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General editors’ preface


The series is concerned to make the central issues and topics of the recent past ‘live’, in both senses of that word. We hope to appeal to students of history and of literature equally, since each has much to offer, and learn from, the other. The volume editors are encouraged to select documents from the widest range of sources, and to convey the ‘feel’ of particular controversies when passion ran high. One problem for the modern student is hindsight: often, we fall back on oversimplified visions of history—Whig or Marxist, progressive or conservative—because we fail to imagine events as they were. We hope here to re-create situations through the passions and commitments of participants and contemporary commentators, before the outcome was known. In this way, students are encouraged to avoid both oversimplified judgments and that dull sense that whatever happened was inevitable which can so devitalise our understanding of any period’s history, or its art.

We believe that this treatment of the recent past, bringing out the sense of immediacy and conflict, is also the soundest basis for understanding the modern world. Increasingly, we realise that continuity is more striking than discontinuity: nothing could be more naive than a claim for ‘modernity’ which assumes that the past is ‘irrelevant’ or dead. It was during the age of Arnold and Gladstone, Disraeli and Tennyson, Darwin and Chamberlain that our most distinctive modern problems defined themselves—the growth of great cities and technology; the battle between individualism and collectivism; the coming of democracy, with all its implications for education, class, vocation and the ordinary expectations of living; the revolutions in travel and communication; the shifting relationships between individuals and the state. Many of the major ideas that shape our world were also born: and in the ferment of day-to-day crises and perplexities, prophetic and widely ranging hopes and fears, we see the birth of modern Britain, the emergence of our world of today. Volume editors have been encouraged in their selection of material from contemporary sources to illuminate that density and complexity of things which is the essence of ‘reality’.

Nonconformity was one of the most formative influences on Victorian Britain. Gladstone accorded it the accolade of ‘the backbone of Liberalism’; the same might be said for Liberalism’s successor, the Labour movement. Its influence was also pervasive in the great educational debates of the century, and in most thinking about the relationship between the state and individual freedom. Though the processes of secularisation have distanced us very considerably from its practices and precepts, its role as a midwife at the birth of modern Britain makes a knowledge of it essential for our generation. This volume treats Nonconformity sympathetically but by no means uncritically. Its author writes from inside, as one of its sons, but also as a historian, who can assess its weaknesses as well as its strengths.
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Preface and Acknowledgments


The history of English Protestant Nonconformity in the twentieth century has been mainly one of decline: nevertheless there can be little doubt about its contribution to the birth of modern Britain. Lord Palmerston’s remark that ‘in the long run English politics will follow the consciences of the Dissenters’ has often been quoted. But a claim for the Nonconformist contribution must rest on a broader and firmer basis than this. That is what this book tries to do.

It is not a substitute for the good modern general history of the Free Churches in the nineteenth century which still remains to be written. For reasons of space it is confined to England, thus omitting the important aspects of Nonconformity in Wales, Scotland and Ireland. As it is a book of extracts the narrative and analysis are necessarily sketchy, being little more than a commentary. But I hope that, by indicating the variety of material available, it will provide a starting point for those who want to explore Nonconformist history.

Something should be said about the principles governing the selection of passages. As always in a book of this kind the main problem is one of length. Some extracts have had to be substantially abbreviated, for example, parliamentary speeches; yet too much abbreviation destroys the flow of argument presented. Other extracts would have been delightful and illuminating; but they were too short to be coherent on their own, whilst to have placed them in context would have introduced much material of marginal relevance. Many extracts are of a similar genre—the description of a place—and it has been very difficult to choose only one or two of these. A similar problem is the temptation to include a number of extracts from one source—the writings of Mark Rutherford, for example. Thus some attractive pieces have been omitted to leave space for less appealing extracts on topics which would otherwise have remained untouched. Other topics were matters of discussion throughout the period, but to avoid repetition one extract from a particular date must suffice. There is a particular problem in the use of fiction. Should extracts be included because they represent attitudes to Dissent, regardless of whether the author had any actual experience of Dissent, or should extracts only be included if we know that the author knew what he was talking about? Generally I have adopted the second alternative, and this may mean that the book under-represents those attitudes critical of Dissent in the nineteenth century. Finally, I have had to omit reference to some topics which are closely related to Nonconformity—the development of free thought, for example. This is an important omission, because it begs the question of how far the ‘Nonconformist spirit’ is simply Christian; but I can only plead that to tackle this question in detail would have distorted the rest of the book and to raise it superficially would have been a distraction. All this simply reinforces the point that much work remains to be done on nineteenth-century Nonconformity.

I am grateful to all those who made suggestions about material which might be included, particularly the Joint General Editor, Dr R. T. Shannon; responsibility for the selection is, of course, my own. I am also grateful to Mrs C. James and Mrs E. Turner for their help in the preparation of the typescript. Finally, I must thank my wife for her encouragement and help.

I am indebted to the following for permission to reproduce copyright material in the documents indicated:

The Rev. G. W. Rusling, Editor of the Baptist Quarterly (10); the Rev. F. Matthewman, Superintendent Minister of the Hinckley Circuit of the Methodist Church (48); William Heinemann for two extracts from Father and Son by Edmund Gosse (64) (65); Faber and Faber, for an extract from Things Past Redress by Augustine Birrell (66); the London School of Economics and Political Science, for an extract from My Apprenticeship by Beatrice Webb (89); Macmillan, for two extracts from The Life of Joseph Chamberlain, vol. 4, by Julian Amery (91b) (101); Hodder and Stoughton, for two extracts from The Life of Hugh Price Hughes by Dorothea Price Hughes (94) (98).

All possible care has been taken to trace ownership of the selections included and to make full acknowledgment for their use.

David M. Thompson

Fitzwilliam College, Cambridge
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Booth, William (1829–1912). Founder of the Salvation Army (1878), which began as the Christian Mission in Whitechapel (1865). Formerly a minister in the Methodist New Connexion.

Bunting, Jabez (1779–1858). Wesleyan Methodist minister; President of the Wesleyan Conference in 1820, 1828, 1836 and 1844; Senior Secretary of the Wesleyan Missionary Society, 1833–51. The leading figure in Wesleyan Methodism in the first half of the century.

Clifford, John (1836–1923). Minister in the New Connexion of General Baptists, at Praed Street (later Westbourne Park) Baptist Church, London, 1858–1915. Leader of Nonconformist opposition to 1902 Education Act.

Dale, Robert William (1829–95). Congregational minister at Carr’s Lane Chapel, Birmingham, from 1853 until his death. Friend and supporter of Joseph Chamberlain.

Hughes, Hugh Price (1847–1902). Wesleyan Methodist minister; founded Methodist Times, 1885; superintendent of the West London Mission from 1887. First President of the National Council of Evangelical Free Churches, 1896.

Miall, Edward (1809–81). At first a Congregational minister; founded and edited the Nonconformist, 1841–81. Member of Parliament for Rochdale, 1852–7, and forBradford, 1869–74. Leader of the disestablishment campaign.

Spurgeon, Charles Haddon (1834–92). Particular Baptist minister. Leading evangelical preacher of later nineteenth century, at New Park Street Chapel, Southwark, from 1854; and then at the Metropolitan Tabernacle from 1861.





Introduction


English Protestant Nonconformity entered the nineteenth century on the defensive. The older, ‘rational’ Dissent was under a political cloud because of its radicalism, and the support of some sections for the French Revolution; and even the newer, ‘enthusiastic’ Methodism was feared because of its unpredictability and its popularity among the lower classes. Nonconformity left the century on the defensive too. The Education Bill of Balfour’s government in 1902 was seen as a sinister attempt to reverse the progress of the century and to eliminate Nonconformity at source by granting State aid to Anglican propaganda in the nation’s schools. The century between is one of fluctuating fortunes, when Nonconformists constantly expected that their day would shortly come. But, as Dr Kitson Clark has observed, ‘the Protestant Dissenters have never had their moment at the centre’.1 It was expected still in 1902, and many thought that it had come in 1906 when 157 Nonconformist Members of Parliament were returned.2 By then, however, it had passed for ever.



Old and New Dissent


In any period it is a mistake to treat Protestant Nonconformity in England as though it were uniform. There have always been important differences within and between the various denominations. At the beginning of the nineteenth century Nonconformity may be conveniently divided into two: the Old Dissent of the seventeenth century, and the New Dissent of the eighteenth-century evangelical revival. The Old Dissent consisted of four main denominations: the Presbyterians, the Independents, the Baptists and the Quakers. The Quakers were the most radical in theology, and by their passive resistance to those actions of the State with which they disagreed they soon became a distinct group from the others. The remaining three were broadly Calvinist in theology, except that the Baptists were divided into two: General Baptists were Arminian and believed that the possibility of redemption was ‘general’, i.e. extended to all; whilst the more numerous Particular Baptists were orthodox Calvinists in believing that the possibility of redemption was ‘particular’, i.e. confined to the elect. Both Independents and Baptists were congregationalist in believing that the essential form of the Church was the local congregation of believers, which was therefore autonomous and not subject to any superior ecclesiastical authority. They differed over baptism. Presbyterians did not believe in the autonomy of the local congregation, but in a Presbyterian form of Church government which consisted of a hierarchy of church courts from the local congregation at the bottom to a national assembly at the top. For all these denominations the eighteenth century was a time of disillusion and decline. The Presbyterians probably suffered most because the exclusion of Dissenters from the universities meant a decline in the supply of educated ministers. It was to meet this need that the Dissenting Academies came into existence. They were also too scattered for effective Presbyterian government, and many congregations became Independent. The other denominations were more frankly sectarian and turned in on themselves.

The New Dissent was the result of the evangelical revival. The best known denomination is the Wesleyan Methodists, but there were others. The followers of George Whitefield, who were Calvinist in theology, formed the Countess of Huntingdon’s Connexion in England, and the Calvinistic Methodists in Wales led by Howell Harris were similar. The General Baptists of the New Connexion, led by Dan Taylor, were Arminian in theology like the Wesleyans, but practised believer’s baptism. All shared the experience of revival and broke out of the normal confines of the Church (both Anglican and Dissenting) to take their message to the people. They were very successful and grew rapidly.

The Wesleyan Methodists were the most successful, and by 1800 they had caught up and even overtaken the Old Dissent in many counties. They were not, however, without their troubles. After the death of John Wesley in 1791, they were divided between those who wished to remain as a supplementary society to the Church of England, with no sacraments and no service in church hours, and those who wished to recognise that in fact they were now a separate denomination and should have their own sacraments. The Plan of Pacification of 1795 allowed societies to have their own sacraments if the majority of trustees, stewards and leaders agreed, but it was followed by a further dispute over the rights of ministers and laity. Some Wesleyans objected to the fact that the Conference consisted only of travelling preachers, and in 1797 they broke away to form the Methodist New Connexion, in which ministers and laymen had equal representation in the Conference. In the early years of the new century other groups grew up in the Methodist tradition, but outside Wesleyanism: the Independent Methodists in 1806, the Primitive Methodists in 1811 and the Bible Christians in 1815.

There were two new developments in the Old Dissent in the later eighteenth century. One was the growth of Unitarianism, mainly among the more educated Presbyterians and Old General Baptists; but it was strengthened by a number of ex-Anglicans, such as Theophilus Lindsey, minister of the influential Essex Street church in London. What usually happened was that the minister of a congregation became a Unitarian and the congregation followed, choosing his successor from other Unitarians. Until Unitarianism was legalised in 1813, there was no separate Unitarian denomination: if part of a congregation wished to remain orthodox, it usually had to secede, and most of the new churches so formed were Independent. Except in the north, Unitarianism was mainly confined to the towns.

The other development was a revival of evangelistic interest among Baptists and Independents. The old ‘high Calvinism’, which had no interest in evangelism because it was believed that God had already decided who would be saved, was replaced by a more moderate doctrine that rejected this view. It was under this influence that William Carey founded the Baptist Missionary Society in 1792, and Andrew Fuller, first secretary of the B.M.S. and a Baptist minister at Kettering, was its leading exponent. The evangelical revival affected all denominations, including even the Quakers, and its main effect was the increase of Baptists and Independents in the early nineteenth century.




Denominational organisation and expansion


With this new increase, and possibly stimulated by it, there went the development of denominational organisation. Wesleyan Methodism had always been well organised nationally through its Conference, which stationed the ministers and received regular financial contributions from the societies. The same form of organisation was adopted by the various new Methodist groups, the main variable being the system of representation—the Methodist New Connexion Conference contained equal numbers of ministers and laymen, the Primitive Methodist Conference contained two laymen for every minister. The Quakers also had a well-organised hierarchy of meetings from the Preparative Meeting at local level to the Yearly Meeting in London. But the Independents and Baptists by conviction and the Presbyterians by geography remained loose in their organisation. Each had local associations covering areas roughly the size of a county, but these were not very active in the mid-eighteenth century. It was the Independents and Baptists particularly who began to strengthen their organisation in the early nineteenth century, with the foundation or refoundation of many county associations and the first attempts at a national union.

The reasons behind this development are three: the need to support the ministry; the urge to foster evangelism; and the development of publishing work. These features are common to all the main Nonconformist denominations. In the case of Wesleyanism it was Jabez Bunting’s administrative genius that rescued the denomination from imminent financial collapse in the second decade of the century. The organisation at the Mission House and the Bookroom was the object of the Wesleyan Reformers’ criticism. Among Baptists and Independents the main function of the county associations was to provide financial support for poor ministers and to encourage evangelism. Nationally, the development of magazine publishing linked the congregations together and provided the forum for the suggestions of a national association; and both the Congregational and the Baptist Unions depended a good deal in their early years on the profits of publishing work. Both were much slower to employ full-time staff than the Wesleyans. In all cases the stimulus from the missionary movement overseas was vital.

The effect of these developments was to increase denominational self-consciousness, partly at the expense of the old sense of a common Dissenting interest. This meant a decline in the importance of the joint committees of the Dissenting Ministers and the Dissenting Deputies. These bodies were in any case confined to London, so that they could meet easily and influence Parliament: but with improving communications a truly national body was preferred. The very success of Nonconformists in obtaining the redress of some of their grievances in the 1820s and 1830s reduced the need for common action: and the divisions caused by the growth of Unitarianism drew attention to the distinctive theological positions of the various denominations.

The Nonconformist denominations grew more or less steadily for most of the century. Growth seems to have been most rapid before 1840 and then in the last quarter of the century, and the absence of reliable statistics for the Congregationalists for the whole century and for the Baptists for the first half makes it difficult to generalise with confidence. The Methodist statistics are more reliable and complete, but the splits in Wesleyan Methodism complicate the picture.3 The splinter groups which broke away from the Wesleyans in 1827 and 1836 were not numerically large, but the split of 1849 stopped Wesleyan growth altogether for five years, and it took the best part of twenty years to recover the 1849 position: relative to population it never was recovered. Although the reasons are obscure, the 1850s were a trying time for nearly all the Nonconformist denominations. But by the end of the decade growth had begun again. This has sometimes been associated with the ‘second evangelical revival’ beginning in 1859.4 Although large mass meetings did take place in the early ‘sixties, the increase in the churches is far less than the number of alleged converts; nor is the increase confined to those areas where revival meetings were held, for geographically the impact of the revival was very uneven. It does seem probable, however, that the growth of the second half of the century was mainly urban, whilst the impact of the first half had been rural as well. The pastoral recovery of the Church of England must also have played a part in a slowing Nonconformist growth.

By the 1860s the denominational organisations had passed their first generation difficulties. Meetings were larger, and there was greater formality in debate. More elaborate attempts were made to organise and regulate the finances, particularly those connected with chapel building. Significantly both the Baptist Union and the Congregational Union merged with their respective Home Missionary Societies in the 1870s and 1880s. Old differences were disappearing too. In 1877 the Wesleyan Conference adopted the principle of lay representation, and lay members were admitted for the first time in 1878.

Nonconformity continued to grow in absolute terms into the twentieth century, but it was already declining relative to population. By the time the First World War came it had virtually come to a standstill. The age of triumphant expansion was over.




Worship and theology


The diversity of Nonconformists makes it difficult to generalise about their worship and theology. The most important respect in which they differed from the Church of England was their stress on preaching. Some kept a complete liturgical freedom with extempore prayer; others had a more formal liturgy. The evangelistic preaching service tended to be informal in all denominations. Obviously the Quakers form an exception to this in some ways; but although they did not have formal preaching in the way others did, it could be said that their approach to worship was intended to leave room for that ministry of the Word, of which preaching is an example.

Services tended to be long at the beginning of the century and shorter by the end. The Primitive Methodists laid down a maximum length of one and a half hours in 1850 for normal services,5 but the Old Dissent seem to have had longer services, largely because of longer sermons. The evening service increased in popularity as the century proceeded. It seems to have begun in the Methodist attempt, to avoid church hours, and certainly the Old Dissent clung longer to the traditional pattern of morning and afternoon. By the end of the century morning and evening was the customary pattern in the towns, whilst afternoon and evening remained quite popular in the countryside.

The main theological issue at the beginning of the century was Unitarianism. This had developed from the ‘rational theology’ of the eighteenth century among the Presbyterians and General Baptists; but it was not confined to those denominations, and both the Church of England and Methodism provided recruits for Unitarianism. It has been suggested that the Biblical emphasis of the evangelical revival was opposed to Unitarianism, but many Unitarians based their beliefs on the lack of Biblical evidence for the doctrine of the Trinity. But the association of Unitarianism with free thought, radicalism in politics and their defence of such people as the publisher, Carlile, who was prosecuted in 1819 for publishing Paine’s Age of Reason and Palmer’s Principles of Nature, made orthodox Dissent suspicious: and the bitterness which surrounded many of the orthodox secessions and property disputes drove a deep wedge between orthodox and Unitarian, so that orthodox theology developed with very little contact with the Unitarians.6

The theological differences between the Calvinism of the Old Dissent and the Arminianism of the New were still marked in the first half of the century. Jabez Bunting was criticised for taking some part in the management of the Eclectic Review, run mainly by Congregationalists.7 Even moderate Calvinism of the ‘Fullerite’ variety was some way from Arminianism. Theological differences between the Particular Baptists and the General Baptists of the New Connexion were still regarded as considerable in the 1860s, though the two branches were both represented in the Baptist Union after 1832, when it changed its doctrinal basis to ‘the sentiments usually denominated evangelical’, without further amplification.8 This move was a paradigm of the theological changes of the century, but there were still high Calvinists who stayed out; and the Strict and Particular Baptists, who retained a strict Calvinist position, gathered strength from that time on.

The impact of Biblical criticism, Essays and Reviews, and the developments in the natural sciences changed the emphasis of this discussion. Nonconformists were generally hostile to Essays and Reviews in public at first, and used it as another stick with which to beat the Church of England. But there were some who grasped the implications of the new thought and accepted them gladly, trying to lead their brethren along the same path: such were John Clifford for the Baptists, and R. W. Dale and A. M. Fairbairn for the Congregationalists. It was not easy: the Congregationalists had been much troubled by the ‘Rivulet controversy’ in the 1850s, when a book of hymns by T. T. Lynch was criticised for containing pantheism and nature worship. They were troubled again by an unofficial meeting at the time of the Congregational Union Assembly in Leicester in 1877, when a number of ministers were involved in discussions on liberty in religious opinions. The Baptists were torn by the ‘Down Grade’ controversy in 1887–8, when Spurgeon left the Baptist Union because he thought that they were complacent about lapses from the great Calvinist doctrines. The effect of all this was to create a new dividing line between conservative and liberal evangelicals, which has remained the main theological division in Nonconformity ever since.

Two movements concerning the doctrine of the Church should also be mentioned. The century saw the development of a number of groups who rejected the idea of denominationalism and sought to recreate primitive Christianity on a New Testament basis outside the existing denominations. They included the Brethren, the Churches of Christ and many unknown Gospel and Mission Halls up and down the land. These groups were not all alike, and they were not without some sympathisers in the established denominations, but they represent an interesting byway from the main nineteenth-century road. The other movement was the recovery of a catholic doctrine of the Church among the mainstream Nonconformists that found expression in the movement for Free Church Unity. The unions between Baptists in 1891 and Methodists in 1907, although they did not cross denominational dividing lines, led in the same direction.

That movement was also reflected in the liturgical moves in an Anglican direction that were taking place in the later part of the century. In various denominations experiments were being made with service books, and the compilers of hymn books and books of prayers were becoming more catholic in their collections. There is a useful description of the various styles of Nonconformist service at the end of the century in Charles Booth’s Life and Labour in London: Religious Influences,9 and it is worth noting that even evangelistic campaigns were being more highly organised in the days of Moody and Sankey.10




Nonconformists and the Church of England


The Nonconformists of 1662 found themselves in that position largely because of disagreements about the nature of the Church, though they did not all share the same beliefs. They represented varieties of anti-episcopalianism. Up to and following 1689 the plea of religious toleration was developed, partly on pragmatic grounds and partly on the grounds of the freedom of religious belief.

The Nonconformists of the eighteenth century were more concerned to make a point about the nature of Christian life and evangelism. They were not essentially anti-episcopalian. Indeed in the case of Wesleyan Methodism it was probably precisely because they believed in bishops that they did not follow the pattern of American Methodism and have their own: ‘their’ bishops already existed—in the Church of England. For the other elements of evangelical Nonconformity, Church polity was almost irrelevant; they followed the pattern to hand, either Wesleyan connexionalism or traditional independency.

The Wesleyans were reluctant to break with the Church of England. For a long time they had no separate communion services, baptisms, marriages or burials. When they did begin to move away from the Church of England it was mainly because of suspicion of the Puseyite ‘Romanising’ ritual.

With the Old Dissent it was different. The plea for toleration led to a plea for religious equality: the repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts and then the redress of particular grievances. But it became very difficult to draw a clear line between these grievances. Is the right to be married in one’s own chapel the same kind of demand as the right to be admitted to Oxford or Cambridge? Gradually, but inexorably, Dissenters were led to demand the separation of Church and State, as Sir Robert Inglis foresaw in 1828 and as Edward Miall eagerly argued.

Disestablishment only gradually gained support. The Wesleyans, and even some Congregationalists, were against it. The Disruption of the Church of Scotland in 1843, and the formation of a Free Church of Scotland which believed in the principle of establishment but could not accept the way the existing establishment worked, made the Wesleyans think again; and the dispute over the education clauses of the Factory Bill, the developing Puseyism in the Church of England, and the government grant to the Roman Catholic seminary at Maynooth all added further food for thought. But they remained very cautious. The other Nonconformists had no such qualms: they believed that the State should not interfere in religion and that establishment was therefore wrong. They believed in freedom for episcopalianism, but no special privileges. Anglicans had the greatest difficulty in believing Nonconformist assertions that they had no wish to destroy the Church of England, and they insisted on calling this ‘political dissent’, as though it could not possibly have any theological justification.

A fillip was given to disestablishment by the disestablishment of the Church of Ireland in 1869. But despite the hopes and expectations of Nonconformists no further action followed until the Church in Wales was disestablished in 1914. In neither England nor Scotland did it really reach the stage of being planned seriously.

At a personal level, relations between Anglicans and Nonconformists improved in the last quarter of the century, and still more as the effects of the admission of Nonconformists to Oxford and Cambridge became apparent. Free Church theological colleges moved to each university, and the foundations of the twentieth-century ecumenical dialogue were laid.




Political and social attitudes


There has been a tendency to think of the politics of Nonconformity simply in terms of its alliance with the Radical and Liberal groups in national party politics. There is no doubt that in the history of British Liberalism the Nonconformist contribution has been important, but this does not exhaust the topic. Not only were there various strands within Liberalism, but it is not easy at any point in the nineteenth century to identify the largest group of Nonconformists—the Wesleyan Methodists—totally with the Liberal party at all. Two general points, however, may be made. One is that, on the whole, Nonconformist politics had much in common with, even where they were not directly derived from, the Whig tradition in the 1689 Revolution. The other is that Nonconformist political attitudes were very closely related to their attitude to the Church of England, and therefore that, in so far as the Tory party was closely identified with that Church, this dominated their attitude to the Tory party. Thus Wesleyans, who had an ambivalent relationship to the Church of England, also had a more ambivalent relationship with the Tories than any other Nonconformist group.

At the beginning of the nineteenth century the Old Dissent was clearly identified with the Whigs, and some Unitarians, like Priestley, were more radical still. It was almost inconceivable that anyone brought up in traditional Dissent could be a Tory in view of their dependence on the Whigs for religious toleration itself. For some of those who came to Dissent in the enthusiasm of the evangelical revival, however, this traditional political allegiance had less meaning. The Wesleyans, of course, were much more inclined to support the Tories, and not even Sidmouth’s abortive Bill of 181111 seriously affected the basis of that support. Nevertheless it was not total. The successful agitation for the repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts in the 1820s did not contain only the traditional Whig Dissenters but some of the newer Dissent as well; and many Wesleyans, including Bunting, supported Catholic Emancipation and the Reform Bill of 1832.12

After 1832 it is necessary to emphasise the reverse, that not all Dissenters wanted to go for further reform. The support of Dissenters for the Whig reforms was, of course, important.13 But many Dissenters, having tasted some measure of political power as a result of the Reform Act and the Municipal Corporations Act of 1835, became less eager for further reform, even though the alliance with the Whigs became politically unproductive after 1837. Nonconformists were not very happy with either Russell’s changes in educational policy in 1839 from a Whig government or Graham’s educational proposals in 1843 from a Conservative government. Peel’s government of 1841–6 is significant in Church history because it was the first Conservative government to recognise that it was impossible any longer to extend the privileges of the Church of England; but this change of attitude did not win Peel many Dissenting votes.

Radical Dissenters were involved in the formation of the Anti-State Church Association in 1844, and many of these were also involved in the Complete Suffrage Union, an attempt to unite middle-class radicals and working-class Chartists. But a greater number, though again not all, supported the Anti-Corn Law League in the 1840s, and some were persuaded that the aims of the League were a direct application of Dissenting principles in the economic sphere. In the 1850s and 1860s and even later there were Nonconformists who gloried in having led the way towards free trade. In terms of party politics, however, repeal of the Corn Laws did not increase Dissenting influence significantly on the Whig-Liberal side of the House of Commons, and by the early 1860s leading Radical Nonconformists like Edward Miall were once again disillusioned with a Whig-Liberal government, as in 1837. It was not until Gladstone’s time that Nonconformist voices seem to have a say in Liberal party policy-making, and then only on a modest scale. This lack of Nonconformist influence on national political leadership in the mid-nineteenth century, it should be emphasised, comes at a time when in local politics the Dissenting ministers formed ‘a sort of Communist hard core to the popular front’.14

If there was a time when there was a fairly simple alliance between Liberalism and Nonconformity that benefited both, then it was between 1868 and 1886; and even then the course of true love did not run smooth. The Nonconformist revolt over the Education Act of 1870 showed how fragile this alliance was: but it also proved decisively to Nonconformists that they could not really turn elsewhere for political support. The reunion of Gladstone and the Nonconformists in the moral crusade against the Turks in the mid-seventies rather disguised this point. There was, however, a new atmosphere of confidence between the two sides, and it was tragic for Nonconformity that this should have been shattered by the Home Rule split.

The Liberal split of 1886 had social as well as political implications for Nonconformity. Politically it divided Nonconformists in a new way, with leading figures on each side. R. W. Dale supported Chamberlain, Hugh Price Hughes supported Gladstone. This division weakened the Nonconformist political impact because it made politics a more controversial subject, and therefore a more delicate one. But it also marks the point at which many of the social ties holding Nonconformists together, which had been gradually weakening over many years, finally broke. In the provincial towns of the early nineteenth century, Nonconformity and the Church of England were almost completely separated social worlds, even where in economic terms people were of the same social class. Segregation in education accentuated this. In 1886 some Nonconformist Liberals found themselves working with Conservatives for the first time, and they realised that the traditional social distinctions were not absolute. From about the same time wealthy Nonconformists begin to send their sons to public schools and become less hesitant about accepting honours. For Liberal Unionists political links become as important as religious links: it becomes possible to be a Nonconformist and a Unionist, if not a Conservative. This also strengthened the class element in political divisions, for the new Unionist recruits were on the whole wealthier than the Wesleyans who had been the main Tory Nonconformists hitherto.15

A majority of Nonconformists probably remained Liberal, and the 1890s see the appearance of the ‘Nonconformist conscience’ as an openly expressed political force. Even so it is difficult to find an instance where the ‘Nonconformist conscience’ alone caused a Liberal change of policy. Rather more marked is the Nonconformist withdrawal from political commitment, because of its new divisiveness. The education controversy of 1902 therefore is significant because it is exceptional. It reunited many Nonconformists on one political side, as both Chamberlain and Rosebery saw. But the Nonconformist hopes in 1906 were lost in the sands of bitter political strife, and their political influence became that of a steadily declining pressure group.

Radicalism in politics in the nineteenth century did not mean for the most part that Nonconformists had radical social attitudes. They supported the laissez faire economics of the Manchester School, though they were concerned about social conditions and some Nonconformists were Chartists. Edward Miall criticised the ‘trade spirit’ in 1849.16 But it is unfair to judge Nonconformity by the standards of a later age.

Most Nonconformists supported the Trade Union movement, and Primitive Methodists were particularly involved in the Mining and Agricultural Unions. In the 1870s there were the beginnings of a Christian Socialist movement among Nonconformists, though it is important to distinguish between the Socialism of, for example John Clifford, and the social concern of, for example, Hugh Price Hughes or William Booth. The commitment to the Labour movement was not, of course, in this period incompatible with support for the Liberal party. Although the Nonconformist contribution to the Labour movement was considerable, there has been a tendency to romanticise it, and it is salutary to recall that there were other influences quite as strong, for example, the secularist tradition in London labour.17 Nor did the rather restrictive outlook on leisure which was characteristic of Nonconformists endear them to the mass of the working classes. Their agitation against Sunday opening of museums, art galleries and public places, against Sunday rail excursions and Sunday opening of public houses, all hit the working man’s main day off more than their concern that there should be no Sunday work benefited him. And their concern to restrict licensing hours and suspicion of music halls and theatres affected his week-night pleasures also. Historians have recognised the moral reformation wrought in much working-class life by Nonconformists; but they have been slower to emphasise its unpopularity.18 The restrictive Nonconformist social attitudes were weakening as the century drew to a close, but they were still strong.




Social composition


Nonconformity was as diverse in social composition as it was in other respects, though it became more homogeneous as the century progressed. Any national generalisation, moreover, is weakened by the fact that the uneven regional distribution of the various denominations meant that social composition varied from area to area: working-class Unitarians, for example, are mainly confined to the north. Some broad generalisations may, however, be offered as a starting point.

Nonconformity had no aristocrats and very few of the very poor. In this respect it differed from both Anglicans and Roman Catholics, who were represented in each group. The range of Nonconformity was from the respectable working man to the wealthy business man or better professional man.

The Unitarians and the Quakers were probably the wealthiest denominations, the so-called ‘aristocracy of Dissent’. They were well represented among merchants, business men, manufacturers and bankers. There were others, of course. The Unitarian Domestic Missions and the Quaker Adult Schools brought many of the humbler classes within their influence; but these institutions tended to be separate from the main chapels and meeting houses.

The Congregationalists, Baptists and Wesleyans were the main middle-class denominations, but there were interesting nuances of difference. The Congregationalists tended to contain the wealthiest manufacturers; the Baptists were stronger among small men in business on their own; the Wesleyans were notoriously strong among the shopkeepers. The smaller Methodist bodies, the General Baptists of the New Connexion and the Primitive Methodists reached farther down the scale with a good representation among artisans, small craftsmen and other manual workers.

In the countryside Congregationalists and Baptists tended to be strong among the farmers and independent village craftsmen: Wesleyan and Primitive Methodists worked among agricultural labourers. But in the country, even more than in the town, social composition depended on what else was available: where there was more than one Nonconformist chapel some social differentiation took place, but where there was only one its social identity was really defined in relation to the Church of England, not any one social group. In Wales all branches of Nonconformity had a greater social range in countryside and town.

Nonconformists were sensitive to this social differentiation: they noticed that their appeal was not universal and pondered the reasons why. Some defined their mission in relation to a particular class. Congregationalists, for example, felt they had a mission to the middle class, rather than others: Primitive Methodists felt a particular mission to the working class. To a greater or lesser extent, therefore, Nonconformists accepted the class structure and did not work to change it: all, however, felt guilty about their failures with the working classes.19

As the century proceeded, however, two developments reduced the social diversity of Nonconformity. At the upper end, the social discrimination against Nonconformists was gradually eased and wealthy Nonconformists began to move in wider circles and adopt the social habits of their class rather than their Church. This process made it easier for them to join the Church of England, or simply to stay away, particularly as it was often associated with a move to the suburbs where their denomination might not be represented. At the lower end it proved steadily more difficult to hold the allegiance of the working classes, partly because religious affiliation often went hand in hand with a mood of self-improvement that led to upward social mobility, and partly because the movement of population both from countryside to town and within the towns themselves made it difficult for them to retain their religious links. By the end of the century, therefore, Nonconformity was probably more homogeneously middle class than it had been at the beginning. Its ethos had always been particularly suited to the ethic of self-help and self-improvement: it did not satisfy to the same extent those who had achieved their social ambitions.




The Nonconformist contribution


In what ways did Nonconformity contribute to the birth of modern Britain? Assessments of it have tended to come, either from Anglican historians who because of lack of knowledge or lack of understanding have tended to ignore it, or from secular historians who have only been interested in particular aspects and have therefore misunderstood or distorted it. Or they have come from Nonconformist historians who have tended to be hagiographical. Fortunately this is now changing, and a trickle of detailed monographs is beginning to appear. Almost inevitably, however, Nonconformity still comes off badly in the general text books.20

It is certainly easy to see its faults. The criticisms of the Arnolds, father and son, that it tended to be narrow in outlook have been true of many local congregations. At the same time, however, many members of those congregations owed even the limited culture that they had to that same Nonconformity, a point too easily overlooked. There has also been an anti-intellectual strain that has run through much Nonconformist life: the virtues of simple faith have been stressed at the expense of the pursuit of knowledge. But this criticism is more fairly made of a particular evangelical outlook that is not confined to Nonconformity; and in each century since the seventeenth there have been Nonconformist scholars of distinction, both in theology and in the sciences. Others have alleged that the moral fervour of Nonconformity has smacked too much of self-righteousness and hypocrisy. This is a more difficult criticism to evaluate as so much depends on the standpoint of the critic. It may be, as Broad Churchmen like F. D. Maurice and Llewellyn Davies argued, that the sectarian element in Nonconformity twisted holiness into being ‘holier than thou’, but this is a perennial danger for Christians. There has been a hyperbole in Nonconformist rhetoric at times that the more sophisticated have found distasteful: but it is more difficult to prove that Nonconformists have deliberately exploited the passion they have felt in order to mislead and distort. Finally, some have seen Nonconformity as the aider and abettor of capitalism, the self-justifying religious ethic behind the worst exploitation in Victorian England. This opens a large controversy that cannot be dispatched in a few lines. Despite the views of romantic Tories like Disraeli, there is no real evidence to suggest that Nonconformist manufacturers were more hard-faced than those of the Church of England or no faith at all. Nor can it easily be demonstrated that such hard-heartedness as there was stemmed specifically from a particular religious outlook. That nineteenth-century Christianity as a whole did not attack the roots of the new economic system cannot be denied, but it was one of the first areas of national life to be sensitive to its evils.

What then was the Nonconformist contribution? There are four main elements:

1. Nonconformity was largely responsible for the freedom of religion and the freedom of thought enjoyed in nineteenth-century Britain. This established a tradition in which political liberty itself flourished. Of course, not all Nonconformists showed the same toleration to their own dissentients as they demanded from the Church of England for themselves, but at least their arguments were about the degree of liberty which was permissible, not whether liberty was permissible at all.

2. Nonconformity provided the means in an age before mass education for many humble folk to improve themselves and find a sense of social identity. This is not to say that Nonconformists educated the working classes. The Church of England built many more schools than Nonconformity. But the sense of belonging to a chapel, and having a responsible part to play in its life, meant quite as much in education as learning to read and write.

3. The existence of a thriving Nonconformity saved England from anti-clericalism, such as that which developed in the rest of Europe. There was a Christian alternative to the Church of England which blurred the sharp distinction between belonging to the established Church and having no Christian faith. In addition to this rather negative point, Nonconformity did make a positive religious contribution. The freedom of its worship and its representative style of church government have each been absorbed into the Church of England in the twentieth century. This might be due to the ‘spirit of the age’, but Nonconformity demonstrated that change was possible in the Church without disaster.

4. The religion of commitment and action associated with Nonconformity has played an important part in national and religious life. It is practically impossible to be an uncommitted or casual Nonconformist—certainly it was in the nineteenth century. This commitment was also carried over into a commitment to live one’s religion in everyday life. For some this meant social action; for others it meant political action.21 In this way Nonconformity has been the source of much of the idealism in British public life, and has contributed to both the Liberal and the Labour parties. This style of religious commitment has also become much more characteristic of the Church of England in the twentieth century.

In the twentieth century English Protestant Nonconformity has declined in numbers and in prestige. Many believe that its future lies in reunion with the Church of England. Experience suggests that this will not be an easy or a speedy process. If it is possible at all, it will be because the values and ethos of Nonconformity have reached a point of general acceptance where separate existence is not necessary to ensure their survival. In the nineteenth century this was not so; and the variety of Nonconformity, from the room in the village backstreet to the vastness of the city centre Gothic church, bears witness to the depths of men’s beliefs. If we ignore them, we ignore a complete dimension of Victorian life.




Notes



1  G. S. R. Kitson Clark, The Making of Victorian England (London, 1962), pp. 23–4.

2  They included sixty-five Congregationalists, thirty-seven Wesleyans, eighteen Baptists, eighteen other Methodists, three Presbyterians and ten Unitarians. Annual Register, 1906, pp. 12–13.
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9  See document 103.
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11  See document 4.

12  The Wesleyan attitude to politics is well discussed in E. R. Taylor, Methodism and Politics, 1791–1851 (Cambridge, 1935) and in J. Kent, The Age of Disunity (London, 1966), pp. 86–102, 127–45.

13  See N. Gash, Reaction and Reconstruction in English Politics (Oxford, 1965).

14  J. Vincent, Pollbooks (Cambridge, 1967), p. 18. Vincent also says that the traditional belief that Wesleyan ministers were Tory is not borne out by the limited evidence he has examined.

15  For a local example of this, see The Victoria County History of Leicestershire, iv (London, 1958), pp. 201–32.

16  In his book, The British Churches in Relation to the British People (London, 1849).

17  See S. Mayor, The Churches and the Labour Movement (London, 1967). The various books of Dr R. F. Wearmouth (see Bibliography) are the best examples of the romantic tendency.

18  See B. Harrison, ‘Religion and Recreation in Nineteenth-Century England’, Past and Present, 38 (1967), and for a stronger view, E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (London, 1963).

19  K. S. Inglis, Churches and the Working Classes in Victorian England (London, 1963).

20  Examples of the categories cited would be: Anglican, F. Warre Cornish, History of the English Church in the Nineteenth Century (2 vols, London, 1910); secular, E. Halevy, History of the English People in the Nineteenth Century (6 vols, London, 1924–51); hagiographical, H. S. Skeats and C. S. Miall, History of the Free Churches of England, 1688–1891 (London, 1891); modern textbook, W. O. Chadwick, The Victorian Church (2 vols, London, 1966–70).

21  It also meant missionary service overseas; but the missionary movement, though important, has been excluded from this study.
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