in an ‘inquisitorial manner’.26 Lord
Brougham and others indicated that questions posed which were not
compulsory would still yield ‘information of considerable value’ and
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22 On this issue, see appendix F.
23 R. M. Goodridge, ‘The religious condition of the West Country in 1851’, Social

Compass, 14 (1967), 287.
24 Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates, CXIV (14 March 1851), 1316–17.
25 Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates, CXV (18 March 1851), 113.
26 Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates, CXIV (14 March 1851), 1308.



‘great utility’.27 A voluntary system in connection with the religious
returns was therefore introduced, although this may not have been
made entirely clear by enumerators to those making the returns. Sir
George Grey was among those who took the view that even without
strict compulsion, all clergy would still ‘give full information on
such important matters as the amount of provision for education
and religious worship in their respective districts’.28

Returns were requested from every place of worship in Britain, and
they contain an enormous body of statistical information. Three
different returning forms were devised by Horace Mann.29 The
established-church form, to be completed by clergy of the Church of
England, had more questions than those addressed to ministers of
dissenting chapels. It requested the date of construction of the
church or chapel of ease, if erected after 1800; the number of sittings
contained in the building, with a distinction being made between
free and other (or appropriated) sittings; the number of people at
morning, afternoon and evening services on Sunday 30 March 1851;
the number of Sunday scholars present at the same times; and the
average attendances over a stated period for both general congrega-
tion attendances and Sunday school scholars. There were also ques-
tions referring to church endowments and sources of income like
pew rents, fees, dues or Easter offerings.30 The Nonconformist
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27 Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates, CXIV (14 March 1851), 1308–10.
28 Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates, CXV (18 March 1851), 114.
29 The Church of England form was blue, the general Nonconformist form was blue and

red, and the Quaker form was black and white to avoid confusion. See for example E.
Legg (ed.), Buckinghamshire Returns of the Census of Religious Worship, 1851 (1991),
p. vii.

30 The information on Anglican income provided by the census was very extensive
indeed, but for this book it was decided not to analyse it. The subject is extremely
complex, given the varied sources of income then available to the Anglican Church:
tithe (with all the complexity of that, given parochial differences in commutation,
rent charges, etc.), glebe, land and property rents, fees, other dues, Easter offerings,
pew rents, bishops’ augmentations, endowments, annuities, and the like. Some
incumbents declined to submit such details, a few clearly taking offence at the request
that they do so. More commonly, they submitted differing personal assessments of
their income that were not standardised across parishes, and many were evidently in
some confusion as to what they ought to be returning. There was some puzzlement
over whether net or gross income should be returned, and how these ought to be
defined. A few rather self-defensive clergy submitted detailed lists of their expenditure
and costs as well, like curate charges, rates, property and land taxes, buildings repair,
insurance and so on. The census information on all this is extensive (and supplements
that in other sources, like the data on values of the living in the Imperial Gazetteer,
computerised at parish level for the second half of this book). The subject of
nineteenth-century clerical income has long deserved a book in its own right.



return was comparable, except that information on income was not
requested, and it was asked whether the building was used exclu-
sively as a place of worship. A separate return was sent to Quaker
meeting houses requesting similar details, the measurements of the
building (as a guide to standing room), and the estimated number of
persons capable of being seated. All forms permitted further remarks
to be made by the informant if he wished, and these supply a fasci-
nating additional range of information, covering as they do issues
like rivalries between denominations, the Welsh language at ser-
vices, endowments and income, the condition of the place of
worship, pew rents, Sunday scholars, special conditions operating
on that Sunday, and other observations.

The published Census of Religious Worship

The Religious Census, and a report by Horace Mann, was published
on 3 January 1854.31 It was divided into several sections. In a fairly
substantial discussion, Mann deliberated on the origins and growth of
the key denominations and sects. He then examined spiritual provi-
sion and destitution, considering in turn accommodation and atten-
dance, although placing more emphasis on the former. He calculated
that accommodation was required for 58 per cent of the population,
and discussed areas where an appropriate level of accommodation had
not been reached. This drew him into differentials between urban and
rural seating provision. Accommodation was clearly insufficient in
general terms to house an ‘ideal’ worshipping community. In the
remainder of this section of his report, Mann concentrated upon the
alleged absence of the working classes from worship. Finally, he
examined the disparate levels of accommodation provided by
denominations. His account of attendance was less extensive. Here
Mann attempted to calculate what would be an acceptable figure for
attendances.32 We shall discuss these further features of his report in
the context of the historiography on the Census of Religious Worship.

Several tables showing these and related subjects, organised at
various spatial levels, were included in the census volume. Summary
data were recorded for the whole of England and Wales, for the 11
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31 The Scottish Report and Census was published later, in March 1854.
32 For Scotland the report was far briefer. Mann stated here that there was insufficient

time to prepare as detailed a report as that for England and Wales.



registration divisions,33 for the 28 dioceses, for the 43 English registra-
tion counties and North and South Wales, for 73 large towns (includ-
ing 9 London boroughs), and for 624 registration districts in a large
sub-section marked ‘Detailed Tables’.

The opening sections of this book analyse the published data for the
624 registration districts of England and Wales.34 At this level pub-
lished information is available for each denomination on the number
of sittings, both free and appropriated, the total number of attendances
(including Sunday scholars) at services in the morning, afternoon and
evening, and the number of places of worship in each district. In
Scotland, although the same data are available, they are arranged at a
different and less convenient spatial level,35 that is, for counties and
for burghs (or parishes which contain burghs).36 There was no Scottish
administrative unit equivalent to the registration district – burghs
being confined to urban areas only.37 The lack of Scottish registration-
district data, or data published for similarly specified areas, is one
reason why this book does not cover Scotland. Analysis of the Scottish
data is further circumscribed because the original returns, as available
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33 These registration divisions were London, the South Eastern Counties, the South
Midland Counties, the Eastern Counties, the South Western Counties, the West
Midland Counties, the North Midland Counties, the North Western Counties,
Yorkshire, the Northern Counties, and the Welsh Counties.

34 In the detailed registration-district tables all registration districts are numbered.
Anglesey, the final district, is numbered 623 and almost all researchers have assumed,
therefore, that there were only 623 registration districts. This is not the case as
Pontefract District was numbered 504(a) in the census and Hemsworth District 504(b),
making the total number of Registration Districts 624.

35 1851 Census Great Britain: Report and Tables on Religious Worship and Education,
Scotland, LIX (1854, Shannon, 1970 edn), p. xii.

36 Ibid., pp. 22–34, but beware of the note on p. xii.
37 Mann wrote of the Scottish published returns that ‘the particulars respecting these

returns are not presented in minuter subdivisions of the country than Counties. This
course was rendered necessary by a pledge, which was deemed essential to the success
of the inquiry, that no individual return should be made public. It was found, when
preparing the Tables, which at one time it was intended to give, of Parishes, that this
could not be done without virtually violating the condition upon which, it may be
reasonably held, the request for information was complied with.’ Ibid., p. xii. Hume,
in one of the earliest commentaries on the census wrote: ‘In 1851, a “Census of
Religious Worship” was compiled for each of the two sections of Great Britain. That
for Scotland was published separately, and at a comparatively early period after the
receipt of the detailed information. It had been anxiously looked for: and was therefore
issued with somewhat less care than was bestowed on the publication for South
Britain.’ A. Hume, Remarks on the Census of Religious Worship for England and
Wales, with Suggestions for an Improved Census in 1861, and a Map, Illustrating the
Religious Condition of the Country (1860), p. 5.



for England and Wales, have been lost north of the border. The rate of
return was also poorer than for England and Wales, the voluntary
aspect of the census being for various reasons more problematical in
Scotland. In addition, the distinctive and unique nature of the Scottish
denominations, which usually lacked direct English or Welsh counter-
parts of any comparable strength, make it appropriate for an examina-
tion along these lines of Scottish religion to be conducted separately by
other historians.

The collection of Religious Census data

In assessing the thoroughness of the Religious Census, the process by
which returns were collected needs to be described. Some weeks
before Census Sunday, local enumerators were appointed and
instructed by Mann to collect the names and addresses of ministers in
their district to whom census forms should be sent. It was permissible
to provide, if the incumbent was unavailable, the name and address of
a responsible nominee of the denomination. These details were for-
warded to the local registrars – of which there were 2,190 in England
and Wales – who sent the forms out for the nominated official’s
completion.38 The enumerators involved in the collection of the
Religious Census (30 March) were also involved in the collection of
the population census data the next day. Each enumerator was either
already, or was instructed to become, very familiar with his district.
There were 30,610 of these districts or sections, which were generally
very small – each enumerator was responsible for an area comprising
an average of about 100 houses.39 Completed schedules were collected
by the enumerators on 31 March. The enumerators were instructed to
check the returns for completeness and endeavour to complete any
missing replies, sometimes sending further forms to incumbents and
returning officials. On or before 8 April the schedules were to be deliv-
ered to the local registrars, who checked the returns again for
completeness and accuracy. If information was missing an Inform-

34 Rival Jerusalems

38 As well as the normal census forms, and the forms for the Religious Census, there
were also forms for all heads or keepers of Day Schools, Sunday Schools, Evening
Schools for Adults, and Literary and Scientific Institutions. 1851 Census Great
Britain: Report and Tables on Education, England and Wales, XC (1852–3), p. xciv.

39 1851 Census Great Britain: Report and Tables on Education, England and Wales, XC
(1852–3), p. xciv.


