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Introduction

�

In 1830, the dominant theme defining the social conscience of the early Victo-
rians was a paternalism that looked largely to property, the Church, and local
authorities to govern society. By 1860, the dominant theme of the early Victo-
rian social conscience had become a vision of a laissez-faire society that
looked largely to economic laws, self-reliant and benevolent individuals, and
voluntary associations to govern society. It was a vision that remained in the
ascendance until it was forced to share its dominance with the collectivism of
the twentieth century.

Alhough the emergence of a laissez-faire vision was a decisive and signifi-
cant event, it was not revolutionary: paternalism continued a strong part of
the social outlook after 1830, just as a vision of a laissez-faire society had long
been a growing force before that date. Also still vigorous was the philan-
thropic outlook that emerged after the Reformation and that humanitarian-
ism that arose in the eighteenth century. The social conscience of Britain, like
its geological structure, consists of various and lasting layers and deposits.
Two of the oldest of these deposits, for example, were a belief in a harmoni-
ous order ruled by a Divine Providence and the conviction that property was
sacred, beliefs dating from medieval times, which eventually formed part of
the laissez-faire ideal, although not without first being a crucial part of that
early Victorian paternalism with which this study of the social conscience of
the early Victorians begins.

The paternalism that the early Victorians inherited was unlike that which
existed on the Continent. It was a paternalism based not on monarchy but on
land. The English looked to no czar or Kaiser as “father of the people.” Queen
Victoria was seldom called the “mother of the people”; nor were her prede-
cessors, the sailor king William IV and the profligate George IV, often
thought of as “father of the country.” Promises of a paternal monarchy suf-
fered grievous harm in 1649 with the beheading of Charles I and died in 1688
with the flight of his son. In the seventeenth century, the landed classes dis-
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mantled that centralized rule of royal councils and royal officials so dear to
the Stuarts and so integral to the paternal monarchies of the Continent.

But though without a strong monarchical paternalism, England was far
from wanting the social and political paternalism of a landed class. The aris-
tocracy of England was the envy of a European nobility that was far poorer in
acres and political power. The English lord possessed huge estates based on
the law of primogeniture, which ensured that the estate went intact to the eld-
est son. English peers also sat in the House of Lords, part of a Parliament that
was sovereign. As lords lieutenants and magistrates, they ruled the country-
side. By weight of local influence, they controlled the M.P.’s who controlled
the House of Commons, and they and their brothers, sons, cousins, and
friends dominated the law courts, the military, and the wealthiest church in
Europe, the Church of England.

The paternalism of the aristocracy had deep roots not only in the social,
political, and economic structure but in England’s intellectual heritage. The
proposition that property had its duties as well as rights was woven into both
the feudal form of landholding and the legal thought underlying it. And that
the Church had the duty of consoling the poor, teaching the young, admon-
ishing the sinner, and guiding all in both morals and the way to salvation was
a medieval inheritance scarcely weakened by the Reformation. Indeed, the
idea of the mission of the Church and the paternal duties of landowners were
enhanced in the sixteenth century by the writings of Tudor humanists, from
Thomas More to Thomas Starkey, furthered in the seventeenth century by
Puritan divines and Cambridge Platonists, and kept alive by eighteenth-
century philosophers. They formed the basis of the spirited revival of pater-
nalist thought begun by Edmund Burke and Sir Walter Scott and culminating
in scores of early Victorian pleas for Church and landowners to do their du-
ties.

So firmly implanted was paternalism by 1830 in the structure and mental-
ity of England that the question of why paternalism persisted is perhaps less
puzzling than why it yielded its dominant role after 1830 to a vision of a lais-
sez-faire society.

Five basic ideas defined the vision of a laissez-faire society and are analyzed
in Part II. They are (1) the sacredness of property, (2) the rightness of the
providential order, (3) the economists’ invisible hand that benefits all, (4) a
morality of self-reliance, and (5) a voluntarism that both looked to the be-
nevolence of the wealthy and released the energies of the people.

That property as sacred and Providence as harmonious were integral to
paternalism did not prevent it from also being integral to the vision of a lais-
sez-faire society. Even political economy, so central to laissez-faire, was not
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that revolutionary an innovation. By the late eighteenth century, many land-
lords had become practicing capitalists and admiringly read Edmund Burke,
both the age’s leading paternalist and one of its most ardent believers in po-
litical economy. And by the 1830s, the early Victorians read Thomas Chalm-
ers’s The Christian and Civic Economy, a synthesis of paternalism and political
economy. Not all paternalists, however, accepted the new science; those wed-
ded to protectionism could not tolerate its attack on the Corn Law and the
Navigation Act. But their attacks availed little as political economy con-
quered the press, the universities, the Whigs, and made inroads with Tories
and Radicals. For those conquered, it spoke with the authority of Moses and
became the center of their vision of a laissez-faire society. But although dra-
matic in its triumphs, it was less widespread, less effective, less the center of
the new outlook than the morality of self-reliance.

Self-reliance was far more disruptive of paternalism than political econ-
omy. Paternalists, to be sure, esteemed highly that self-reliance—patient, en-
during, deferential, and stoical—that won awards for those laborers who
never asked for poor relief. But the growth of wealth, towns, literacy and up-
ward mobility created a new self-reliance—bold, energetic, assertive, and not
always deferential—that flourished in towns and spread to the countryside.
While leading to no barricades or great agitations, it was still a revolutionary
force in all the interstices of society. One of the great conflicts of the age, said
John Stuart Mill, was between self-dependence and dependence or protec-
tion. In self-improvement and self-reliance, the early Victorians found a rem-
edy suitable to an age that was seriously moral and strongly individualistic.

Just as esteemed as self-improvement and self-reliance was the fifth basic
idea, voluntarism. Though voluntarism was everywhere popular, few wor-
shipped it with more fervor than did the Nonconformists nourished on a ha-
tred of a state Church that was long hostile to their religion. They viewed the
established Church as established wickedness and the worldly state as every-
where corrupting. Only voluntary churches would bring spiritual purity, and
only a people acting voluntarily a just society.

The working class had also suffered persecution, also saw the state as op-
pressive, and also embraced voluntarism. They feared government. The so-
cialists among them, Owenites and Fourierists, looked to communities vol-
untarily formed, while the reformers turned to trade unions, friendly, benefit,
and building societies, and to consumer cooperatives, all voluntary, all free of
government.

The middle classes were also enthusiastic for the voluntary principle.
There was scarcely an activity that could not be done by a voluntary society—
hospitals, dispensaries, schools, asylums for the homeless, visiting societies
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for the poor, universities, athenaeums, and the list goes on and on, a veritable
sea of voluntary societies, all integral to a laissez-faire society and worth
careful analysis.

Part III deals with three pervasive attitudes that, although not a necessary
part of a vision of a laissez-faire society, did constitute an important part of
the early Victorian social conscience. They are the philanthropic impulse,
humanitarianism, and those always ubiquitous qualities of human nature:
self-, vested, and class interests. Some readers might wonder why philan-
thropy is not a part of the voluntarism discussed in Part II, while others might
be puzzled as to why philanthropy requires a separate chapter from humani-
tarianism.

Victorian philanthropy, with its abundance of societies, was in fact a part
of voluntarism. But it was much more. In the great philanthropists William
Wilberforce and Lord Ashley—and in many more—it transcended volunta-
rism by calling in no uncertain tones for the intervention of government.
Only government, said Wilberforce, could end slavery and the slave trade,
and only government could make sure that the theater and press did not cor-
rupt morals. And only government, added Lord Ashley a generation later,
could end the evils of child labor, women in mines, harsh lunatic asylums,
and disease-ridden towns. Such philanthropic legislation, neither voluntary
nor a part of the laissez-faire ideal, was nevertheless a part of the early Victo-
rian social conscience.

Neither was philanthropy exactly synonymous with humanitarianism. The
two were, of course, similar. Philanthropic zeal often coincided with humani-
tarian compassion. But not always. There was a gulf dividing them, a gulf that
found unforgettable expression in Bleak House, where the age’s greatest hu-
manitarian, Charles Dickens, mercilessly caricatured the philanthropic efforts
of Mrs. Jellyby, a pretentious evangelical who neglected the suffering around
her in her zeal to save the souls of the Booriboula Gha of Africa.

Dickens was only one of the journalists, novelists, poets, dramatists, and
painters of London representative of a humanitarianism far removed from
the Victorian philanthropy that David Owen, in his magisterial English Phi-
lanthropy, 1660–1960 (1964) said was nearly synonymous with evangelicalism.
At the center of humanitarianism was a simple, direct, nearly spontaneous
compassion for all who suffered unmerited pain; at the center of philan-
thropy lay a desire to reform morals, to improve people, and to save souls.
Humanitarianism was widespread and diffuse, bursting forth in editorials,
pamphlets, poems, novels, and parliamentary speeches on behalf of over-
worked children, criminals hanged for small offenses, cruelly treated lunatics,
and famine-stricken Irish. The philanthropist’s efforts were more organized, a
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matter of societies and subscription lists and with the intent of moral im-
provement. Despite all their similarities, the differences are great enough to
demand separate chapters.

Humanitarianism certainly deserves such. Few principles were invoked
more often in press and Parliament in opposition to oppressive landlords,
selfish mill owners, and cruel poor law officials than the “dictates of human-
ity” and “humane feelings.” Appeals to humanity were also invoked to
counter the steely arguments of economists, the severe moralizing of evan-
gelicals, and the corrupting influence of every kind of vested interest. Hu-
manitarianism, although diffuse, vague, and weak when confronted with
powerful interests, nonetheless grew ever more extensive and pervasive. It is
an historical force too often neglected and is worth a separate and full analy-
sis.

Even more powerful than both philanthropy and humanitarianism in de-
fining the early Victorian social conscience was the force of self-interest.
Whether it took the form of self-, vested, or class interest, it constituted a
force unrivalled in Victorian England, a force that after 1834 reduced by mil-
lions of pounds the relief given to an ever-increasing number of paupers, and
one that in 1854 abolished the General Board of Health, which had succeeded
in taking the first steps to lowering England’s fearful mortality rate. For a
great many Englishmen, it was not the rate of mortality that was fearful but
the rates to be paid for sewers and waterworks. And allying with the selfish-
ness of ratepayers were vested interests. Few forces indeed could rival vested
interests. Special interests of every kind—landlords, mill owners, railway di-
rectors, shippers, lawyers, churchmen—dominated government at every
level. Less clearly visible in its self-interest, but underlying the very structure
of these interests, were the deep class loyalties of the dominant aristocracy
and rising middle classes. No discussion of the social conscience of the early
Victorians could omit an analysis of these powerful forces.

So overwhelming, indeed, were self-, vested, and class interests that the
early Victorians turned to an equally pervasive and powerful force, that of
government. They usually did so unwillingly. Most early Victorians disliked
government. Quite astonishing were the numbers in all classes, lower, mid-
dle, and upper, who found government a vast evil. But equally astonishing,
after 1832, was the rapid growth of government, both central and local. Par-
liament created more than twenty new central departments full of inspectors
and assistant commissioners and passed laws expanding both the central and
local government. Greatly increased was a centralization that was widely de-
nounced. The most puzzling of the paradoxes of the early Victorians’ social
conscience was the advent of a large but ostensibly unwanted government. It
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is a paradox that has led some historians to see in the impersonal forces of
population growth, urbanization, and industrialism, and not in men’s ideas
and volitions, the defining forces of Victorian Britain.

Part IV examines not only the degree to which government was both dis-
trusted and expanded but the impersonal forces behind its growth. It also ex-
amines two ideas that played a role, the idea of a paternal government and the
idea of a utilitarian state.

By 1860, the social conscience of the early Victorians had departed consid-
erably from its paternalist ideal to embrace a vision of a laissez-faire society. It
was a vision that stayed strong even though it was accompanied by a nearly
revolutionary growth of government, a government needed to reduce the
many social evils that did not fade before the economists’ invisible hand, the
rise of a better-educated and more self-reliant working class, and the greater
efforts of a Christian philanthropy. The early Victorians inherited from their
Georgian ancestors an admirable and often effective paternalist ideal, al-
though not without serious deficiencies and illusions. After 1860, they be-
queathed to the late Victorians a vision of a laissez-faire society that was also
an admirable and often effective ideal, although also not without serious defi-
ciencies and illusions. It is the aim of the following study to describe and ex-
plain these many changes.
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c h a p t e r  1

The Idea of Paternalism

�

When Queen Victoria ascended the throne in 1837, no social outlook was
more widespread and deeply rooted in Britain than paternalism. It pervaded
the age’s novels, poetry, and learned tomes, as well as the speeches and edito-
rials of its politicians and journalists. It was also instinctive to the wealthy
and powerful who governed Britain and owned and ran its economy. Given
how widespread its appeal was, it varied in form and content. There was no
one paternalism. Indeed, the word “paternalism” was never used; “paternal
government” and “patriarchal principle,” yes, but not “paternalism.” Yet
there was enough of a common agreement on its basic assumptions to allow
later historians to use that term, and even to draw up a model of paternalist
ideas.

a  m o d e l  o f  p a t e r n a l i s m

Almost all Victorian paternalists held four basic assumptions about soci-
ety: it should be authoritarian, hierarchic, organic, and pluralistic. That it
should be authoritarian followed from the very word “paternal.” Fathers
command and expect to be obeyed, and so do kings, bishops, landlords, jus-
tices of the peace, and even constables. In their sphere, they all are sovereign,
as fathers are, and if their rule is not authoritarian, confusion follows. Pater-
nal authority must be firm, even severe. The typical paternalist believed in
capital punishment, whipping, summary justice for delinquents, and impris-
onment for seditious writers.

Confusion would also follow if there was no fixed hierarchy defining the
respective place of those many authorities and the subjects they ruled. Pater-
nalists never doubted that God had created a hierarchical society. They de-
cried all leveling measures, all talk of equality, because without inequality
there would be no structure by which the wealthy could govern wisely and
the poor work and obey. At the heart of the paternalist’s hierarchical outlook
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is a strong belief in dependency, a dependency only possible where there is
deference to one’s betters.

Less obvious is the paternalist’s third assumption, that society should be
organic. Although the word “organic” was uncommon, phrases such as “old
social bonds,” “social ties,” and “community” were far from rare; and those
ties and bonds were increasingly imperiled by huge, impersonal factories and
cities. In rural England, there were personal ties, a sense of mutuality, of be-
ing one family, bound all together, each in his or her appointed place. Unlike
on the Continent, the many paternalist spheres were relatively autonomous
in England, part of a pluralistic rather than centralized paternalism. On the
Continent, kings were the fathers and governors of their subjects. In England,
property was the single most important source of authority, and since prop-
erty was widely held, paternalism was exercised in many different spheres, in
a mostly pluralistic way, a way Englishmen, proud of their “English Liberties,”
never doubted was necessary for paternalism. “Property has its duties as well
as rights” became a hallmark of the early Victorian paternalists. Since prop-
erty owners seldom questioned their rights, the emphasis of this maxim was
on duties, and three in particular were understood, those of ruling, guiding,
and helping. It was certainly the landlord’s duty to rule his estate and parish
firmly and resolutely—to fine tipplers, jail poachers, transport arsonists, and
evict slovenly tenants. As protector of his parish, he also had to suppress
crime, riots, and disorder, put the idle to work, and see that vagrants were ex-
pelled and the king’s peace kept.

It was also the property owner’s duty to guide, but this was quite as much
the duty of the clergy as, if not more than, of the landlord. The parson
preached morality to the poor on Sunday and visited them during the week to
urge them to mend their ways. If they did not, many landlords and clergymen
would, as magistrate, guide them by severer disciplines. Peers, squires, and
parsons were convinced, as fathers are, that they knew what was best for their
dependents.

The model paternalist had not only to rule and guide but also to help
those in distress: soup kitchens had to be provided in periods of severe want,
coal sold cheaply in January, clean cottages made available, with modest
rents, and the poor law justly and sternly administered. For social critics (and
later historians) anxious to find in paternalism the answer to multiplying so-
cial ills, the duty of helping was all important. But to most paternalists, it
formed a set of duties less crucial than the duty to rule firmly and guide
wisely. One could, after all, only mitigate, not remove, social ills, which were
an inevitable part of a providential order.

The inevitability of poverty was one of many attitudes that clustered
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around the four assumptions and three duties that lay at the core of paternal-
ism. The Bible itself declares that the poor shall never cease out of the land, a
dictum constantly cited. Paternalists were not reformers. They had no hope
of remaking the world. Evils were as ineradicable as the sinfulness of man. It
was a belief that led to a second attitude, a deep conservatism. Most paternal-
ists were nostalgic for a golden age when the lower orders had been deferen-
tial, the wealthy benevolent, and society harmonious. Innovation was sus-
pect, particularly innovation coming from the new towns and manufactories,
two dangerous dissolvents of a society and a government based on land.

A worship of land and a dislike of monied interests constituted a third at-
titude common to most, though not all, paternalists. Landowners had deep
roots in their localities and firm personal bonds with their dependents, while
money was rootless, impersonal, mobile, and free of obligations and duties.
The landowner knew his tenants and laborers, could tell the worthy from the
unworthy, and claimed to act in terms of a moral, not a cash nexus.

Paternalists thought in ethical terms. Belief in a moral nexus—in fair rents
and just prices, in the deserving and undeserving poor, in social betterment
through moral improvement—formed a fourth attitude. A sense of a just and
moral economy fitted in with a mercantilism that preached protectionism for
the landlord and a Church of England whose parish clergy saw in the spiritual
and moral regeneration of the individual the solution to England’s social
evils.

A fifth attitude, deeply ingrained, was hostility to government. It was an
ambiguous hostility, one aimed largely at the central government, not the lo-
cal, at laws intruding on the rights of property, not those repressing seditious
literature. Landlords hated centralization but never doubted their right to
govern under Parliament’s laws as justices of the peace. Many, although not
all, also denounced the economists’ laissez-faire but loved the adage “Live
and let live.” Although paternalism was not without its inconsistencies, it
nevertheless formed a coherent social outlook, based on common assump-
tions which were all the stronger for being so inextricably bound up with the
dominant institutions of the day, institutions all the more dominant because
their roots ran deep into the past.

The roots of two of those institutions—a property that ruled and a Church
that guided—had their beginnings in medieval England. It was a medieval
past celebrated in the drawings and writings of Augustus Welby Pugin, the
romances of Sir Walter Scott, the revival of the Gothic style, and the un-
stinted praise of the medieval Church by the Cobbetts and Carlyles, a past of
barons and bishops faithful in the discharge of their duties, an idealized and
not entirely accurate past, but one loved by many Victorians.
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Paternalism had been greatly strengthened in Tudor England by a power-
ful gentry, a nationalized Church, and a stronger monarchy, three pillars sup-
porting a firmly hierarchical and authoritarian society. It was also strength-
ened by the legislation and the writings of Tudor statesmen and humanists,
the statesmen expanding the paternalism of the Crown in Parliament and the
humanists making the Christian responsibilities of the stewards of the na-
tion’s privileges and wealth far more explicit. The statute books grew fat with
acts increasing the paternal role of government. Acts of Parliament decreed
what one wore, what one believed, and how the poor were to be treated. On
the surface, the monarchy grew ever more paternal, but in reality the peers
and gentry in Parliament designed their statutes so that the justices of the
peace became the actual paternal rulers of England.

It was the task of the humanists—Thomas Starkey, Robert Crowley, Tho-
mas Elyot, and most especially Sir Thomas More—to see that that paternal
rule was virtuous and just. They condemned avariciousness in all its forms—
enclosures, rack-renting, evictions, and engrossing—and urged, in the words
of Thomas Starkey, “living together in good order, one ever ready to do good
to others.” And thus do Christian virtues “perfect common weal as every part
. . . doth his office in perfect love and unity.”1 The humanists, following Aris-
totle, found the origins of “the patriarchal state” in the “extensions of the
family,” a patriarchal state in which, said Elyot, “all property is . . . a trust of
God” and in which “the public weal . . . [is] a body, a living compact of the
sundry estates and degrees of men.”2

James I and Charles I desired to complete Tudor paternalism by making
the king truly the father—the firm and unquestioned sovereign father—of the
commonweal. Proclamations and ordinances, Star Chamber and Councils of
the North, and Laudian bishops would bring England a monarchical pater-
nalism on the Continental model. But it was not to be. The two political
revolutions of 1647 and 1688 made Parliament sovereign over the nation and
the J.P.’s the rulers of the countryside. England’s paternalism would be plu-
ralistic, not monolithic, often despotic locally, but less so from the throne.

Two other revolutions, the scientific and the capitalist, appeared to un-
dermine paternalist assumptions. After Newton, Harvey, and Boyle, with as-
sists from Bacon, Hobbes, and Locke, the great chain of being suffered, and
the world of humors, essences, and angels yielded to a mechanistic world of
forces and atoms. At the same time, the moral economy of just prices and fair
rents, of tariffs and monopolies, which accompanied capitalism in the mer-
cantilist seventeenth century, yielded in the eighteenth to the individualism
and self-interest of Bernard de Mandeville’s Fable of the Bees and Adam
Smith’s Wealth of Nations, two affirmations of self-interest that would have
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been anathema to Tudor humanists. But the pluralistic paternalism of landed
estates, Church and parish, J.P.’s and municipal courts, and an array of other
local authorities had struck roots.

The Reformation, like the political, scientific, and capitalist revolution
modified but did not end the old paternalist values. Henry VIII placed the
Church under the king; two centuries later, it was partly under the ministers
of the king, who were answerable to Parliament, partly under its bishops and
clergy, and partly under those peers and gentry who had the right to appoint
to benefices. It was a wealthy Church, yet one whose political position was
most ambiguous, at once highly respected by the landed class, whose younger
sons manned it, but still as persuaded as ever of its divine mission to guide
and instruct and to visit the ill, feed the hungry, and clothe the naked. At the
end of the eighteenth century, the Church, the landed estates, and local gov-
ernment constituted the three most powerful and wealthy of England’s many
institutions, which, in their respective spheres, promised a forceful, just, and
benevolent paternal rule.

The promises of a paternal rule, as the nineteenth century began, were ex-
pressed in many ways, in sermons, pamphlets, novels, and speeches, as well as
in the charges of bishops, the decisions of judges, and the pronouncements of
editors. Like the institutions they reflected, traditional paternalist attitudes
were everywhere, but they were diffuse and unformed, often no more than a
set of maxims and adages. There was no theory of paternalism, none at least
that was very explicit, until the French Revolution and sudden industrial, ur-
ban, and population growth raised the alarming question of the state of the
nation, which forced those most attached to England’s dominant institution
to transform the paternalist’s maxims and customs into a search for a more
viable and effective theory.

t h e o r i e s  o f  p a t e r n a l i s m

Between 1823 and 1847, twenty or more authors published thirty or more
works espousing paternalist ideas, ranging from the absentee Irish landowner
Kenelm Digby’s The Broad Stone of Honour, or, Rules for the Gentlemen of
England to Friends in Council by Sir Arthur Helps, secretary to the Privy
Council. The same two decades saw an outpouring of novels, pamphlets, and
articles championing the same principles. Never before, in so short a time,
did so many search for a theory of paternalism with a firm philosophical base.

Easily the most prominent of the twenty were the romantic poets Samuel
Taylor Coleridge, Robert Southey, and William Wordsworth. In 1829,
Southey published Sir Thomas More, or, Colloquies on the Progress of Society,
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and in 1832, Essays, Moral and Political. In 1830, Coleridge’s On the Constitu-
tion of the Church and State placed paternalist theory on the metaphysical
foundation of German idealism. In 1835, his Table Talk was published, fol-
lowed in 1839 by the republication of his 1816 The Statesman’s Manual. Word-
sworth meanwhile published as a “Postscript” to his Collected Poems of 1835,
an incisive essay on the obligations of the higher classes to the lower.

The search for a paternalist theory was not limited to romantic poets. In
1826, in his The Christian and Civic Economy of Large Towns, the stern Calvin-
ist divine Thomas Chalmers provided an elaborate blueprint of a paternalism
that rested on Church and property and not the state.

Far different in tone were the prodigious writer Kenelm Digby’s eleven-
volume Mores Catholicus, or, Age of Faith (1832–42), which glorified medieval
chivalry, and Michael Sadler’s works praising contemporary mercantilism.
Digby’s romantic view of a caring medieval Church and a noble medieval
baronage greatly inspired the paternalist fervor of the Young England move-
ment. In Ireland: Its Evils and Their Remedies (1839) and Law of Population
(1830), the Leeds merchant and Tory M.P. Michael Sadler sought an alterna-
tive political economy that his biographer Robert Benton Seeley calls a patri-
archal system that would “foster, protect, cherish and encourage.” No one
agreed more with these aims than Richard Oastler, Sadler’s ally in the fight for
the ten-hour day, who from 1827 to 1841 published forty-one pamphlets that
saw in local gentry and parsons the remedies for the problems of factories,
pauperism, and slums.3

Oastler looked to locality, not to the state, as the basis of paternalism. Far
different was Thomas Arnold’s embracing of a strong paternal state in his 1833
Principles of Church Reform and 1832 Letters on Social Conditions, both repub-
lished in 1845 in Miscellaneous Works. Arnold called for a reformed Church to
fuse with a more active state, one that would encourage landlords and manu-
facturers to ameliorate the sufferings of the poor. It was a view that Thomas
Carlyle also expressed in Chartism (1839) and Past and Present (1843), one in
which authority at every level did much more governing, protecting, guiding,
and commanding. For William Gladstone, governing and guiding belonged
largely to the Church, the more powerful Church that he described in The
State and Its Relations with the Church (1839) and Church Principles (1840).
The High Church sentiment alarmed many, although not his future rival
Benjamin Disraeli, whose romantic and idealized churchmen, landlords, and
manufacturers of Coningsby (1844) and Sybil (1845) dressed up paternalism in
a most stunning garb. Less stunning and far more practical was R. B. Seeley’s
The Perils of the Nation (1843) and Remedies Suggested for Some of the Evils
Which Constitute the Perils of a Nation (1844), two large manuals as full of ex-
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plicit directions on how to perform one’s paternal duties as was John Sand-
ford’s 450-page Parochialia (1845) or Arthur Helps’s The Claims of Labour
(1844). Thoroughly paternalist and eminently useful as were these manuals,
they lacked a philosophical base. Just such a base was provided by Oxford’s
William Sewell in his Christian Politics, the fullest and most coherent state-
ment of paternalism, one nearest to the model sketched above.

Not nearly so full and comprehensive were F. D. Maurice’s The Kingdom
of Christ (1843) and W. G. Ward’s The Ideal of a Christian Church (1838), two
works that joined those of Coleridge and Gladstone in looking to a revived
and expanded Church as the great paternal authority. Also persuaded of the
Church’s great role were the architect Augustus Welby Pugin’s Contrasts
(1836) and the philanthropist John Minter Morgan’s Christian Common-
wealth (1845). Pugin insisted the Church be Roman Catholic, as it was in his
idealized world of medieval ecclesiastical paternalism. Morgan, on the other
hand, fuses Owenite and communitarian ideas with the ideals of a powerful
paternal Church and the Christian stewardship of the wealthy.

The flowering of paternal ideas from 1827 to 1847 did not spring anew from
sterile soil. That soil was prepared by William Paley’s Moral and Political Phi-
losophy (1785) and Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France
(1790). In 1814, Paley’s work was in its twenty-eighth edition and was required
reading at Cambridge. The matchless expositor of the age’s conventional mo-
rality, Paley instructed the various classes of a hierarchical society in the du-
ties of property in a rational, assured, moderate, and almost complacent
manner, which, by combining the greatest happiness principle with deism,
made God the great utilitarian. It was a paternalism that fitted an age of rural
stability, Enlightenment ideas and latitudinarian religion, but one Burke
would have found shallow and tepid.

It was Burke’s more passionate and profound Reflections that started the
wave of paternalist writings that flourished between 1827 and 1847. Burke, like
Paley, assumed a hierarchical society based on authoritarian landlords, a car-
ing clergy, and obedient laborers, but he did so in a much different manner.
Instead of Paley’s urbane, self-assured world and mechanistic rationalism, he
made a passionate and stirring appeal to feelings of honor and chivalry.
Alarmed by the radical talk of French revolutionaries and English radicals of
the rights of man and social contracts, Burke responded eloquently with a
plea for a more organic and authoritarian society, one in which rich and poor
and all in between formed part of what he called “the unalterable relations
which Providence had ordained.” For Burke “the rich were trustees of those
who laboured for them,” the guarantors of “those connections . . . that regu-
late and hold together the community of subordination.”4 Although there was
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little that was new in Burke’s hierarchical and organic view of society, he did
place it on a firmer philosophical base. England’s paternal institutions, he ar-
gued, were eminently useful, because they reflected not only the pragmatic
adjustments of the past but an enlarged morality that was part of natural and
divine law.

Burke’s paternalist ideas had an enormous impact in an age frightened
into conservatism by revolution abroad and radicals at home, and by cities
full of factories, crime and disorder. In 1816, Coleridge, who venerated Burke
and committed much of his writing to memory, stoutly defended a society in
which “all classes are interdependent . . . more or less a moral unity, an or-
ganic whole.” Robert Southey, another admirer of Burke, similarly celebrated
“that appointed chain / whose cohesion unites / order to order, rank to
rank.”5

Burke’s powerful plea for paternal authority was largely political. There
was little in the Reflections of the social and economic, and although he does
deal with such matters in his Thoughts and Details on Scarcity (1795), he does
so as a disciple of Adam Smith, not of the Tudor humanists. But after the re-
peal of the Test Acts, Catholic Emancipation, and the Reform Act of 1832, so-
cial issues became more prominent than purely political ones. The early
Victorians could now turn to the long-festering evils of rural pauperism, ex-
ploited factory children, half-naked women in mines, starving handloom
weavers, disease-ridden slums, rising crime, overcrowded prisons, cruel lu-
natic asylums, drunkenness, and prostitution. The problems were endless
and formidable, and they demanded an expanded paternalism. Paley’s per-
functory paternalism and Burke’s political focus would no longer suffice. A
broader, more penetrating theory of paternalism was needed, one that spelled
out how property could solve rural and urban distress, how the Church could
end ignorance and immorality, and how a paternal government could protect
its citizens from the vicissitudes of an industrial society. Above all, property
had to solve England’s multitudinous evils, for property was everywhere the
dominant institution. Property, not government or the Church, was truly
sovereign, and to it fell the greatest role of a revived paternalism.

t h e  s o v e r e i g n  s p h e r e  o f  p r o p e r t y

Few institutions were more esteemed than property. The sons of the gov-
erning class read of its legality in Blackstone and of its utility in Locke. Its
usefulness and profitability were evident to all. It stimulated industry, im-
posed order on the economy, provided the ruling classes and the Church with
their incomes, supported charities of every kind, and defined one’s station in
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life and so, according to Burke, one’s duties. Burke added that property must
“submit to the dominion of prudence and virtue,” otherwise “none will sub-
mit to the dominion of the great . . . to the feudal tenure.”6

Coleridge also made property the centerpiece of his social philosophy.
Property not the state must alleviate the suffering of their dependents. “The
land is not ours,” he declared but is held “in trust for the nation”—a trust
since “the law of God [has] connected indissolubly the cultivation of every
rood of earth with the watchful labours of men.” Land made its owner a “free
agent,” and only a “free agent” could effect reform. “All reforms or innova-
tion” he insists, “not won from a free agent . . . it were folly to propose or
wrong to attempt.” That free agents based on property should constitute so-
ciety’s main guide and protector rested in great part on what Coleridge called,
in capitals, HOMEBORN FEELINGS, feelings enjoyed only by those who ruled so-
ciety’s many small, personal spheres, in which every man should “measure his
efforts by his sphere of action,” spheres that Burke insisted were the primary
area of moral relations and that Southey celebrated when he urged all Chris-
tians “to promote the welfare and happiness of those who are in any way de-
pendent.”7

It would be difficult to exaggerate the paternalists’ attachment to the small
sphere where property was sovereign. Both Seeley’s patriarchal system and
Sewell’s Christian Politics made property the source of the social control and
benevolence most likely to prevail between those who knew one another, as
was preeminently the case on the landed estate. Ancient, wealthy, and vener-
ated, the landed estate was so central to paternalist thought and reality that it
left little room for the trader and manufacturer.

Coleridge and Southey had little use for either. “The greedy, grasping spirit
of commercial and manufacturing ambition and avarice,” wrote Southey, “is
the root of all our evil”—an astonishing claim, yet one that Coleridge appears
to have shared when he wrote, in 1816, “The cause of our distress is the over-
balance of the commercial spirit.” Landowners were fixed and permanent and
gave good governance; commerce sought only “the quickest profit and the
least cost.”8 Seeley insisted in his Perils that not one in fifty manufacturers was
benevolent, and Sewell declared in his Christian Politics that, since they be-
longed to an “inferior class,” their growth should be stopped.9

Far more realistic were Thomas Carlyle, Thomas Arnold, and Arthur
Helps. They knew that, as Carlyle put it, “a changed times” demanded “a
changed aristocracy” particularly since England had become the workshop of
the world; “if there be no nobleness in manufactures there will never be an
aristocracy more.” Carlyle saw in the nation’s captains of industry an
“aristocracy of fact,” which Arnold embraced when he pronounced that the



18 t h e  t r a d i t i o n  o f  p a t e r n a l i s m

“chimneys of Sheffield are of not less value than the domain of the land-
lord.”10 No one aware of the massive growth of industrial and urban England
could deny that if the paternalism of property were to remain a viable rem-
edy, traders and manufacturers must be included. Arthur Helps certainly did,
and he thus addressed his Claims of Labour largely to them. “Eschew the
grandeur and glitter of life,” he implored them, “and care for your depend-
ents”; don’t reduce “your intercourse to mere cash payments” and above all
adopt “ the rule of the father which is the type of all good government.”11

The paternalist’s view of philanthropy was also mixed and ambivalent. Not
a few of them had deep suspicions about its diffuseness and presumptuous-
ness, which seemed to encroach on the paternalism of property. Coleridge
never found a “trader in philanthropy” who was not “wrong in heart”; Tho-
mas Chalmers denounced the “vague and vagrant philanthropy which loses
much of its energy in diffuseness”; Sewell called it “promiscuous benevo-
lence”; and Carlyle expostulated, “Most sick I am of this sugary jargon of
philanthropy.”12 None of the three meant to condemn all philanthropy, and
no doubt they were aware that that term was occasionally used to describe the
benevolent work of property itself. But they remained suspicious because
philanthropy had become identified with two very different outlooks, either
the grand visionary scheme of utopian philosophers, like Godwin and Shelley,
or the bold and far-reaching efforts of the evangelicals to convert everyone in
the world, irrespective of whether they were tepid Anglicans or Africans igno-
rant of Jesus. Such grand, visionary schemes could in no way develop the
HOMEBORN FEELINGS that the smaller spheres could alone engender. Far-
reaching philanthropy not only rivaled the smaller spheres of property but
the village and town, and, most alarmingly, the Church’s parishes, dioceses,
cathedrals, and ecclesiastical courts.

t h e  p a t e r n a l  m i s s i o n  o f  t h e  c h u r c h

Devout churchmen had no difficulty with the paternalist outlook. God
was after all the greatest of fathers. To preach, instruct, exhort, correct, guide,
and love one’s neighbors were paternal duties that Jesus demanded of his
followers. None of the twenty paternalist writers alluded to doubted the sa-
credness of these injunctions. Neither did they doubt the sacredness of the
Church of England, which was proud of its divine origins and glorious past, a
past that writers as diverse as Cobbett, Oastler, Disraeli, Carlyle, and Pugin
found even more glorious in medieval times than in the present. Before the
Reformation, before the destruction of monasteries and the subordination of
Church to state, churchmen had tended the sick and destitute, cathedral
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schools had educated the sons of grocers and gentlemen alike; chantries had
given spiritual solace, almshouses had succored the poor, and hospitals had
tended the sick. The organic community of medieval times had yielded, how-
ever, to secular, mammon-worshipping, capitalist England, a contrast that
Pugin made vivid in his two drawings in Contrasts, one of a medieval town of
cathedral spires and handsome churches and abbeys, all ministering to the
poor, the other of a modern town full of ugly factories, secular halls, and
workhouses whose wardens beat the poor.13 Southey, in his Book of the
Church, also presented a nostalgic view of a happy united ecclesiastical society
with abbeys dispensing alms and clergy visiting the poor, as did Kenelm
Digby more fully and rhapsodically in Broad Stone and Mores Catholicus.
What a wonderful world it was, he wrote, “No lawyers, no manufacturers . . .
no speculators,” only pious clergymen and devout churchmen praying for
and succoring the meek, dependent, obedient, and not overeducated poor.14

Many early Victorians lost themselves in these lovely evocations of a caring
Church, just as they delighted in the picture that Cobbett drew in his Protes-
tant Reformation of monasteries that “helped all that were in need,” “pro-
moted rectitude in morals,” and provided hospitals, fifty to a county, “open
to the poor, the aged, the orphan, the widow and the stranger.”15 These were
the powerful visions that led many to look to the Church of England to re-
fashion society according to the spiritual ideals of the past.

The Church certainly had the wealth and manpower to do so. With an in-
come of £9 million, some 12,000 benefices, nearly 17,000 clergy, two univer-
sities, many schools, many chantries, and chapels, and 61 archdeacons and 26
bishops supervising a multitude of cathedral offices, there seemed little the
Church of England could not do. William Wordsworth was persuaded that
“ministers . . . of irreproachable manners and morals, thoroughly acquainted
with the structure of society” could meet the challenges of the new manu-
facturing towns.16 This was not entirely a pipe dream. The clergy, numbering
17,000, were equivalent to nearly two-thirds of England’s central bureaucracy,
and if one added Nonconformist ministers, they perhaps even outnumbered
it. In his Church and State (in contrast to his Table Talk), with its “Idea of Na-
tionality” and a national Church with its own considerable property,
Coleridge envisaged the clerisy as including, not only the Nonconformist
clergy, but the learned of every kind, whether in law, medicine, psychology,
music, military or civil architecture, or the sciences.17 It was an idea that
Thomas Chalmers and Thomas Arnold promoted, although in a less Platonic
and more practical manner and one consonant with political economy.
Chalmers’s clerisy would include not only ministers, but lay elders, deacons,
and schoolteachers, the elders spreading the reforming gospel, the deacons
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visiting the poor, and the teachers inculcating self-reliance. The indigent were
urged to seek jobs or help from kin, because there would be no state relief,
and only the blind, halt, diseased, and aged would receive the voluntary char-
ity of the Church.18

Thomas Arnold’s vision was far different. His clerisy would be part of a
Church that would fuse with a more active and Christian state. He would di-
vide large dioceses and multiply the number of bishops, one for every large
town. The wealthy parts of the Church would share with the poorer, and there
would be no absentee clergy. The reformed “diaconates” would teach the
lower orders habits of industry and their superiors their Christian responsi-
bilities.19 It was a clerisy far too radical for the High Church William Sewell.

Sewell also envisaged multiplying bishops and enlarging the clergy, but in
his scheme of things, there would be no redistribution of income and no
fusing with the state. The ordained priests of a divinely created and visible
Apostolic Church, assisted by strictly supervised sisters of charity and young
monks, would bring about a spiritually rejuvenated England. Somewhat
similar, yet basically different, was the invisible Church of all believers, cleri-
cal and lay, of the evangelicals, who were active in a multitude of lay societies
repellent to High Churchmen. They, too, envisaged a Church that, as guard-
ian of the poor, would solve England’s social ills by reforming its moral life.

Both High Churchmen and, to a lesser degree, evangelicals were sanguine
about what their clerisies could accomplish. Sewell even asked Parliament to
transfer administration of the Poor Law to the churches.20 Whether High or
Low Church, whether believing in salvation and grace through the sacraments
or by a rebirth through faith, it was the man of God, not the man of property
or public office who would thoroughly reform society—and would do so not
by act of Parliament, but by the spiritual regeneration of men, a task that be-
longed to those with the miraculous powers of remaking men.

Increasingly championed as the best way to remake men was education.
Confronted both by the rise of radicalism, crime, and urban squalor and by
societies demanding a secular and universal education, even paternalists,
once fearful that education would unsettle the lower orders, were converted
to its necessity. If public education was inevitable, however, the Church had
to control it.

Belief in the redeeming powers of the Church colored even the outlook of
Christian Socialists such as F. D. Maurice, John Minter Morgan, and J. M.
Ludlow (who were, in fact, far more Christian than socialist). Maurice envis-
aged the Church as the architect of a new society of Christian cooperation,
rather than capitalist competition. The key institution for Christian coopera-
tion, Morgan and Ludlow concurred, would be the parish, with its squire and
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parson, not the state. Ludlow hoped the wealthy and clergy would turn the
vestry into a temple of labor for the employment of the jobless, while Morgan
wanted such elite-dominated vestries to act as village institutes, each with its
labor exchange, reading room, friendly and temperance society, and soup
kitchen. The unworthy poor, drunkards, and gamblers would be excluded.21

In an age as intensely religious as was early Victorian England, all persua-
sions saw their churches as a crucial means of forming a better society. As
great and earnest as was this vision of a resurgent Church of England, its advo-
cates faced two formidable forces, the Dissenters and the state. Of those at-
tending service on Census Sunday in 1851, only half were Anglican, and far
more did not attend at all. Most diverse and multiplying were the Noncon-
formist sects, Catholics, and those of little belief. For liberal Broad Church-
men like Arnold and Maurice, and for the Coleridge of Church and State, the
answer was a more comprehensive Church; for High Churchmen, it was an
exclusive, proselytizing Church; and for Anglican evangelicals, it was the con-
version of the many to form one large Church of the believing. The evangeli-
cals, however, were divided on whether all Nonconformists were among the
believing. To fulfill their respective visions, all agreed that the Church should
control education. Sewell insisted on it, because he could cooperate neither
with a “desecrated, creedless Church-less state” nor with those in “a state of
heathenism, heresy and schism.” The evangelical Seeley was nearly as exclu-
sive, refusing to cooperate with Dissenters, because he was sure of victory over
them.22 In Church and State, Coleridge proposed to include all Protestants in
his enlarged clerisy, as did Arnold, except for “Quakers, Unitarians and
Catholics.” But in his Table Talk, Coleridge denounced all sectaries and here-
sies and called for the exclusion of Dissenters from Oxford and Cambridge
and of Catholics from Parliament.23 Neither Coleridge nor the other Anglicans
could square the circle of their visions of one enlarged, paternalist clerisy with
the realities of secularism and sectarianism. It was a dilemma resolved only if
all agreed on theological truths or on their unimportance. F. D. Maurice,
professor of English literature at King’s College, London, sought theological
agreement. Convinced that man’s inner conscience and intuition would re-
veal Christianity’s essential truths, he envisioned a universal Church and a
Christian socialism that would replace egotism and competitiveness. It was a
forlorn hope. Far from agreeing on essentials, King’s College dismissed him
for denying eternal damnation. Arnold, like Maurice a tolerant Broad
Churchman who sought to bring all together on the basis of essential truths,
was also denounced as too radical.24 Few were the Anglicans, especially the in-
fluential ones, who believed in working with Dissenters, much less the Catho-
lics. The idea of a large, comprehensive active clerisy was a will-o’-the-wisp.
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Not a will-o’-the-wisp, but infinitely perplexing, was the problem of
Church and state. With the 1828 repeal of the Test Acts, the 1829 Catholic
Emancipation Act, and the 1832 Reform Act, Dissenters and Catholics became
part of a state that was no longer purely Anglican. For Congregationalists and
Baptists, as well as for Thomas Chalmers after he broke away from the
Church of Scotland in 1847, these were but the first steps to the separation of
Church and state. For Chalmers, once a defender of the ecclesiastical estab-
lishment, the state would now be little more than a policeman, leaving truly
voluntary churches to educate, relieve and ameliorate.25 Another Scotsman,
Thomas Carlyle, had an entirely different view. His “New Downing Street”
would organize the clergy into “sacred corporations,” because the universal
need was for an “Aristocracy and Priesthood, a Governing Class and a
Teaching Class”—a vision he had developed in Past and Present, with its ide-
alized fifteenth-century Abbot Sampson running his monastery like a captain
of industry.26 But Carlyle’s secularist tendencies and worship of heroes offered
no solution to the Church and state problem.

Coleridge’s solution was more complex. Although part of the larger idea of
the state, the Church was also separate. The large, active clerisy of the learned
constituted a “nationality,” with its own property, and it, not government,
would manage local affairs. This “democracy,” as Coleridge called it, would
treat men as individuals, not, as did the state, as classes. In the paternalists’
world of local spheres, free of the central state, although not of the Church’s
rejuvenating spirit, the clerisy would manage parishes and corporations that
nourished HOMEBORN FEELINGS.27 The state, of course, would see to it that the
Church of England remained the nation’s established Church, although in no
way to be controlled by it.

William Sewell agreed that there should be no state control, certainly not
by a Parliament gone secular and a state “powerful only for evil,” and he and
many High Churchmen talked boldly of “the voluntary principle,” although
without yielding the right of an established Church to Church rates, burial
fees, and laws against heresy.28 Profound ambivalence vis-à-vis the state col-
ored most Anglicans’ views of the paternal mission of the Church, an am-
bivalence Thomas Arnold proposed to end by a bold attempt to fuse Church
and state. They were really identical, he declared, the ends of both being a
truly Christian commonwealth. Since a “religious society is only a civil soci-
ety enlightened,” he concluded that “the State in its highest perfection is the
Church.”29 Possibly more practical than Arnold’s radical solution was J. M.
Ludlow’s novel proposal that Parliament grant money to all faiths, allowing
each to compete in the creation of a paternal society, a formula that the
Whigs adopted in 1847 in their grants to Anglican and Nonconformist
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schools.30 But grants to all faiths meant grants to false creeds and one more
invasion by the state into territory belonging to the Church, an invasion that
drove the incisive thinker John Henry Newman to abandon serious thought
on social questions. In 1877, he lamented that for fifty years, secular measures
such as civil marriages, school boards, and poor laws had substituted
“political or social motives for social and personal duties, thereby withdraw-
ing matters of conduct from the jurisdiction of religion.”31 Newman sensed
the hopelessness of applying Coleridge’s grand idea of a clerisy to a society of
both religious diversity and social evils exceeding the Church’s capacity to
remedy. The only answer seemed to be in a paternal state.

t h e  s e v e r a l  s p h e r e s  o f  g o v e r n m e n t

The English had many differing conceptions of government. For most, it
was a vague, remote, notion of Crown, Parliament, and the courts, and, more
immediately, J.P.’s, mayors, aldermen, vestrymen, and overseers, all part of a
gigantic network that ran from Crown to constable, a part of what Burke
called a “moral partnership of all those who were united by “connections,
natural and civil” into a “chain of subordination.” It was a network Sewell
spelled out in his Christian Politics. The functions and offices of state, he
wrote, “should be ramified and extended through all to the very lowest,” to
the jurymen acting as judges and the school where “the masters act as a sover-
eign.”32 It was, as Sewell repeatedly claimed, a “pluralistic world.”

Neither Burke nor Sewell made a clear distinction between public and pri-
vate authorities. Schoolmasters were sovereign, as were fathers, landlords, and
J.P.’s. A poacher appearing before a petty session held in a country house
hardly knew whether the squire who fined him was acting as landlord or J.P.
Paternalism saw no sharp lines dividing the public and private authorities, es-
pecially in the local sphere, neither in Seeley’s “old English parish . . . with its
own parson, known and knowing every family, and its publicly chosen over-
seer” nor in the “corporations and vestries” where Coleridge found his “de-
mocracy.”33 In the local sphere, schoolmasters, landlords, and parsons joined
publicly appointed J.P.’s, councillors, overseers, sheriffs, and constables to
form a network of authorities—each, said Coleridge, reflecting the “Idea of
the State.” For Oastler, the “excellence” in the English Constitution was that
it allowed “every locality to manage its affairs.”34 Oastler did not, of course,
object to Parliament passing a Ten Hour Act; nor was Southey at all reticent
in urging statute after statute empowering localities to rule paternally, all be-
ing part of what Helps called “the happy admixture of central and local
authority.” But they wanted no centralized bureaucracy. Oastler wanted a
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Ten Hour Act but no factory inspectors, Helps wanted regulations on the
dwellings of the poor but regulations carried out by property and local offi-
cials, and Southey was explicit that landowners and parsons, not government
inspectors, would carry out poor laws and educational measures.35 Thomas
Arnold, the advocate of a strong state, wanted local authorities to manage his
schemes for public employment of the jobless. There would be no Bentham-
ite commissioners. Day-to-day government for paternalism meant local gov-
ernment, and a local government by private as well as public authorities,
authorities more often than not based on property. Property qualified one to
be a J.P., an M.P., or alderman; property supported the parson, and great
property made the great landlord the local sovereign. Ecclesiastical, legal,
family, and titled privileges fused with property in parish, county, and town
to form those local centers of that undifferentiated, coalescing power so cen-
tral to a paternalist’s role. Their commitment to locality, when joined to their
devotion to property, led paternalist writers to an almost laissez-faire view of
government, a view made all the stronger by three strongly held assumptions,
that a harmonious natural law regulated society and its economy, that a self-
reliant morality should be basic to that society, and that its incidental ills
could best be assuaged by the voluntary principle.

That paternalists believed in self-regulating economic laws may seem sur-
prising; but it would not to the many readers of Burke. He never hid his belief
in political economy: labor is a “commodity”; “monopoly capital” and “large
farms” are a great benefit; “profits, salutary”; and the greater a farmer’s ava-
rice, the better. A wise Deity “counsels self interest to the general good,” and
the laws of commerce were “the laws of Nature and of God.” And although
government could prevent evil, it could do little “positive good”; statesmen
should thus never descend “from province to a parish and . . . a private
house.”36 It is little wonder that Adam Smith called Burke his disciple.

Coleridge may have winced at Burke’s praise of avarice, but he was just as
opposed to government descending to parish and house. He told the gentry
that their estates “were secured from all human interference by every princi-
ple of law.” Although the state might regulate manufactures, land and com-
merce should enjoy “the unqualified right to do what I like with my own.”37

William Sewell and Robert Southey had too great a disdain of political econ-
omy to go with Coleridge’s “maxims of trade” and Burke’s laissez-faire eco-
nomics. But they held property to be no less sacrosanct and a divinely or-
dered society no less harmonious, the harmony arising not from the econo-
mists’ self-interest but from the identity of interests inherent in doing one’s
paternal duties.38 Their writings show that one can develop a paternalist lais-
sez-faire in no way indebted to a hateful political economy.
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For Thomas Chalmers, who was known both for his economic writings
and his Christian sermons, political economy was anything but hateful, and
he had no difficulty incorporating the economists’ laissez-faire into the pa-
ternalist outlook. Both fitted well his Calvinistic and Scottish individualism,
his belief in self-reliance. It was a belief held, in varying degrees, by all pater-
nalists, although by none as resolutely as Chalmers. He believed that school-
masters, preachers, and elders could so train up the poor to industry and
providence that neither state nor church need give them relief.39 Coleridge
and Southey could not go so far, but Coleridge did, in 1816, oppose the pay-
ment of relief to the able-bodied because it encouraged imprudence, and
Southey proposed giving “the worthless poor no more relief than would pre-
vent them from famine.”40 It was a formula for a minimalist, not a welfare,
state. Welfare should be by private charity, not public dole, in keeping with
the paternalist’s devotion to the voluntary principle. Let there be coal and
blanket clubs, soup kitchens and dispensaries, hospitals and orphanages, and
schools, all run by the voluntary principle. “In the province of charity,” wrote
Burke, “the magistrate has nothing at all to do.”41 Few were the paternalists
who did not agree with Burke that a charity’s rights, especially if a Church
charity, were inviolable. That many charities were corrupt, wasteful, and in-
effectual did not lead them to demand the interference of government, since
their reform would come from the spiritual regeneration of the individual. “I
have no faith in Act of Parliament reform,” exclaimed Coleridge, “let us be-
come better people.” Both Coleridge and Wordsworth believed that better
people, acting voluntarily, would end slavery, for Coleridge, by boycotting its
products, for Wordsworth, by trusting the slaves’ owners to free them.42 It was
better people, not central bureaucrats, to whom Richard Oastler looked for
England’s salvation. Social problems cried out for spiritual not organizational
solutions, for Christians who had had a change of heart, not Poor Law com-
missioners from London, a view shared by Southey, Sadler, Helps, and Sewell,
as well as Carlyle, and also expressed by Burke, for whom “the only sure re-
form [is] the ceasing to do ill.”43 Christians ceasing to do ill also did not
threaten, as Acts of Parliament and government inspectors did, the status quo
that Burke taught embodied the wisdom of the past. Paternalists disliked
change. In 1816, Coleridge claimed that the aims of government had been re-
alized to an unexampled degree and that government should do little beyond
“the withholding of all extrinsic aid . . . to an injurious system.”44 Bacon’s
apothegm “All innovation is with injury” was a favorite of paternalists; it was
quoted by Burke, repeated by Sadler, and almost as popular among them as
the injunction “Live and let live.”45

Yet the paternalists’ laissez-faire had its limits. Except for Arnold and pos-
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sibly Chalmers, they were exceedingly authoritarian on all matters of social
disorder, Church privileges, political sedition, and crime. Burke certainly
taught the danger of disorder and sedition. He was a firm supporter of Pitt’s
1795 repressive measures against radicals. Coleridge insisted that the state
could in theory repress heresy and in practice repress lotteries, close theaters
on Sunday, and exclude Dissenters from the universities.46 Southey, ever
fearful of sedition and riot, rejoiced in a feudalism with its “superintendence
everywhere,” and urged that libelers be transported, public houses restricted,
vagabonds punished, and the seditious press suppressed. William Sewell who
would applaud Southey’s every severity, called for “one external authority to
harmonize all acts.”47 Though in actuality that external authority would be a
Parliament passing laws that the courts, especially local ones, would enforce,
in rhetoric many believed it to be the monarchy. Coleridge rejoiced that
Europe was turning to “a pure monarchy”; Disraeli saw in a resurgent mon-
arch “the protector of the people”; and Carlyle called for a “King made in the
image of God who could a little achieve for the people.”48 But if the rhetoric of
monarchy indulged in by almost all the paternalists was no more than a fan-
tasy, their authoritarianism was real. Capital punishment, coercion acts for
Ireland, laws against seditious writings, imprisonment for blasphemy, fines
for nonattendance at Church, and the locking up of tipplers were all part of a
paternalist government firmly rooted in the many statutes that landed M.P.’s
enacted and landed J.P.’s enforced.

None of the paternalist writers had a consistent definition of government.
They could denounce centralization and bureaucracy but use a centralized
Parliament, law courts, and Church to help them rule England. As protec-
tionists, they also embraced the Corn and Navigation laws to help them rule
England and in a benevolent spirit supported factory and poor laws. In 1816,
Coleridge urged an act to exclude children from factories, and Oastler, al-
though an enemy of centralization, called for a strong Ten Hours Bill, which
Michael Sadler proposed in Parliament in line with his belief in a protection-
ist and mercantilist state. Southey also wished a protectionist state. No pater-
nalist writer was more fertile in government schemes that would constitute a
“paternal government,” a government Wordsworth would have stand in loco
parentis to the poor.49 There was an interventionist strand in paternalist
thought, but one largely empowering local property, local government, and
local charities to grapple with England’s bewildering array of social problems.

It was not until Latter Day Pamphlets (1850) that Carlyle looked to a cen-
tralized state that would organize labor into industrial regiments, force cap-
tains of industry to cooperate, and conscript the clergy into “social corpora-
tions.”50 An impetuous and discontented Scotsman steeped in French and
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German learning, who had first come to London at the age of thirty-nine,
Carlyle lacked the deep roots in the English institutions and vested interests
that defined the early Victorian paternalists’ concept of a pluralistic society
and paternal government rooted in powerful vested interests.

Important as were the more than nearly thirty works published between
1823 and 1847 to the development of paternalism as an idea, they neither
reached England’s governing classes nor dealt fully and concretely with its so-
cial problems. Paternalism as an idea would have had a far less impact but for
the press.
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c h a p t e r  2

Paternalism Made Popular

�

In the 1830s and 1840s, the quarterlies and monthlies, more than the learned works
of Coleridge and Southey, graced the reading tables of England’s governing classes;
and in Tory households, they would likely be the Quarterly Review, Blackwood’s
Magazine, or Fraser’s Magazine, three paternalist journals whose writers were not
only deep admirers of Coleridge and Southey but willing to deal with workhouses,
sewers, lunatic asylums, and factory labor—to bridge the gap between intellectual
development and concrete social problems. Also Tory were the English Review, the
Oxford and Cambridge Review, the British Critic, the Christian Remembrancer, and
the Dublin Magazine. They published over 300 articles on social questions, articles
that provide a large and detailed picture of the idea of Tory paternalism, a picture
that thanks to the Wellesley Index to Victorian Periodicals now includes the names
of sixty-nine of their authors. It is a picture that allows an analysis of the impact on
them of three powerful forces, dominant ideas, pressing social problems, and the
influence of the social milieu.

The dominant ideas for most of the sixty-nine reviewers were those of Burke,
Scott, Coleridge, Southey, and Wordsworth. Of these five none was quoted more
often than Burke, especially by Blackwood’s George Croly (a biographer of Burke)
and the Quarterly Review’s political editor, John Croker. For Croly, Burke was “the
noblest philosopher” of the age; for Croker, he was “the greatest authority who
ever wrote on political ethics.”1

For Croly and Croker, who were both sixty in 1840, Burke was the giant of their
youth; but for the sixty-seven others, whose average age was thirty-five, Coleridge,
Wordsworth, and Walter Scott were the outstanding writers of the age. Scott was
especially the hero of contributors to the Quarterly Review and Blackwood’s; the
lawyer William Aytoun wrote of reading Scott on the hearth rug, Professor J. D.
Blackie recalled “leisure hours pouring over Walter Scott’s matchless stories,” and
for the novelist Samuel Warren, Scott was “the colossus.”2 Scott himself wrote for
the Quarterly Review in the 1820s, and his son-in-law John Lockhart edited it in the
1840s.
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While Scott’s tales entranced, it was Coleridge who brought intellectual ex-
citement. Blackie, who remembered Scott’s “matchless tales,” found Coleridge in
1831 “the greatest figure in the intellectual world of London.” A year later, Blackie
had a fit “of Wordsworthian fervour,” as did Blackwood’s W. H. Smith, whose
Wordsworthian “moral conversion” saved him from Byron. Thomas de Quincy,
an important contributor, also esteemed Wordsworth and Coleridge, calling their
Lyrical Ballads “the greatest event in the unfolding of my mind.”3 Lyrical Ballads
also led the Quarterly Review’s John Croker, as it did De Quincy, to a lifelong
friendship with Wordsworth. The great poet was also toasted at many a banquet at
Blackwood’s. J. F. Murray called him “the great ornament of our age.”4

Blackwood’s contributors also admired Robert Southey. Archibald Alison, who
wrote fifteen articles on social problems, met Southey, talked with him until mid-
night, and left with an impression, “never . . . effaced.” Blackwood’s authors’ fervent
admiration of the Lake Poets was returned by Coleridge’s “perfect identity of sen-
timents, principles, and faith” with Blackwood’s.5

Writers in the Quarterly Review also fervently admired the Lake Poets. Its editor,
John Gibson Lockhart, said his biographer, “bowed low at the shrine of Word-
sworth” and called Southey “a wonderful political writer.” Southey, in many articles
in the 1820s and 1830s, set the paternalist tone of the Quarterly Review, a tone deep-
ened in the 1840s by three articles from a Lord Ashley who was close to, and much
influenced by, Southey. Also friends of and influenced by Southey were the Quar-
terly Review’s Henry Milman and Henry Taylor. In an 1842 issue, Taylor told Quar-
terly Review readers that Wordsworth, Coleridge, Southey, and Scott were the “four
greatest geniuses in their generation.”6

 Dean Lake of Balliol, also a Quarterly Review
author, certainly felt so, busy as he was in “endeavoring to imbue [W. G. Ward] with
Coleridge and Wordsworth,” an effort that did indeed influence Ward’s very
Coleridgean Ideal of the Christian Church. Ward contributed articles to the British
Critic, whose first two editors were John Henry Newman and Thomas Mozley.
When the British Critic became the Christian Remembrancer in 1843, Oxford’s R. W.
Church wrote “of our own Coleridge.”7

 Ward, Church, and Mozley were part of the
Tractarian Movement, which was, according to Newman, “Coleridgean.” Few were
more dominant in the 1830s than Coleridge. John Kemble and Henry Reeve of the
British and Foreign Review judged Coleridge a greater sage than Locke and “a great
luminary.”8

 The British and Foreign Review, although not Tory, was decidedly Cole-
ridgean, as was Fraser’s Magazine and the very Tory Young England’s Oxford and
Cambridge Review. J. A. Heraud, Fraser’s assistant editor in the 1830s, was called “a
conscientious follower of Coleridge,” and its editor until 1842, William Maginn,
confessed that his friend Coleridge had “acted strongly on the mind of the day.”
Maginn’s Fraser’s denounced the utilitarians for wishing to replace Scott, Coleridge,
Wordsworth, and Southey with Bentham, McCulloch, Mill, and Ricardo.9
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The great impact of Scott and the Lake Poets was as much aesthetic as political.
As Blackie shrewdly observed of their impact on Blackwood’s authors, “they were . . .
Tories perhaps less on political than on romantic grounds.”10 Wordsworth in par-
ticular wrote little on social questions, yet he taught, said Blackwood’s W. H. Smith,
“the spirit of obedience and reverence . . . the impulse to accept the order of the
universe . . . to faithfully discharge the near and known duty.”11 Wordsworth’s
deep sense of the rightness of nature and God’s ways, of the value of simple per-
sonal truths and acts of goodness assured countless readers that not all was Bent-
hamite calculus, political economy, and Whig complacency. For that complete
paternalist William Sewell, Wordsworth was greater than Coleridge for he took the
first “step to the restoration of philosophy . . . in a safe direction.”12

The problem of intellectual influence is one of great complexity and uncer-
tainty. There is no accurate way of measuring the influence of Coleridge or
Southey, even when Blackwood’s editor, John Wilson, calls Southey a “genius rich
and rare.”13 Such comments only suggest a strong affinity between the intellectual
and social outlook of Scott, Burke, and the romantic poets and the intellectual and
social outlook of the Tory reviewers. It was an affinity that included a reverence for
a hierarchical and paternalist society based on land, Church, and locality. Few
Tory reviewers doubted that society should be hierarchic and authoritarian, vital
aspects of what Blackwood’s W. H. Smith called “the unalterable nature of our so-
cial pyramid.” Smith feared equality. So did the Quarterly Review’s Henry Taylor,
who found nothing so “ungenial and unfruitful.”14 High then was his praise of a
Wordsworth who “nowhere advocated equality of station.” Inequality and subor-
dination were “indispensable,” declared Fraser’s, “where the social structure con-
sists of grades.” Also indispensable to these journals was obedience, submission,
and dutifulness. “Mankind,” asserted Archibald Alison of Blackwood’s, was “in
need of the direction of others as children in school.”15

Society was also to be as organic as that feudalism which the Oxford and Cam-
bridge Review judged the most “perfect form of society since Jewish theocracy.”
Fraser’s found in the duke of Richmond’s paternalism a shining example of
“modern feudal relations,” while Blackwood’s Longueville Jones called it “the high-
est form of civilization,” one that delighted his colleague Alison because it “con-
ferred power . . . on those only who are interested in the welfare of the people,”
that is, people in small, organic, personal communities immune from the evils of
capitalism, centralization, heartless economists, and crass utilitarians who saw so-
ciety as a mere “collection of atoms.”16 “Society is not a heap of sand,” wrote the
Quarterly Review’s William Sewell, “but a plurality in unity,” one with hierarchy
and authority since without submission “no complete organism can exist.”17 Wil-
liam Sewell defined these organic bodies in the Quarterly Review as consisting of
landlords “exercising . . . the duties of little monarchs” who were aided in every
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village by “an ecclesiastical establishment.” Together they would constitute a “feu-
dal system” in relation to which “the master of the soil should stand . . . in a fa-
therly way.”18

The basis of this feudal system was land. It alone, Croker announced in the
Quarterly Review, provided the foundation of government. “An absolute neces-
sity,” said W. H. Smith in Blackwood’s, the journal in which De Quincy proclaimed
primogeniture and the Church “the basis of our civil constitution.”19 Squire and
parson were to rule these organic communities. Their partnership did in fact be-
come a reality in innumerable rural parishes like Wiltshire’s Cholderton, the par-
ish of the Reverend Thomas Mozley, editor of the British Critic, in which in 1840 he
told readers that “property had its duties,” duties that land above all could per-
form, since factories were “houses of bondage” and the steam engine an “enor-
mous calamity,” destructive of the “moral units of society.” The Quarterly Review’s
William Sewell’s solution to Mozley’s fears was to “raze . . . to the ground half of an
overgrown metropolis.”20

Few Tory reviewers would have wanted to raze half of London, but most were
haunted by the thought of fearsome cities and satanic factories. They looked, as
did Wordsworth, to the Church of England as the saving remedy. The reviewers
had only enthusiasm for its holy mission, especially the Anglican clergymen who
edited and wrote the English Review, the British Critic, and the Christian Remem-
brancer, all of whom urged the creation of more bishops, priests, and cathedral in-
stitutions as well as hospitals, houses of mercy, female penitentiaries, almshouses,
and sisters of charity. They also urged that diocesan boards of education should
closely supervise their training colleges and the multiplying schools.21 It was an
ambitious scheme, one that Blackwood’s urged the Church to carry out fearlessly, a
scheme that would even meet the evil of pauperism. “The offertory,” declared the
English Review, was the safest remedy of that evil, especially when bishops “lift up
the cross and pastoral staff in . . . our crowded towns” and when monasteries
trained “Christian warriors” as Wilfred and Ethelred had long ago. The nineteenth
century, it said, must return to “the seventh, or sixth, nay even to the first century.”
Young England’s Oxford and Cambridge Review also dreamed of medieval mon-
asteries and sisters of charity, while the Quarterly Review championed penitentia-
ries for fallen women.22

At the center of the new mission envisioned by High Churchmen was the of-
fertory, the answer, said many, to pauperism. But an offertory that excluded Non-
conformists and Catholics as well as secularists and the indifferent could hardly
grapple with pauperism. Poverty, however, disturbed them less than secularism
and heresy. “Latitudinarianism,” said the Oxford and Cambridge Review, “is the
one most dangerous adversary . . . to national amelioration.”23

Parliament had once been the great ally of the Church and had voted generous
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grants for the building of churches. But by 1847 this had changed. A Parliament
open to Dissenters and latitudinarians gave grants only to supplement the efforts
of church schools, but church schools with a small c, since the grants also went to
Nonconformist and Catholic schools. The grants also carried restrictions that
many High Churchmen found so intolerable that they embraced the voluntary
principle and denounced a secular state growing ever more centralized. Even
Fraser’s, which in 1843 called a patriarchal government the best, was constant in
denouncing centralization. In an article on a government for New Zealand, it re-
vealed how it squared a patriarchal government with hatred of a centralized state:
most power would go to great landlords, considerable power to the established
Church, and only some to a legislative council, with no mention at all of an ex-
ecutive and a bureaucracy.24 Hatred of a centralized state fitted in with the Oxford
and Cambridge Review’s definition of a patriarchal government as “supervision,
care, and kindness . . . in all the relations of society,” the English Review’s “every
man should cultivate the region Providence has assigned him,” and the Quarterly
Review’s “Let each man care for his own part and the whole will take care of it-
self.”25 It was the medieval dream that for Blackwood’s and the Quarterly Review in-
cluded noblemen leading regiments of armed men.

The Tory reviewers focus on personal rule within a locality—Burke’s “moral
partnership” and Coleridge’s “HOME BORN FEELINGS”—lay at the heart of the To-
ries’ paternalism, making them suspicious even of the large, diffuse philanthropy
that encroached on paternalism’s local spheres. The reviewers wrote of “platform
philanthropy,” “clap-trap philanthropy,” and “the pernicious cant of universal
philanthropy.” They also condemned the “cant of humanity” and, pointing to the
evangelicals, “the unctuous silkiness of Exeter Hall.” “Philanthropy,” said Black-
wood’s S. R. Phillips, “does not work, she talks.”26 In John Bull, Phillips also at-
tacked Charles Dickens for his part in “the exertions of modern philanthropy.”
Dickens’s egalitarian humanitarianism also irritated other Tory journals, the Eng-
lish Review because of his hostility to “our aristocratic institutions”; the Oxford and
Cambridge Review for “feelings of brotherhood” and “forgetting religion”; the
British and Foreign Review for “too much kindness of heart”; and Blackwood’s for
“flashy philanthropy,” a philanthropy whose diffuseness, according to most Tory
reviewers, undermined the duties of men of rank and station in their localities.27

Also threatening to the world of personal duties and localities was the political
economists’ hard and impersonal cash nexus, although it bothered the Tories’ ro-
mantic and aesthetic sensibilities more than their actual economic views. How un-
romantic, how unspiritual, was talk of the iron law of wages, geometrical and ar-
ithmetical progressions, and a calculus of pain and pleasure. The axioms of the
economists were nevertheless not without some truth. Blackwood’s Alison had
studied political economy with “ardour” while one of its leading reviewers, De
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Quincy, author of the Logic of Political Economy, wrote in praise of David Ricardo.28

At the Quarterly Review, Croker shared Burke’s enthusiasm for Adam Smith and
wrote of the “prurience of legislation” and “false and dangerous estimates of gov-
ernment.” J. S. Mill’s Political Economy even won the accolades of the Christian
Remembrancer and that journal’s conclusion that “as direct remedies all legislative
enactments must be powerless.”29 Aesthetically and spiritually averse to the
economists’ selfish principle, as property owners and ardent localists, they never-
theless liked political economy’s laissez-faire doctrines.

The paternalist vision of the Tory reviewers, one based on Scott’s romanticism,
Burke’s wisdom of history, Coleridge’s metaphysics, and Wordsworth’s sensitive
poetry wore an attractive and appealing garb. But was it a viable vision? Could it
meet the problems of pauperism, child labor, slums, ignorance, crime, and Irish
famines?

With one in ten on relief, pauperism posed a most formidable problem, one
made all the greater by the Whigs’ New Poor Law of 1834 with its harsh diktat to
the able, no relief except in the workhouse. Though it was a diktat that Tory candi-
dates and the press attacked in the parliamentary elections of 1841, the workhouse
test it demanded was not all that incompatible with the Tory reviewers’ view of the
poor. For Blackwood’s De Quincy, pauperism was “radicated in the nature of man,
which is wicked.”

Fraser’s believed that pauperism arose from individual failings and not the vi-
cissitudes of trade.30 For Thomas Mozley, writing in the British Critic, poverty itself
was healthy, since “nothing but the deepest and bitterest poverty will subdue the
uneducated classes.” “More comfort,” he added, would only make “worse the
bondage of sin.” Mozley ended his article by excusing the legislature and every
“rank or order” from “heartless wrong” and concluding that “no one is to
blame.”31 Fraser’s seemed to agree that no one was to blame when it insisted that
agriculture requires no “over-anxious interference.” Blackwood’s Croly went even
further, pronouncing “the very idea of a poor law a direct contradiction of the
principle that man should be a provident animal,” a sentiment with which the
evangelical Tory Chalmers was in entire agreement.32

But not all Tory reviewers agreed with Croly and Chalmers. Despite Croker’s
warning of “the prurience of legislation,” the Quarterly Review had an assistant
poor law commissioner defend it. Blackwood’s also had a poor law official write
about the new law, but more critically, voicing the Tory squire’s hatred of its cen-
tralization and its refusal to let local authorities discriminate between the worthy
and unworthy poor.33 The Tory Fraser’s also objected to its centralization, and to
its being “new-fangled.” But newfangled it was not in the 1840s but a law that had,
by 1838, saved property £12,300,000 in lower poor rates. Quickly made part of the
status quo, it soon enjoyed the “viz inertia” that Blackwood’s Charles Neaves called
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the “principle of conservatism.” It is a principle that explains why Tory reviewers
opposed a poor law for Scotland.34

Viz inertia also influenced the Tory reviewers on child labor. They, as all Eng-
land, supported Lord Ashley’s bill that excluded women and children from coal
mines, but beyond that they did not go. The British Critic called child labor in agri-
culture a necessity; Fraser’s wanted no government interference with seamstresses;
the English Review urged a trust in private employers, not “precipitous legislation”;
and the Quarterly Review called critics of the overworking of seamstresses “enthu-
siasts” and denied that seamstresses were underpaid.35

An exception to these tepid views was Lord Ashley’s compassion for the ex-
ploited in England’s factories and workshops. In an 1841 article in the Quarterly
Review, he described in graphic detail the plight of infants still working 14 and 15
hours a day in many of England’s workshops and urged Parliament to “protect the
weak,” but he did so in a vaguer and less vigorous manner than in his plea that
good Christians should “open your treasury, erect churches, send forth mission-
aries of religion, reverse the conduct of mankind.”36 For Ashley, as for Coleridge,
the solution lay in becoming better people. It was also the early hope of Tory pa-
ternalists that better people, especially better churchmen—not the government—
would lessen widespread ignorance. In 1839, not one of the Tory reviewers, and
only a handful of Anglicans and Nonconformists, supported the Whigs’ scheme
for government grants to and inspection of Anglican and Nonconformist schools.
The scheme passed and money (some 80 percent of it) poured into the Anglican
schools, money that persuaded many a churchman and Tory to support the gov-
ernment’s scheme. But the scheme was inadequate, so much so that even a leading
Anglican, Dr. Hook of Leeds, urged, as did others less wedded to the Church, rate-
supported schools with excused time for a religious instruction given by a faith of
their choice. Only the Quarterly Review’s Henry Milman, in 1846, supported
Hook. Fraser’s judged rate-supported schools “impractical,” and the Oxford and
Cambridge Review thought the idea “preposterous.” The English Review judged it
likely to be productive of infidels.37 All such schemes, warned Blackwood’s in 1849,
encouraged “the hydra-head of dissent,” a warning that led the Quarterly Review in
1848 to abandon Milman’s views for those of the contemporary French statesman
and historian François Guizot. All education, declared Guizot, belongs to the “pri-
vate and voluntary.”38

A zeal for the private and voluntary also informed the paternalists’ view of Ire-
land. “No direct legislation,” announced Blackwood’s “can affect the social condi-
tion of Ireland,” a sentiment the Quarterly Review’s Croker shared when, after
condemning public works, the government use of wastelands for the poor, and
any increase in poor relief, he urged, during the famine, a trust in the “active be-
nevolence at work.”39 Fraser’s was no less sanguine in trusting the “paternal
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authority” of a clergy and gentry “universally kind, forbearing and considerate,” an
authority that would teach “obedience,” an obedience the Quarterly Review em-
braced since the Irish needed “someone to look up to, to love,” and the Oxford
and Cambridge Review because Ireland’s salvation lay “each in his own sphere . . .
doing deeds of individual justice and mercy.”40

Great as was the Tory paternalists’ esteem for the private and voluntary, they
did leave some room for government, for what Croker called “the protective sys-
tem,” a system that made room for corn laws, agricultural loans to landlords, and
subsidies to railways. It was an indirect system, one that protected property that
protected the poor.41 Acts of Parliament, for example, could give the owners of
railways great powers, but the owners, not acts of Parliament, should protect the
traveler. Fraser’s, Blackwood’s, and the Quarterly Review all opposed Gladstone’s
1844 Railway Act, which guaranteed that the third class trains be covered, that they
run at more than a snail’s pace, and that railways’ charge reasonable rates. Fraser’s
denounced its “pseudo-humanity” and “Whiggish-radical centralization”; the
Quarterly Review pronounced it “unjust, uncalled for” and unsettling “to the hab-
its of the poor”; and Blackwood’s regretted its control from London.42 No Tory
journal demanded an increase in government regulation, although all, given viz
inertia, supported existing ones.

Only on matters of crime did they depart from viz inertia. They wanted less le-
niency. Blackwood’s, which insisted that “Justice leans too much to the side of
mercy,” scoffed at those who said education reduced crime and argued that crime
rose wherever capital punishment was abolished. Capital punishment was a favor-
ite with Tory reviewers; the Oxford and Cambridge Review because it embodied the
principle of retribution, a principle also embodied in harsh prisons. In prison, said
Blackwood’s W. H. Smith, “every inmate should feel an irresistible domination.”
Fraser’s would lessen the “no punishment mania” by punishing women for adul-
tery, by whipping beggars, by flogging sailors, and by preserving fagging in the
public schools—fagging being part of a “paternal system.”43 Crime, like poverty,
arose from man’s wickedness and sin.

Cholera did not. It arose from impure water and bad drainage. The first re-
sponse of Tory reviewers was to do nothing—viz inertia again. For the Quarterly
Review’s Dr. Ferguson, the laws were already “sufficiently comprehensive” and the
supervision of the squires and clergy adequate.44 Then came Edwin Chadwick’s
1842 report on England’s sanitary horrors. The Quarterly Review called for legisla-
tion, as did Blackwood’s, only reluctantly, since the answer it prized the most was
Lord Francis Egerton’s paternal care for the housing and cleanliness of his workers.
“Legislation may do something,” declared Blackwood’s, but more could be done
by “private exertion.” The same reluctance to legislate was a hallmark of the pater-
nalists’ social conscience. Even Lord Ashley was reluctant. After giving a most
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graphic description of the evils of London’s housing and no mention of the need
for legislation, he merely asked property and “all ranks and professions . . . to con-
sider these evils.”45

Dr. Guy of Fraser’s, was less sanguine about all the ranks and professions and
less reluctant about government. But then Dr. Guy was a Londoner and Fraser’s
was a very London magazine.46 Each journal had its unique personality. The
Quarterly Review was proud, aristocratic, and pontifical, and its articles were
tough-minded and conservative; Blackwood’s was more literary and romantic, sa-
tirical and polemical, pouring epithets on Whigs and utilitarians; Fraser’s, in Bo-
hemian London, was bumptious, spirited, and more sensitive to urban sufferings,
although vague as to remedies. The Oxford and Cambridge Review was romantic,
nostalgic, and medieval. The English Review, the British Critic, and the Christian
Remembrancer were obsessed with the age’s great religious debates and viewed all
social problems from the point of view of embattled churchmen.

All but two of the sixty-nine reviewers came from the upper classes. Three
came from the landed gentry, seventeen from the world of business, and nine
from the Church. The fathers of five of them were physicians, five were barristers’
sons, and three were the sons of army officers. Forty-nine attended university,
three went to military colleges, and one earned a medical degree. Almost all expe-
rienced authoritarian and patriarchal ways in family and school and intimately
knew the rural world of squires and parsons. Alison remembered visits to the poor
with his clerical father, a memory “never afterwards effaced.”47 The Quarterly Re-
view’s Reverend John Armstrong remembered “ancient rows of alms-houses built
before the hurrying tide of commerce.”48 After university, many of them read for
the bar. The study of law was no small ingredient in the paternalist’s social con-
science, and neither was the Church.

Favored with prosperous parents and privileged education, twenty-three be-
came Anglican clergymen, eighteen lawyers, seven landed gentry, seven civil ser-
vants, four physicians, two journalists, one a headmaster, and one an artist. All
were successful, all involved with vested interests and unselfconsciously so: Wil-
liam Aytoun, a railway solicitor, wrote on railways, and C. D. Brady, an Irish land-
owner, on Ireland, as did many clergymen on the Church.49 It is unlikely Aytoun,
Brady, and the clergymen expected larger fees, rents, or stipends because of their
defense of railways, land, and the Church, but being an intimate part of the same
social milieu, they shared its assumptions. How could the clerical editors of the
Christian Remembrancer, the English Review, and the British Critic, or the clergy-
men who defended the Church in the Quarterly Review, Blackwood’s, and Fraser’s
not be proud of the paternal mission of the Church?

Nor were men of property shy of defending that institution. John Croker, of
considerable property, was unabashed in demanding “a scrupulous respect for
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existing interests” whether that respect took the form of corn laws for the landed
or subsidies for railways. “Vested interests,” said Southey, “are the key stone of the
social edifice.”50

The Tory reviewers also enjoyed society, a society that had no little influence on
their outlook. Lockhart, the editor of the Quarterly Review, who dined constantly
with peers and politicians, insisted that articles be “by men of the world,” men
aware of the “thoughts and feelings in the highest and best society.” Blackwood’s
Alison also loved society, dined out often, and never more ecstatically than with
the archbishop of Canterbury or the duke of Richmond.51 Their life in society in-
formed them of their readership. “We must look,” wrote Lockhart at the Quarterly
Review, “for an audience to the clergy and country gentry.” His colleague Croker
was quick to oblige. “As to the Irish Church,” he wrote Lockhart, “I have already
embarked the Quarterly in an unhesitating support.”52 John Blackwood, London’s
editor of Blackwood’s, was no less candid in refusing an article on the Corn Law as
it would “offend the Duke of Buckingham and that party.” The duke was not the
only protectionist who called on Blackwood’s London office; they came in such
numbers that Lockhart predicted it would become “a chapel of ease” for the Tory
Carlton Club.53

Powerful allies to the above journals in making paternalism popular were the
London daily newspapers, the Morning Post, Morning Herald, Evening Standard,
and St. James Chronicle, the last three under the control of Stanley Lees Giffard, an
Irishman, Tory, proud Anglican, and unstinting in his praise of Burke and
Southey. He was ably assisted by Alaric Watts, friend and admirer of Wordsworth,
Southey, and Coleridge.54 The columns of these dailies never wavered in their Tory
paternalism, and neither did the Post and Mirror. Exceeding them all in circula-
tion, at some 22,000, was the mighty Times, whose paternalism, if less pure and
aristocratic, was quite decided during the 1830s, when, under its owner John Wal-
ter II, it listed toward the Tories. It continued to do so in the 1840s under his son,
John Walter III, and the editorship of John Delane. Delane, fresh from Oxford and
Newman’s influence, brought with him young Tories and High Churchmen who
made England’s vox populi the voice of paternalism.55

The popular weekly John Bull was edited in the 1840s by William Mudford, an
admirer of Burke and an intimate of “that extra-ordinary man” Coleridge, and was
outdone by few in his Tory paternalism.56 London’s weeklies and dailies also
greatly influenced England’s burgeoning provincial press, which both had roots in
rural England’s paternal institutions and borrowed editorials from London. The
press and the learned journals were thus without rival in making the deeply rooted
tradition of paternalism popular. It was a popularity made even greater by the
flood of popular novels and stories that delighted England’s millions.
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With books increasingly cheaper and the people more literate, and with no cin-
ema or television, the novel reigned supreme as a source of excitement, adventure,
and even enlightenment. It carried readers away from grim row houses to dreams
of elegant country homes where dashing baronets won the hands of rich heiresses.
It also plunged them into satanic mills and littered alleys, ranging over the entire
gamut of society and reflecting the social concepts of a diverse people.

Four kinds of novels reflected the diverse ways paternalism colored English life:
romances of the fashionable world, stories of the lower classes, tales of religious
and moral edification, and dramas of London life. Romances of the fashionable
world won a particularly great popularity, tied in, as they were, with England’s old
and venerable institutions. Two of their most seasoned practitioners were Cath-
erine Gore and G. P. R. James. In the 1840s, Gore published twenty-four romances
and James twenty-eight. Sometimes known as silver fork novels, sometimes as
novels of the upper ten thousand, their settings were country houses and vicarages,
their heroes from the gentry and nobility, and their plots full of passionate love
and fierce quarrels. Like the Hollywood movies of the 1930s, they were a way to es-
cape reality in no way disturbing to one’s social conscience. They nevertheless tell
much of the setting, institutions, and mores of paternalism.

There were proud earls and wicked squires, stern magistrates and selfless cu-
rates, and the worthy and unworthy poor—a world in which everyone knew his or
her place. In James’s Charles Tyrrel, Evard, although he has grown intimate with
the noble and wealthy Tyrell, refuses to “seek associating above myself—to take
my chance of rising . . . to a society of a high grade,” but instead follow his father’s
advice “to content myself with the middle class.”57

Such was not the fate of Jervis, the hero of Gore’s Peers and Parvenus. The son of a
laborer, he rises by attending on an earl. A friend then advises him, “Be a village cu-
rate rather than a courtly chaplain.” He refuses the advice, becomes a courtly chap-
lain, and proposes marriage to the earl’s daughter. He is refused, and his career ends
in ruins. He had reached too high.58

 Deference and a sense of one’s place, wife to
husband or tenant to squire, form a dominant theme in these novels. In his The
Gentleman of the Old School, James spoke of “the imperceptible shades and grades of
life and station . . . from the cottage to the palace.” The gentleman of the old school is
a landlord and the guardian of the village poor.59

 The silver fork novels used stock
characters—the benevolent squire, the kindly parson, and the lady bountiful—to
make explicit one’s patriarchal duties: in Gore’s Men of Capital, there are a good and
a bad squire; the good one improves cottages, grants allotments, build schools, and
abolishes game preserves, while the bad one does nothing.60

The clergy always loom large in the novels of the upper ten thousand. It is a com-
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passionate parson in J. F. Murray’s Viceroy who sees that the poor are well housed
and does so because an improved “temporal condition must precede all spiritual
regeneration.” An Irish journalist, a contributor to Blackwood’s and not a noted
novelist, Murray was one of many authors whose portraits of model landlords and
descriptions of a patriarchal society helped condition many to accept as natural that
paternalist status quo that, however imperfectly, governed rural England.61

In the 1840s, a new species came to rival the silver fork, the novel of the lower
classes. Mrs. Trollope’s Michael Armstrong, Factory Boy (1840) and Jesse Phillips
(1844) first exposed the cruelties of factory and workhouse. Disraeli’s Coningsby
(1844) and Sybil (1845) followed, each a mix of silver fork and lower-class novel, a
mix also found in William Sewell’s Hawkstone, but not in Mrs. Gaskell’s Mary
Barton (1848) and only a little in Charles Kingsley’s Yeast (1848) and Alton Locke
(1850). All of these novels presented a dramatic picture of those painful social
abuses revealed by endless parliamentary investigations. With varying degrees of
verisimilitude, compassion, and melodrama, the novelists transformed these re-
ports of oppression and exploitation into tales that evoked pity.

They also saw the solution to those evils in a more active paternalism. Few did
so more ardently than Sewell and Disraeli. Both preached a classic paternalism in
their novels. The heroes of both, lamenting that society is so atomistic, look back
to the golden age when barons and bishops protected the poor and a monarch
ruled over a truly organic and hierarchic society, one in which rank and property
did their duties.

There were, however, differences: Sewell’s Hawkstone (1845) is as narrow and
intolerant as Disraeli is broad and comprehensive. The High Church Sewell de-
nounces evangelicals, Dissenters, Chartists, Roman Catholics, teetotalers,
“athenaeums,” economists, women philanthropists, and manufacturers. His hero
Ernest Villiers wishes “it were the old times again when landlords and tenants and
labourers all hung together, and we had none of these ugly factories.” To achieve
this, Villiers rids the town of those evangelicals, Dissenters, Chartists, teetotalers,
women philanthropists, and factory workers who had infested it. In their place
come bishops, priests, monks, and teachers who teach children “not to rise above a
higher sphere than . . . nature has placed them”62

Disraeli is more generous. He too has churches, monasteries, and almsgiving
landlords, but he also includes Carlyle’s captains of industry; and nowhere is he
intolerant of Dissent. Disraeli dresses his paternalism in a motley garb, a colorful
mix of medievalism and modernism, of conventionalities and idiosyncrasies, all
compassionately presented. However unrealistic, few novels rivaled Sybil and
Coningsby in championing a revived paternalism.

But the two novels were not unrivaled as graphic depictions of working-class
life. Mrs. Trollope’s Jesse Phillips gives a fuller and a more balanced picture of the
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rural poor. Her deep and probing look at the harsh New Poor Law focuses espe-
cially on the cruelty of the bastardy clause that excused the father and burdened
the mother with upkeep of their bastard child. Her depiction of the workhouse is
the best in fiction, less dramatic than that in Oliver Twist, but less a caricature, al-
though equally affecting. Mrs. Gaskell’s Mary Barton is as realistic on urban evils as
Mrs. Trollope is on rural ones. Both also rely, as a remedy, on paternalism, al-
though the Manchester-raised and Unitarian Mrs. Gaskell does so more reluc-
tantly. In Jesse Phillips, Mrs Trollope writes nostalgically of a time “when resident
gentry have familiar personal acquaintance with every poor family.” Jesse Phillips is
the story of the breakdown of such relations, a story of a landlord’s son making
Jesse Phillips’s daughter pregnant and then abandoning her to the workhouse. Ill
and confused, she wanders from the workhouse and has the child, which the
landlord’s son then kills, but for whose murder the magistrates indict the daugh-
ter. A benevolent squire and kind clergyman prove her innocent, and all ends
happily and paternalistically. Michael Armstrong, Factory Boy also has a happy pa-
ternalist ending, with a lady bountiful declaring, “let each in his own circle raise his
voice . . . AND THESE HORRORS WILL BE REMEDIED.”63

Mrs. Gaskell in Mary Barton can find no other remedy. Neither trade unions,
Chartism, nor socialism—not even laissez-faire (under which a painful unem-
ployment occurred)—will do, only a hope that a penitent and wealthy mill owner,
Mr. Carson, will create “a perfect understanding . . . between master and men” and
recognize that “the interests of one were the interests of all.” Later, in Mrs.
Gaskell’s North and South another mill owner, Mr. Thornton, falls in love with a
strong willed woman from the south of England, who teaches him the wisdom of
paternalism.64 Model landlords, mill owners, and parsons became the novelist’s
universal remedy. They certainly appear in Charles Kingsley’s Alton Locke in his
portrait of the almsgiving Lord and Lady Ellerton. They lower rents, improve cot-
tages, grant allotments, and plead with the workers to abandon Chartism. But
Kingsley has some doubts, even of Lord Vieuxbois, a kind and patronizing land-
lord, whose generous poor relief corrupts, making the people “slaves and hum-
bugs.” No more pleasing to Kingsley is Lord Minchampstead, whose niggardly re-
lief drives the poor into the workhouse. Doubts about paternalism begin to cloud
Kingsley’s mind, not helped by his savage satire of both Tractarian and evangelical
parsons. With his cutting satire of landlords and clergy, Kingsley knocks down two
of his paternalist props, property and the Church. He also will have none of the
third prop, the state. He condemns “the bureaucracy of despotic commissioners”
and pleads for “a state founded on better things than Acts of Parliament,” a senti-
ment echoed by Sewell and Disraeli. Sewell’s hero is scornful of “Acts of Parlia-
ment,” while in Coningsby the wise Sidonia urges England to “think more of
community and less of government.” Once again a paternalist distrusts govern-
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ment and recommends, in the words of Lord Egremont in Sybil, “far greater exer-
tion in our own sphere.” But such exertions, as Kingsley realizes in Yeast, were of-
ten either absent or hard-hearted. All thus becomes “a chaos of noble materials . . .
polarized, jarring, chaotic.” Kingsley can only, in Carlylean fashion, look to “one
inspiring spirit to organize and unite,” a plea less convincing to the reader than
Tregevara’s confession in Alton Locke, “I don’t see my way out.”65

Less hesitant of the way out were the third kind of novels, those of religious and
moral edification. The characters are all true believers in paternalism. Certainly,
Elizabeth Sewell (William’s sister) is in Amy Herbert, a story of Amy and her
mother’s visit to a peer’s country house. While there, Amy learns that it is the will
of God that some are wealthy, that “vulgarity is the wish to be of higher rank,” and
that contentment comes from visiting the sick. The world of Amy Herbert is as ele-
gant and resplendent as in any silver fork novel, but instead of intrigue and world-
liness, there are pious homilies on deference and obedience, lessons that also
abound in Charlotte Elizabeth’s Helen Fleetwood. The background of Helen  Fleet-
wood is not a peer’s country house, but a mill, a mill in which the daughter is
overworked and beaten. Helen, a widow, stops her son from rebelling in defense of
the daughter. “We are all sinners,” Helen says, adding, “enterprize and persever-
ance won the millowner his wealth,” and it is “our duty to submit” to all laws. The
son submits, and is rescued by a landowner who is a paragon of paternal virtues.66

Some High Church clergymen had a flair for writing novels of edification, as
seen in the Reverend Robert Armitage’s Ernest Singleton, the Reverend Francis
Paget’s The Pageant, and the Reverend William Gresley’s Clement Walton. These
novels have weak plots and endless colloquies and dialogues on the duties of
landlords and clergy. A paternalistic orthodoxy centered on Oxford informs
them—a High Church paternalism that owes more to Exeter’s William Sewell
than to Oriel’s Newman. What Armitage calls a “shepherd clergy” typifies their
paternalism—priests who visit the poor and dying, discipline the erring, and edu-
cate the ignorant, a clergy working under a bishop not too proud to visit “the low
abodes of misery,” a realization of the clerisy envisioned by Coleridge, whom Ar-
mitage declared “our favourite.” Landlords as “stewards of God” are also impor-
tant, enjoined, of course, to “see cottages neat and clean,” but above all to see to it
that true religion is preached. Preaching religion is the social panacea. “The dan-
gers of popular outbreaks will be annihilated,” Armitage announces, “in the same
ratio that ungodliness is removed.” It is doubtful, however, whether the novels of
Armitage, Paget, and Gresley did much to combat ungodliness, since probably
only one-hundredth of the public read them compared to those breathlessly
awaiting the next installment of Nicholas Nickleby.67 Although, like Sybil or Mary
Barton, Dickens’s novels, could be considered novels of the working class, they
were also much more; nor did they end with paternalist solutions. Paternal be-
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nevolence, of course, there was, as in Nicholas’s patrons, the Cheeryble brothers,
city merchants “who can not allow those who serve well any privation or discom-
fort,” or the converted Scrooge, who becomes “a second father” to Tiny Tim, or
the always kind Mr. Pickwick and Oliver Twist’s savior Mr. Brownlow. Dickens
even ends Hard Times with a plea to mill owners “to draw nigh to folks wi’ kind-
ness and patience and cheery ways.”68 Dickens, the many-sided reflector of life,
could hardly not reflect paternalism, but he did so in a different manner and with
strong doubts. His Cheerybles and Pickwicks are not strictly paternalists. Their
benevolence is diffuse and individual, not linked to the spheres of the lord’s estate
and the vicar’s parish. It is humanitarian, not authoritarian, part of London’s
democratic life. The Cheerybles and Pickwicks have no estate, no parish, and no
superior rank, but are humble, like Pickwick—“former occupation unknown”—
or the Cheerybles whom “thousands would not invite to dinner.” They are also
broad in their benevolence, like the new Scrooge, to whom “mankind was my
business,” or the Pickwick who does not distinguish between worthy and unwor-
thy poor but helps all in the debtors’ prison.69

Dickens also had strong doubts, indeed a strong dislike, of paternalism’s
authoritarianism. It could be cruel, pompous and patronizing. Nicholas Nickleby
offers not only the paternalist Cheerybles, but rebelliousness. Nicholas rebels
against the schoolmaster Squeers, rebels against his Uncle, and again against Lord
Verisopht and Sir Mulberry Hawk, the latter receiving a beating. Dickens sus-
pected all authority, whether that of Bumble the workhouse master in Oliver Twist,
Mr. Bounderby and Mr. Gradgrind, husband and father to Louisa in Hard Times,
or the baronet in The Chimes, Sir Joseph Bowley. Nowhere is Dickens more hostile
to paternalism than in his spirited satire of the pompous Bowley. “I am your per-
petual parent,” Bowley announces, and “will treat you paternally,” especially by
“inculcating . . . the one great lesson . . . entire dependence.” He expresses his love
for his tenants by playing skittles with them, assured that when “a baronet . . . plays
skittles the country was coming around.”70 Dickens, a Londoner through and
through, found paternalism a pale and tepid answer to the vast suffering of the
sprawling metropolis.

Dickens’s friend and fellow Londoner Douglas Jerrold was no more buoyant
about paternalism. In St. Giles and St. James, he mocks arrogant gentry, imperious
magistrates, and self-righteous parsons. One magistrate, who calls the poor obdu-
rate and hopeless, declares the novel’s hero guilty of a murder he had not com-
mitted. Meanwhile, an unctuous parson tells his parishioners of “the social neces-
sity of the many trusting the few” and exhorts them “to be obedient to [those] ap-
pointed to guide and protect them.”71

Although the rhetoric of paternalism won little praise from the skeptical, urbane,
and mocking Dickens and Jerrold, it did, surprisingly, win some from the serious,
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earnest and individualistic Charlotte Brontë, Elizabeth Gaskell, and Harriet Mar-
tineau, of Yorkshire, Lancashire, and Norfolk respectively. There is, of course, also
some rebellion in Brontë’s Shirley, and Martineau’s Deerbrook: Shirley, the heroine,
rebels against her uncle and his choice of a gentleman of considerable estate as her
husband. Defiant, she instead marries a lowly tutor. Martineau, in Deerbrook, has
Doctor Hope oppose the ruling lord of the manor with that staunch provincial in-
dependence and self-reliance that Gaskell prized in her novels. But none of the three
discards paternalism. Dr. Hope is paternalism itself in his plea for “the honest gen-
uine acquaintance with the poor” when the novel ends at his manor house with fes-
tivities given with paternal graciousness. Shirley also ends with a model paternalist,
who speaks of “all the cares and duties of property,” visits schools for the poor, and
has the clergy organize clothing clubs. At the end a hungry pauper says, “Them that
governs mun find a way to help us; they mun mak’ fresh oderations.”72

In marked contrast to Brontë’s and Martineau’s clothes-dispensing clergy, con-
scientious doctors, and paupers begging for “fresh oderations” is Theodore Hook’s
caricature of the Reverend Slobberton Mawks, who “fancied he could domineer
over the poor,” of Justice Minton who sent “idle dogs” to the treadmill, and of Mrs.
Minton who “trumpets piety and charity.”73 All occur in Hook’s hilarious Peregrine
Bunce, a most surprising satire of paternalism, since it comes from the editor, until
1841, of the Tory and High Church John Bull. Why is a High Church Tory more ir-
reverent of paternalism than the Unitarian and middle-class Gaskell and Mar-
tineau? Two facts help answer the paradox: first, that paternalism was not the pre-
serve of any class or party, and, second, that it did not go down well in London.
Hook, like Dickens and Jerrold, was thoroughly a Londoner, and so part of a world
of actors and journalists, of cockney comedy, and a busy and a rootless multitude
who only read of squires and parson and paternal lords. Paternalism rested on lo-
cality, the limited sphere, the known authority; it did not suit a giant metropolis.
Gaskell’s Manchester, Martineau’s Norwich, and Brontë’s Keighley were still local
spheres. Not so London. Dickens’s Harriet Crocker, in Dombey and Son, reflects on
those “swallowed up in one phase or another of its immensity . . . food for the hos-
pitals, churchyards, the prisons, the river, fever, madness, vice and death.”74 The
monster that was London defied paternalist solutions. In the very 1840s that saw the
high point of paternalist theory and its greatest dissemination in the press and nov-
els, doubts arose about its viability. Did paternalism actually work? Did it provide
an effective solution to proliferating social evils? The answer to those disturbing
questions would not come from the learned tomes, editorials, and novels in which
paternalism as an idea triumphed, but from estates, churches, and factories—from
the villages and towns where paternalism was actually practiced.
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c h a p t e r  3

The Practice of Paternalism

�

Social attitudes derive only partly from the writings of intellectuals. They also
reflect economic and social interests. How property, classes, and institutions
are organized are as important as seminal thinkers. Although intellectual de-
velopments are not without a dialectic and power of their own, they are also
not free from social forces. The interests and prejudices of landowners were
as significant as romantic poets and philosophical idealists in forming the
early Victorian social conscience. Indeed, the landowners had much more
wealth, power, and social status. The speeches and policies of landlords car-
ried more weight than the rhapsodic dreams of Young England. And it was on
their land, in their parishes and counties, that they, as landlords and magis-
trates, would prove whether paternalism was an effective social outlook,
whether land in fact did its duties.

l a n d  a n d  i t s  d u t i e s

It was the opinion of rural England that land did do its duties. Few were
the speeches given to agricultural societies, sermons delivered by the clergy
and leaders written by rural editors that did not boast of the paternalists’ be-
nevolent activities, of beef and ale at Christmas, of coal deliveries and cloth-
ing clubs and soup kitchens when distress became acute. And firm and wise
too were guidance and control from the landowning magistrates with their
stern lectures and stiff sentences to poachers, tipplers, and vagrants. Address-
ing the Liverpool agricultural association, Lord Stanley promised “bringing
together all the classes of the community,” while the Reverend C. A. Hulbert
told the earl of Dartmouth’s tenantry that “property has its duties as well as
its privileges.” In Devon, the dean of Exeter joined the earl of Devon and Sir
Thomas Acland, M.P., in praise of allotments for members of the St. Thomas
Labourer’s Society, while at Shrewsbury, the duke of Sotheran, the bishop of
Lichfield, and Robert Slaney, M.P., presided over the Church Extension Soci-
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ety.1 At Goodwood, the West Sussex Agricultural Association met, the duke
of Richmond presiding, flanked by the earl of Chichester, the bishop of
Chichester, the leading gentry, and, at the far end of the hall, for the first time,
the laborers, some to receive prizes. The duke told them that “their interests
were closely and intimately connected,” praised his “honest, industrious ten-
ants,” and told them to give the laborers allotments and so “a stake in the
hedge.” Archdeacon Manning then told them of the social pyramid that God
ordained, one in which “the multitude were poor and the few rich.”2

The meeting was reported in the Sussex Agricultural Express, a paper also
abounding in reports of a benevolent paternalism. From 1840 to 1846, it re-
ported more than 300 occasions when the wealthy helped the poor. They “re-
galed the poor with old English fare, roast beef and plum pudding,” set aside a
field for cricket, rewarded schoolchildren with “hats, bonnets and frocks,”
and, at Brighton, “an orange, a white ribbon and a small book.” In winter,
they gave food, fuel, and clothing, either directly, as with the earl of Arundel’s
600 loaves of bread and 200 gallons of beer on New Year’s Day, or indirectly
by charging a penny or two to belong to a clothing and coal club.3 Although
the contemporary rural press provides ample evidence of benevolent pater-
nalism, it also reveals authoritarianism, which was sometimes ruthless.
Throughout rural England, the landed classes believed that preventing social
unrest required a vigorous discipline by the landlord, the firm admonitions of
the clergy, the severity of the magistrate, the moral inculcations of the
schoolmaster, and the firm control of poor law guardians. It was an old sys-
tem, although moving in the 1840s from the conventional, limited, lax pater-
nalism of the eighteenth century to that of the nineteenth, marked by a
greater awareness of pressing social evils and an expanded sense of duties to
be done. Comparing the paternalist manuals of the 1840s with John Mor-
daunt’s The Complete Stewart of 1761 or Thomas Gisborne’s Inquiry into the
Duties of Men of the Higher and Middle Classes of 1794, for example, makes
this clear. In Mordaunt, the gentry reside on their estates, mix “affably” with
and promote “the comfortable subsistence of [their] tenants,” keep vagrants
out of the parish, prevent the rich from seizing the poor’s land, see justice
done, and ensure that poor relief goes only to those unable to work or with
large families. Gisborne goes further, favoring fair rents, improved drainage,
and long leases for tenants. He also expresses the usual concern to employ the
idle—the source “of vice and disorder”—and to be not “unmindful of the in-
firm and the children of the poor.”4

By 1838 and Sidney Godolphin Osborne’s Hints to the Charitable, the du-
ties of the gentry had greatly increased. The landlord now had to do more
than simply treat his tenants fairly, do his poor law duties, and see to an im-



46 t h e  t r a d i t i o n  o f  p a t e r n a l i s m

proved agriculture. He also had to establish clothing funds, benefit clubs,
savings banks, loan funds, and a wives’ friendly society. He should also
maintain good cottages and good schools. John Sandford expands on and
adds to all these duties in his 390-page Parochialia.5

Although not all landlords measured up to these duties, a great many es-
poused them in their agricultural meetings, electioneering, and pamphlets,
and did so more vigorously than ever after the agricultural riots of the early
1830s and the attacks on the Corn Law of the 1840s put them on the defensive.
Corn Law battles had increased landlords’ activity, said the Northampton
Mercury, and a Select Committee concluded in 1843 that the rage for allot-
ments had begun after the riots of 1830 and 1831.6

The rage for allotments was more than mere rhetoric. It was one of the
more effective ways to place paternalism on an institutional basis, an attempt
that looms large in paternalist pamphlets and the Labourer’s Friend Magazine,
as well as in the Farmer’s Magazine and the rural press. A quarter of an acre, at
a nominal rent, for potatoes or turnips or a pig, would do wonders in pro-
moting self-reliance, a self-reliance also furthered by a farthing a week to
clothing and coal clubs, savings banks, and clubs for women to save for the
birth of a child. Despite widespread pleas to landlords to give laborers allot-
ments, however, the response was limited. They liked the idea in Kent, where
3,000 laborers raised pigs and dug their gardens in their spare time, but not in
Norfolk, where commercial farms used gangs of laborers from nearby towns,
and in Yorkshire, where landlords disliked allotments. The effort to revive,
expand, and institutionalize paternalism, to expand allotments and self-help
clubs and schools, was a generous and noble effort—but was it in fact real-
ized?

It is not easy to say. F. M. L. Thompson, the leading authority on the
nineteenth-century landed estate calls paternalism a “patchy affair,” saying
that those in open parishes with no squire experienced little benevolence, and
those under the gentry received “less succor and protection” than if “under a
magnate.”7

The dukes of Bedford, Northumberland, Rutland, Grafton, Devonshire,
and Argyll all won praise: Bedford for building model cottages, Northum-
berland and Grafton for renting good cottages with allotments at low rents,
Newcastle for granting 2,000 allotments, Devonshire and Argyll for enlight-
ened help to their Irish and Scots tenants during the famine, and Rutland for
unaffected friendliness and for his “pride and happiness . . . to reside in the
country . . . in daily intercourse with the middle and humbler classes.”8On ac-
ceding to the title in 1847, the young duke of Argyll “lost no time in estab-
lishing a personal intercourse with his numerous tenantry.” He poured capi-
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tal into improved farming, replaced thatched hovels with slate-roofed houses,
borrowed £10,000 to help them during the famine, and seldom evicted any-
one.9

Earls too performed their paternal duties: Fitzwilliam by championing
better medical relief, Leicester by renting good cottages at a loss, Dartmouth
by distributing prizes for spade husbandry, Carlisle by building a reforma-
tory, Devon a county lunatic asylum, and Roseberry cottages with two com-
fortable apartments.10 The young Lord Ashley, the embodiment of paternal-
ism, felt only pain at his father’s neglect, of the “shocking state of cottages—
no school of any kind,” and only joy when, as earl of Shaftesbury, he could
write, “I determined under God to build one.” The vast estates, grand titles,
and privileged upbringing of dukes and earls demanded of them a patriarchal
largesse. A thousand tenants celebrated the earl of Aberdeen’s coming of age,
and 700 attended a dinner for the duke of Richmond’s son.11 To receive such
adulation, to then become a lord lieutenant, chairman of quarter sessions,
and inherit control of several livings, demanded a paternalist outlook, how-
ever perfunctory in practice.

A paternalist need not always be benevolent. Authority and command
were far more central to the aristocratic role. When the duke of Sutherland
offered his male tenants a bounty of £6 to join the army and fight the Rus-
sians in 1851, no one volunteered, and an elderly man declared that “we would
not expect worse treatment” if the czar and not the Sutherlands had ruled the
county over the past fifty years, which had seen 10,000 evictions, many houses
destroyed and families broken up, and their places taken by sheep. To work,
marry, or worship required the duke’s approval.12

The marquis of Londonderry was no less imperious. He told his striking
coal miners that they were “stupid,” “beaten,” and “indifferent to my really
paternal advice.” He evicted them from their cottages in order to make room
for strikebreakers from his Irish estates, called on the “civil and military” to
defend the “rights of property,” and promised to do “my duty to my family
and station.” Yet the high Tory Lord Londonderry could be solicitous too.
Unlike most, including the radical earl of Durham, he refused to work
women in his mines. Durham ruled his estates with little benevolence, writes
the historian David Spring, and that was also true of the duke of Buckingham.
Conversely, the intelligent and generous duke of Bedford was highly benevo-
lent. Paternalism was “a patchy affair,” one that even varied within one indi-
vidual. Sharmon Crawford, M.P., called Londonderry Ireland’s best landlord,
and the mining inspector Seymour Tremeheere thought him “liberal and ef-
fectual for education,” whereas Durham was“deficient” in that respect. Even
the duke of Sutherland found “no occupation more . . . agreeable than going
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about among [the poor] . . . rebuking . . . or commending,” and doing the
duties that his position demanded—but duties that, he confessed, he could
not fully perform, since his estates were so vast.13

The vast estates and exalted titles of dukes and earls often brought a lofti-
ness and remoteness that did not burden the gentry. The squire’s estate
proved more personal and intimate, one where tenants and laborers could
look up to the squire as the father of the parish. Three such fathers were
Norfolk’s Sir John Boileau, Suffolk’s Henry Bunbury, and Essex’s J. J. Strutt.
All were agricultural improvers, aware that only greater crops could feed the
multiplying parishioners. Boileau, a member of the Royal Society, experi-
mented with crop rotation and improved drainage; Bunbury examined his
tenants’ various soils, regrouped the farms, advised on crops, and knew every
tenant and laborer personally; Strutt gave his tenants a “harangue on capital,
labour, and manure”; and all three believed fair rents and wages and winter
employment to be economically profitable.14 All three also promoted allot-
ments, schools, and good cottages, rural paternalism’s three indispensable in-
stitutions. Bunbury built twenty-eight new cottages and enlarged the old
ones, some for the retired; Boileau did the same, as well as teaching tenants to
keep them “neat and clean”; and Strutt improved all of his houses. Strutt and
Boileau also built new schools. All three saw allotments as the great desid-
eratum. Bunbury wrote an article in their praise in the Journal of the Royal So-
ciety, urging that they never be over one-half acre, at nominal rents, near the
cottage, and free of the poor rate. His ninety-eight allotments netted £4 to £5
a year, and in twenty-eight years, only one cottager failed to pay the rent, evi-
dence of the great moral improvement effected. Strutt, a magistrate, insisted
that allotments reduced crime, as did Boileau and Bunbury, both high sher-
iffs. Boileau called himself “the father of the parish” and “father of the father-
less . . . a peace maker, and teacher of the poor.” He held daily prayers with
the servants, demanded Church attendance, and would have no Dissenters as
tenants. Servants were censured, boys who stole whipped, and striking labor-
ers confronted with the military, lectures on political economy, and, two days
later, higher wages. Bunbury was also a believer in political economy and ran
his parish with firmness, as did Strutt, although on evangelical lines anathema
to Boileau and Bunbury. Strutt denounced balls, parties, and hunting. Aware
that he had “all the parish on my hand,” he urged all to “do our utmost to
improve the religious, moral and temporal state of the poor.” He made them
attend Church, punished “theft, drunkenness and idleness” and gave fair
wages.15

Model squires such as Boileau, Bunbury, and Strutt added a warm inti-
macy to their moral sovereignty. Boileau sat with the sick and every January
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feasted the poor on beef, plum pudding, and ale, while Strutt saw to it that the
aged had tea and sugar and salt butter, and that his wife organized a ladies’
lying-in fund. Bunbury expressed his warmth by defending the laborers in the
Bury Post, declaring that incendiarism arose from “inadequate wages . . .
[and] frequent dismissals.” The “simple minded, well meaning” laborers, he
added were “grateful and full of good feeling.” He ended with a purely pater-
nalist exhortation to “let land and cottages . . . at reasonable rates,” pay “fair
wages,” never discharge because of “rain or frost . . . talk with them . . . advise
them, and encourage them, [and then] you will have no more fires”16

There were more than 3,000 landed gentry in early Victorian England,
most of whom did not do as Bunbury exhorted. Suffolk’s historian John
Glyde sadly recorded in 1852 that Bunbury’s letter had not persuaded Suf-
folk’s 423 landowners to give allotments “a fair trial.” Most paid only seven or
eight shillings in weekly wages, although Lancashire farmers paid thirteen or
fourteen. Most cottages were overcrowded and dismal, a source of immoral-
ity. In slack seasons, laborers were also “cast upon the parish.”17 In Suffolk,
Bunburys were as exceptional as Shaftesburys in Dorset. The diary of Lord
Ashley, who became the seventh earl of Shaftesbury in 1851, records his strong
resolve to build good cottages. But the same diary also describes “petty pro-
prietors [who] exact five fold rent for a [cottage] five fold inferior in condi-
tion,” which was not merely done sometimes but “always.” Ashley’s cryptic
“always” and Glyde’s “no fair trial” tell a story amply supported by the gov-
ernment’s 1843 Report on Women and Children in Agriculture and 1847 Re-
port on Settlement and Removal. Both underline the curse of wretched
housing. Witness upon witness, clergymen, doctors, and poor law guardians,
describe overcrowded, run-down, leaky cottages, damp and close, whose bed-
room for six or seven spawned promiscuity. “In nine villages out of ten,” said
one witness, “the cottage is still nothing but a slightly improved hovel,” a
judgment repeated by witnesses from Devon to Northumberland.18

Some landlords tore down and some refused to build cottages. In a “close”
parish, one owned by one or two landlords, cottagers, if unemployed, ill, or
old would, by going on relief, increase the landlord’s rates. Not a few land-
lords therefore either destroyed or refused to build cottages, thus lowering
their rates. Nineteen witnesses told the 1847 Select Committee on Settlement
that this was widely done, which not a single witness denied. “It has been
done very much,” was one comment, “in a great many parishes.” There was
“a great tendency” to do so, and “in many smaller parishes [there were] often
no cottages.” In Dorset, this was the case “to a very great extent”; in the east-
ern counties, cottages were “fast diminishing”; and in Suffolk, where there
was one proprietor, “they get rid of the poor people.” It was not Chartists or
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agitators against the Corn Law who gave such testimony but poor law guardi-
ans, magistrates, and clergymen. And they added “in open parishes . . . cot-
tages are shocking”; throughout England, there was “a great destitution . . . of
cottages.” It was not only to lower rates that cottages were destroyed or not
built. “Many landowners,” said one witness, consider them “a nuisance.”
More and more the evicted cottagers were forced to live three or four or five
miles away in towns with no paternal bonds. That there is a “tie between
farmers and labourers” said a magistrate, “is a delusion.” The two govern-
ment reports of 1843 and 1847 make it clear that model squires and cottage-
building earls were rare and harsh landlords common. Even paternalist jour-
nals admitted the fact. “Nor are landlords and farmers,” said the Times, “apt
to care much for cottages”; “the great majority of the owners of landed prop-
erty,” concluded the Oxford and Cambridge Review, “have regarded cottages
as nuisances . . . [and] diminish their number.”19 Landlords also regarded low
rents as a nuisance, as farmers did high wages. Farmers, said the ninety-year-
old James Sparshott, “have got hard hearted.” He told a select committee in
1837 that a golden age of high wages and each with his “barrel of beer” had
given way to low wages and water. Wages ranged from seven to nine shillings
a week in the southwest, and from nine to eleven shillings in Sussex and Kent.
Low wages were a necessity, declared the farmers, despite the fact that farmers
in Northumberland paid twelve to fourteen shillings.20 It was a mystery, more
than one witness said, how the poor survived. It was a mystery solved in part
by sending their boys to the fields and their daughters into service, the boys as
early as the age of seven, and generally when aged nine or ten. Except for the
winter, the hours were from 6 A.M. to 6 P.M. Wages began at 1s. 6d. a week,
rising to 3s. 6d.

Wages were low, declared the farmers, because rents were so high and
leases so short. Farmers complained loudly to the 1847 and 1848 Select Com-
mittee on the Game Law and Agricultural Customs that landowners had the
upper hand. Farmers with skill and capital who wanted to rent farms were too
numerous, ten to twenty bidding for each farm. The result was high rents and
yearly leases, which allowed landlords to raise rents quickly if prices rose. And
compensation was seldom given for improvements to a farm when the lease
ended, as was standard for urban properties. Asked why there was this dispar-
ity, a barrister replied, “The tenants in towns have more power . . . [since] the
tenants in the country were a good deal more under the power of the land-
lord.”

The landlords also used their power to preserve game, which was often at
the farmer’s expense, because the hares and game birds preserved for hunting
and the hunting itself often did damage to the farmers’ fields, ranging from £2
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to £6 per acre. In one district, game destroyed one-fourth of the crop.21 The
landowners, too, had grown hard-hearted. They even sought profits in the
quintessential paternalist act, the granting of allotments. “My fear is,” de-
clared Sir George Strickland, a Yorkshire M.P., “that this allotment system is
an excuse for getting rack rents, very high rents.” Quarter-acre allotments
were rarely given free. To do so, landowners insisted, would undermine the
laborer’s self-reliance. For the same reason, paternalist landlords imposed
penny and farthing charges for clothing and coal clubs, and even for soup
kitchens. How much self-reliance it taught is unknown, but it did show that a
cash nexus ruled agriculture, a cash nexus about which two paternalist
squires and M.P.’s, Oxfordshire’s Joseph Henley and Warwickshire’s Charles
Newdegate, were unashamed. Both insisted that private contract, not law,
should determine whether compensation should be given for a tenant’s im-
provements. Hard bargaining, profits, and market forces, not benevolence,
ruled English landowners; their most cherished motto being “live and let
live.” “Landowners talk much of identity-of-interests and harmony,” said
W. H. Little in 1845 to the Abergavenny Farm Club, “but however beautiful
this may sound . . . it is not . . . true in fact.”22

Many a landlord would, however, protest that there was another side to
the story, that their returns from rents fell short of returns from capital in-
vested in railways, textiles, or government consols (“consolidated annui-
ties”). Except for improved agriculture on good soil, agriculture was not a
buoyant source of profit. Furthermore, despite much haggling over leases and
complaints about hares and game birds, trust and friendship did, in most
cases, bind landlord and tenant, and even informed the laborer’s deference. It
is for economic historians to determine how profitable land was, how fair the
rewards to landlord, tenant, and laborer were, and how exploitative or neces-
sary high rents and low wages. It is, however, most probable that, in most
cases, the landlord’s rent and the farmer’s profits were ample enough for a
more generous performance of his paternal duties than was common.

The record of that performance is not distinguished. Many landlords were
niggardly, especially when it came to support of schools. Such was certainly
the view of the education inspectors who recorded “very poor agricultural
schools,” “small and ill paid village schools,” “one teacher per 111 pupils,”
“only one in three teachers duly prepared,” and “the indifference of the
many”; in 1852, in the southwest, “three-fourths of the pupils [were] under
ten,” the older children being out in the fields.23

Not a few in the fields turned to poaching. Ill-educated, mired in poverty,
and adventuresome, the young were tempted to steal pheasant eggs, a first
step in a poacher’s career. After hearing in the beer shop of hares and game
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birds and hunters destroying crops, poaching seemed no crime. But it was,
and the most common of crimes. Nearly one in four of those sent to prison
were poachers, most of them sentenced by a summary hearing of one or two
landlord J.P.’s, not too knowledgeable in the law. The Home Office reported
in 1845 that of 1,849 committals, not only were a great many “illegal,” but
“there was a great deal of . . . injustice.” No other law protecting property,
said witnesses to the Select Committee on the Game Laws, was administered
so harshly, and so greatly encouraged disrespect for the law.24 They hardly
cemented those bonds that the duke of Richmond celebrated as part of “the
old fashioned way.”

Once in prison, the poacher became a ward of the state. The landlord as
J.P. thus acted for him, as for the insane, in loco parentis. It was a paternal
duty resting on a legal basis, whether voting money in quarter sessions for
county prisons and lunatic asylums or, as visiting justices, supervising those
institutions. It was a duty not always well performed. Although the Lunacy
Act of 1845 required all thirty-nine counties to build asylums, only sixteen
had done so by 1852; nor did magistrates comply with orders to send the over
9,000 insane who suffered in the grim backrooms of workhouses to licensed
institutions. An ingrained aversion to higher rates led to their failure to act
genuinely in loco parentis toward the insane and the criminal.25 “A scene of
abject misery,” said one prison inspector of a miserable jail; “a dismal, filthy,
black hole,” reported another; “discreditable” concluded a third, who also
found that magistrates refused any schooling as too expensive. Nineteen years
after the establishment of the prison inspectors, one of them found the pris-
ons in the southwest and Wales, mired in “inertia and failure.” Many J.P.’s
took to their duties in loco parentis quite robustly, carrying out the Home
Office’s policy of separate confinement and the treadmill with a paternal
authority and paternal severity. Prison inspectors found flogging and long
hours on the treadmills far too common. The J.P.’s at Wells readily built a
new prison for separate confinement, but to save expense, built cells only 9
feet by 4 feet 6 inches. J.P.’s in loco parentis could be grim.26

The above picture of land doing its paternal duties is partial, focusing on
the failings. The same parliamentary reports that tell of rack-renting, squalid
cottages, and dismal prisons also tell of the multiplication of medical clubs,
improved housing, benefit societies, and good schools. Benevolence, sympa-
thy, and conscientiousness were interwoven with callousness, selfishness, and
negligence to form the “patchy” pattern of paternalism at the grass roots. Yet
notwithstanding the promotion of clothing clubs, so admirable in intent,
many women who worked a field in the rain retired early to bed to allow their
one dress to dry, and many, many men never attended church for want of
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proper clothing.27 They lived in the counties where a scattering of clothing
clubs did little to clothe men earning seven to nine shillings a week.

There was, of course, the New Poor Law of 1834, designed to institutional-
ize a paternalism that disciplined instead of corrupted, which won the sup-
port of most landlords. In 1858, no fewer than fifty-one peers and twenty bar-
onets were chairmen of boards of guardians. Assistant poor law commission-
ers praised their cooperation, saying: “Lord Dartmouth has given great and
valuable support”; “Lord Spencer introduced me to many gentlemen”; “Lord
Howe declares himself a convert”; Lord Ebrington “helped me form medical
clubs”; the duke of Rutland is “zealous for our cause.”28

The gentry also pitched in. “All my chairmen but one,” boasted an assis-
tant commissioner, “are members of the House.” Numerous too were the
clergy who chaired boards of guardians, some ninety-one in 1838. The elite of
the countryside saw in the New Poor Law a way to do its duties. Peers, M.P.’s,
and clergymen presided over nearly one-third of the 528 boards of guardi-
ans.29 They saw in the Poor Law a means to consolidate their power. The his-
torian Anthony Brundage has shown how the law “incorporated the many hi-
erarchically structured deference communities” and so “enhanced the aggre-
gate influence of . . . [the] local magnates.”30 Many of them, along with the
gentry and clergy, cooperated in order to be sure that the boundaries and
forms of the new unions would leave unscathed their patriarchal position.

The elite performed their duties in harness with farmers and shopkeepers
in ways that varied from the refusal of all outdoor relief for the able-bodied to
its abundant use, from austere to ample diets, and from well- to ill-ordered
workhouses. They could enforce harsh discipline and yet grant generous
medical relief. It is again a mixed picture, made more ambiguous because it is
not one of a purely local paternalism at work. Much of the improved medical
care, improved treatment of the insane, and greater cleanliness and healthi-
ness and order in the workhouse came from a central bureaucracy detested
by many a paternalist. It was also government grants and the persuasion of
education inspectors that led to more and better parish schools, just as the
harangues of lunacy commissioners led to civilized asylums. If left solely to its
local base, paternalism would not have been as dynamic or effective.

The landed class was ambivalent toward the central government. Its atti-
tude varied from the deepest hostility to a grudging approval. Individual
landlords could even hold differing views, now favoring a central poor law,
now opposing a central board of health. They disliked new measures, but as
law-abiding Englishmen, they carried them out, if sometimes reluctantly,
once they were old ones. Acting on their own, they promoted allotments—a
prime symbol of a landed paternalism—so tepidly that an 1843 select com-
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mittee declared that what was needed was legislation. Indeed, the Labourer’s
Friend Society, which did the most to promote allotments, was centered in
London and northern towns, more a reflection of diffuse philanthropy than
of “HOMEBORN” paternalism. The lament of the Labourer’s Friend Society was
that so few landlords granted allotments.31 In the end, paternalists in Parlia-
ment defeated the compulsory measure. When it came to allotments, they
wanted no central government interfering in their local paternalism, not even
a partnership as in the cases of the poor law, lunacy, and education. A local
paternalism, acting on its own, was capable of individual instances of a wise
and benevolent rule, but those instances were too few for paternalism as
practiced to solve England’s acute, vast, and multiplying social evils. They
were evils that also challenged the Church of England and its clergy, who
claimed to be the shepherds of their flocks.

t h e  s h e p h e r d s  a n d  t h e i r  f l o c k s

Some 17,000 to 18,000 ordained priests of the Church of England—over
13,000 of them with benefices and parish churches—considered themselves
shepherds enjoined by God to care for the eternal and temporal welfare of the
poor. In 1844, the archbishop of Canterbury pronounced that Jesus’ injunc-
tions “to preach the gospel . . . and feed His flock” were the twofold aim of the
Church. Other bishops added the duty to clothe the naked and visit the sick,
citing Matthew’s “I am hungered and ye gave me meat . . . naked and ye
clothed me.” These oft-repeated injunctions led enthusiastic Tractarians, like
the Reverend Edward Pusey, to urge the clergy “to penetrate our mines . . . to
grapple with our manufacturing system,” and the bishop of London to urge
the clergy to inspect the homes of the poor, teach them cleanliness, and im-
prove the most miserable of their dwellings. Nothing seemed too heroic for
these shepherds. The bishop of Chester asked his clergy to visit 3,000 families
a year in addition to the sick and aged. The bishop of Oxford called his clergy
“instructors and guides of thought and opinion,” who should “promote the
general welfare and . . . morals of the people.” They should protect women
from panderers, limit the sale of liquor, improve prisons, and end brutal
sports, and the abuse of charitable trusts.32 Extensive as were their activities,
they did not expect poverty, disease, and crime to end. They indulged in no
such hubris. They hoped to console, admonish, and relieve, not to remake
society. Poverty was inevitable, man hopelessly sinful. “The poor,” said the
bishop of Chester citing Deuteronomy 11:15 “shall never cease out of the
land.” But its inevitability in no way lessened the command to visit the des-
titute and sick and assuage that suffering that churchmen believed was provi-
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dential. They considered both the Irish famine and the cholera of 1848 as or-
dained of God. “Famine, a Rod of God” was a sermon preached by Liver-
pool’s most popular evangelical, the Reverend Hugh M’Neil, a rod whose
“merciful object” was to “call . . . the suffering to repentance.”

Like the bishops and most clergymen’s sermons, M’Neil nowhere called
for improved sanitation, only that Christians be penitent and devout. The
clergy also accepted as providential the enormous and growing gap between
rich and poor. Only a few, like the Reverend W. F. Hook of Leeds, worried
about such gross inequalities. He told Archdeacon Samuel Wilberforce that
bishops should give up their huge incomes and “become as poor as Ambrose
or Augustine.” Wilberforce disagreed, replying that not only would there al-
ways be poverty but “God has ordained differences of rank.”33

Three assumptions informed the clergy’s view of wealth, that its inequali-
ties were ordained, that it carried with it a Christian stewardship, and that the
superior ranks were needed to control and improve the sinful. The first of
these assumptions led the Reverend William Gresley to declare that “inde-
pendence and perfect equality are not good for man . . . [and that] there
should be rich and poor . . . in order to call forth . . . self denial, charity, hu-
mility.” The Reverend Samuel Green agreed, calling poverty God’s affliction
and “wealth . . . his gift [and] the gradations of society . . . his appointment.”
The Reverend Arthur Martineau, in a sermon full of Coleridge and Word-
sworth, insisted that “each has his appointed station . . . in a framework of so-
ciety that runs from parent and child, husband and wife, to ruler and ruled.34

A Christian stewardship based on wealth should also lead to a generous
charity. The rich, announced the bishop of Salisbury, faced “great danger” if
they forsook “God’s Stewardship,” a fact that led the bishop of Llandaff con-
stantly to “inculcate the maxim that property has its duties,” which the clergy
never tired of preaching. Property had to do its duty, since, however frequent
the parish clergy’s visitations, and they were none too frequent, they could
barely touch England’s myriad social ills. The wealthy must also visit the
poor, act kindly to servants, be fair to employees, and urge the rich to help the
poor. The wealthy were obliged, proclaimed St. Pancras’s the Reverend Tho-
mas Dale, “to feed the hungry, to clothe the naked, to provide a refuge for the
fatherless, to be the eyes to the blind and feet to the lame.”35 The exemplary
lives of the rich should also inspire those beneath them. Clerical and lay
would, by the conscientious use of the talents God had given them, mitigate
the afflictions that were Adam’s curse.

The poor also had duties. They must be sober and industrious, obedient
and subordinate. “The book of Providence,” said Cheltenham’s Reverend
Francis Close, “is one grand scheme of subordination.” The humble and
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meek who would inherit the Kingdom of Heaven were even more favored of
God than the rich, according to the Reverend Alexander Watson, because the
rich had only one advantage in winning salvation, that they had the means of
being charitable.

Most clergymen had as sanguine a view of a harmonious society as did the
political economists. Providence had decreed, declared the bishop of Chester,
that all evils have “a corresponding remedy.” Excessive riches did not hurt the
poor, said the Reverend Gresley, because “no man however rich can appro-
priate to himself much more than his proportion of the necessaries of life.”
The poor were also an absolute boon to the rich, said the Reverend Henry
Melville, a very popular London evangelical, since by providing “objects
which continually appeal to our compassion,” they allowed the rich “to make
progress in genuine piety.” The High Church Reverend Francis Paget agreed.
“If we provide for the sick and needy,” he said, “we shall ourselves be deliv-
ered in the day of our trouble.”36

Society was not all harmony, because there were sinners, and they de-
manded authority. “Submit yourself to every ordinance of man for the Lord’s
sake” was an unquestioned part of their social outlook. The magistrate
“beareth not the sword in vain,” announced the Reverend T. R. Bentley, with
the Reverend Francis Close seconding him, saying, “Obedience must be ob-
tained, whether by reason . . . or moral suasion or the rod.”37

The clergy were not shy of the rod. They defended flogging for the erring
and workhouses for the indolent. The Reverend Henry Milman wanted the
workhouse to be “a place of hardship, of coarse fare and degradation.” The
shepherds of the flock were more than visitors to the poor. In their manifold
duties, often as J.P.’s or poor law guardians, they viewed the Church as central
to paternalism, for some as “the lynch pin holding society together,” for oth-
ers as “a great social machine,” a “natural link between . . . rich and poor,”
and “a catholic society divinely instituted for social ends.”38 They managed
charities and hospitals and supervised prisons and asylums, all part of what
Archdeacon Wilberforce called “your several spheres.”

The clergy did not always agree on how to care for their flocks. The chair-
man of the Andover poor law guardians, the Reverend Christopher Dodson,
defended that law before a select committee that in 1846 exposed its cruel
workings and meager diets, while the Reverend Thomas Sockett joined other
clergymen to denounce it before the 1837 Select Committee on the Poor
Law.39 No, one, however, denounced it more vigorously than West Riding’s
Parson Bull, ally of the High Tory Richard Oastler in the movement for a ten-
hour day and an inveterate foe of centralization. He was a model paternalist,
building schools, encouraging sick clubs, and lecturing on temperance when
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not proclaiming that the poor had a right to God’s generous bounty of fertile
land. Not many of the clergy shared Bull’s hatred of the law; the majority ac-
cepted it even though many also agreed with the Reverend C. Waterson, in
his Address on Pauperism, that the true remedy lay in the principles of the
gospel. Even some of the most benevolent, like the Reverend Sidney Godol-
phin Osborne, supported the New Poor Law, although not without con-
demning its worst severities.40

On boards of guardians throughout England, as guardians, chaplains, and
visitors, the Anglican clergy saw that the members of their flock were not ill
used. Many were also active founding and running schools. “Train up a child
in the way he should go: and when he is old, he will not depart from it,” they
believed with Proverbs (22:6). The child’s soul also required education in
Christian truth. To John Keble, inspirer of the Oxford Movement, no duty
was so vital and sacred as catechizing young pupils, and the Reverend Robert
Armitage of Hereford pronounced the schoolmaster second only to the cler-
gyman in usefulness. Bishop Blomfield of London also saw Church and
school as allies in usefulness. “Where a church is built,” he announced,
“schools . . . are sure to follow, “bringing a combined provision for the spiri-
tual and moral wants of the people . . . [and] cure of its most dangerous dis-
ease.” More schools, he insisted, would mean fewer prisons, an optimism not
shared by Kent’s Reverend T. J. Hussey, who feared that overeducation
“prematurely develops the intellect until . . . it totters on the verge of insan-
ity.” Most clergy, sharing neither Hussey’s fears nor Blomfield’s optimism,
worked to promote education, although only if solidly Anglican—catechism,
prayer book, and all—and also only if the secular instruction was limited to
reading, writing, morality, and the proper social deference. The bishop of
Salisbury saw no need of schooling beyond the age of ten, since “the pressure
of poverty demanded their employment.”41 Believing that sinful man’s indo-
lence, drinking, and improvidence greatly contributed to his distress, the
clergy insisted that the great remedy for that distress would be the stern les-
sons of industry, sobriety, and frugality, all taught by admonishing clergy-
men, disciplining employers, and truly Christian schoolmasters.

The above account of the clergymen’s views of themselves as shepherds of
their flock is drawn from many episcopal charges, sermons, and memoirs.
Whether High, Broad, or Low Church, though differing on theology, they be-
lieved that, as good shepherds they must visit, aid, console, admonish, educate,
and discipline their flock. It was an ideal suitable for rural England, in which
the clergyman (supposedly) knew all his parishioners—parishes such as Chil-
bottom in Hampshire, where the Reverend Richard Durnford gave the poor
allotments from his glebe lands, established a school at his own expense, col-



58 t h e  t r a d i t i o n  o f  p a t e r n a l i s m

lected fuel for the poor, and chastised farmers who ill treated their laborers. His
wife also made daily visits to the poor, whom she regarded as family. She gave
the destitute soup, and the sick and weak, wine and medicine. At Oxford’s par-
ish of Whitney, the Reverend Charles Jerram was also active, placing all dwell-
ings under his appointed visitors, who aided the residents and supervised
them. He built two schoolrooms and an infant school, examined the pupils
himself, visited the old and ill, and saw that there was no pugilism in the parish.
More active than Durnford or Jerram was Dorset’s Sidney Godolphin Os-
borne, with his coal fund, wives’ friendly society, penny clothing fund, benefit
clubs, savings bank, and allotments. In parishes like these, and in others in
rural England, the clergy showed how much they were a part of paternalism,
and how it could alleviate, if not remove, poverty and destitution.42

The Church of England had its cathedral towns as well as rural parishes,
and its cathedral ideal, an ideal dear to the heart of Edward Denison, bishop
of Salisbury. For Denison, “the service of ordination expressly entrusts its
ministers with both the guardianship of the poor” and the teaching of the
children. To educate the children, he helped establish a diocesan board of
education and two teacher training colleges. Convinced that diocesan insti-
tutions could mold and control society, he urged that ecclesiastical courts be
more active. His canon and secretary of the diocesan board of education,
Walter Hamilton, was convinced that cathedrals “ought to be centers of re-
ligious education,” a vision he carried out after 1854 as bishop of Salisbury.
Known as the “bishop of the poor,” he gave the 100 neediest a yearly dinner of
roast beef and plum pudding. Pleased by the work of both bishops was Syd-
ney Herbert, M.P., of nearby Wilton House. In 1849, Herbert published Pro-
posals for the Better Application of Cathedral Institutions. To existing diocesan
colleges for training teachers, he proposed adding a pastoral college to edu-
cate men for the clergy and a college to educate laymen. There would be a di-
ocesan building society, diocesan inspectors of charities, and “an army of
missionaries to combat ignorance and infidelity.” It was a noble vision, but
one far exceeding both the resources of the diocese and the energy and re-
solve of its canons and prebends.43 The early Victorian bishops had great am-
bitions, and they grew more powerful than ever. In 1838 and 1839, in response
to talk of government schools, they took bold action. They established
twenty-four diocesan and sub-diocesan boards of education and many col-
leges for training hundreds of schoolmasters and schoolmistresses to fulfill
the Church’s resolve to be the educator of the people.

But although bishops had grown in power and assumed bold ambitions,
the revenues and zeal were lacking. In 1845, the bishop of Salisbury confessed
that the diocesan board of education had run out of money. It was a reality
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that James Kay-Shuttleworth, secretary to the government’s Committee on
Education bluntly recognized when he told Lord John Russell, “Neither the
clergy nor the laity were equal to the design. They did not care sufficiently for
the people . . . and have not made the necessary sacrifices.”44

The cathedral ideal, like the parochial ideal, had its limits. Since both were
at their best mitigating rural evils, how could they meet a flood of urban
ones? The Reverend W. F. Hook thought they could, even in Leeds, with
152,000 people, 88,741 of whom lived in Hook’s parish, which was nearly
seven miles in diameter. The parish had ten churches, seating only 13,000—of
which only 5,500 seats were not taken by the renters of pews. Eight churches
had no residences for their ministers. There was only one clergyman for 6,000
souls. But Hook was undaunted. He not only built ten new churches but sev-
enteen parsonages for seventeen ministers in seventeen parishes created by an
act of Parliament that he had engineered. He also established schoolrooms for
7,500.45

Bishop Blomfield faced quite as awesome a challenge in vast London: in
Bethnal Green, there was one church for every 35,000 people and one na-
tional school for every 70,000. The vast evils did not discourage the energetic
and ambitious Blomfield. He supervised the addition of 11 clergymen, 15
schoolmasters, 100 Sunday school teachers, and 101 district visitors to Bethnal
Green, all bringing the parish “our holy religion [and] administering to their
temporal wants.”46

Not all towns faced Leeds’s and London’s vast problems. Cheltenham had
36,000 inhabitants and only two churches in 1825, and few children there at-
tended any school at all. The Reverend Francis Close, a zealous evangelical,
then arrived, and by 1841, Cheltenham had six Anglican churches, 17,000 chil-
dren attending school, and many Church-supported institutions, ranging
from orphanages to Magdalen houses.

In his effort to bring Christianity to East London, Blomfield was helped by
dedicated clergymen such as Whitechapel’s Reverend William Champneys,
who built three churches and founded schools for boys and girls and a special
one for the ragged. He also formed a shoe-black brigade to employ vagrant
boys, an association to promote workers’ health, and opened an office to re-
place pubs as a place for hiring coal whippers (laborers who moved coal using
a pulley called a “whip”).47 The work of Hook, Close, and Champneys and
their lay helpers appeared to be the first step—however limited—toward the
creation of a clerisy that could lessen social evils, but it was a step that drew
criticism from Coleridge because of its use of laymen in visiting societies, re-
ducing it, he said, to “a Scotch eldership in disguise.”

Coleridge, the deprecator of “traders in philanthropy,” might have liked
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Close’s vast array of societies even less. So might Hook, who, like so many
High Churchmen, wished ordained churchmen, not reborn laymen, however
devout, to be the ministering shepherds of the flock. He thus concentrated on
creating more parishes and more clergy, clergy who, as part of an apostolic
Church, could catechize the young, celebrate the sacraments, and ordain sis-
ters of charity. These sisters and young men in religious communities would
visit the poor and the sick and teach the young. Hook contributed £400 out
of his income of £1,200 to this end and inspired his young clergy to be equally
sacrificial. “We lived together to save money,” one of them wrote, “rose at six,
[to pray] . . . at nine religious instruction . . . to the older scholars . . . [then]
visits . . . a service, . . . baptism and burials: and at ten at night we wearily
reached home.”48

Close worked just as tirelessly, only in an evangelical way, as an inveterate
organizer of societies. No other town, bragged the Cheltenham Chronicle,
“possess[ed] a greater number of benevolent institutions.” There were socie-
ties for orphans, hospitals, dispensaries, missionaries, aid to pastors, fallen
women, propagating Christian knowledge, and schools of every kind, socie-
ties invariably chaired by the man many called the “Pope of Cheltenham.”
Idolized by the fashionable and feared by the lowly, the imperious Close
would tolerate no error or sin. He had the young radical George Jacob Ho-
lyoake imprisoned for blasphemy. Close’s social outlook was a fusion of a
traditional paternalism with evangelical philanthropy. He was more than a
shepherd of his flock, he was their complete patriarch.49

Not a few High Churchmen shuddered at Close and his many societies.
For the Reverend William Gresley, Close’s mortal enemy in theological dis-
putes, there would be “no need of those numerous associations” if all Chris-
tians were like the early ones. His friend the Reverend John Sandford, author
of Parochialia, called voluntary associations a “painful anomaly,” since they
did work so obviously “the province of the Church.” There was no need of
such societies, argued the Reverend Francis Paget, whose colleague the Rever-
end T. J. Hussey said that “the Church ought to be one great club, or benefit
society,” one that would not form “a selfish vainglorious philanthropy,” but
care for the poor directly. Only by giving through “the offertory as part of the
divine service,” added Paget, could one escape “hypocrisy and ostentation”
and fulfill “the responsibilities which wealth involves.”50 But to comprehend
the poor in the Church as a benefit society, the pew rents that excluded them
must end. The High Church bishop of Exeter, who did little to alleviate the
poor’s suffering, was tireless in denouncing pew rents. His paternalism, like
that of most High Churchmen, was Church-centered. It was a paternalism
never more evident at the consecration of the Church of St. Barnabas in Pim-
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lico, a consecration attended by Keble, Pusey, Manning, Sewell, Gresley, and
Paget. St. Barnabas was for the poor. No pew rents disgraced it. It had schools
for boys and girls and a college for resident clergy. Its pastor, the Reverend
William Bennet, who called the existence of great wealth and abject poverty a
“grievous disease,” saw its cure in religion—in more churches and schools,
and more colleges of clergymen and sisters of charity. “How better to mani-
fest our love of the poor by . . . living with them . . . as an ecclesiastical body,”
an act that would “end the spiritual and material destitution in the metropo-
lis.”51 It was a noble vision, and no doubt did some good in Pimlico, but
hardly in the metropolis. In the year that St. Barnabas was consecrated, Lon-
don’s diocesan board of education raised only £360 for its 353 schools. Admi-
rable though their aims and worthy their acts, their paternalism, like that of
most churchmen, had severe limitations, among which four were increasingly
obvious: (1) inadequate revenue, (2) too few caring shepherds, (3) too narrow
a focus on saving souls, and (4) too great a fear of disturbing the status quo
and the Church’s privileges.

The revenues of the Church of England were inadequate in large part be-
cause they were poorly distributed. One contemporary estimated its revenue
from tithes, lands, fees of all sorts, offerings, lectureships, chaplaincies, and
chapels to be £9,450,565. Many voluntary societies, such as the Church Pas-
toral and Church Building Society and the National Society, raised thou-
sands. Queen Anne’s Bounty also helped poorer livings, and by 1849, gov-
ernment grants to Church schools came to £529,000. There was no need to
build new churches either, because the existing ones were not full. In London
and in northern towns, only one in ten workers attended church. Money was,
of course, needed, especially for the parish livings that Hook brought to Leeds
and Bennet to Pimlico. Such an invaluable expansion might have occurred
had there been a fairer division of the Church’s wealth. The bishop of Dur-
ham’s £19,000 could have supported many a curate. The richer livings, some
with incomes of over £1,000, could have helped the 860 curates receiving less
than £50 a year. An ecclesiastical commission thought of shifting those ample
cathedral incomes, much of which went to idle prebends and canons, to par-
ishes with active pastors, but ended up shifting only £30,000 a year. Mean-
while, seven bishops in the 1840s spent huge sums to rebuild, build anew, or
lease new palaces: £4,800 helped the bishop of Oxford build a new residence,
and £15,000 went for a new one for the bishop of Ripon.52 Such expenditures
hardly set a good example for those who desired the Church to become the
teacher of a rapidly growing population, a task demanding millions of
pounds. Such was not forthcoming. Although they received nearly 80 percent
of the government’s grants for education, every diocesan board of education
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reported want of funds. The education inspectors praised “the zeal of the
clergy” and their “expert assistance” and called them “sacrificial” and “great
promoters of elementary education,” but then noted “a great deficiency of
money” and “a want of adequate . . . funds.” The want of funds, said one in-
spector in 1852, “is constantly growing worse and worse,” another in 1853
adding that they are “wholly insufficient.” A want of the funds necessary to
qualify for a government grant doomed many a poor district to no church
school at all, Anglican or Dissenting. The National Society might have helped
the Anglican schools, but in 1854, its funds were “in a depressed state.”53

The shepherds of the flock also lacked the means to fulfill Christ’s admo-
nition “feed the hungry and clothe the naked.” Except for Christmas benevo-
lence, occasional alms, and the encouragement of clothing, coal, and blanket
clubs, and, in crises, soup kitchens, these aspiring shepherds could do little
but accept the fact that the government’s Poor Law, not the Church’s largesse,
would care for the poor.

More than money was lacking. The Church lacked the Hooks and
Champneys to fulfill its paternal mission. Too many of the clergy were like
the Bartons, Gilfils, and “old Mr. Crewes” in George Eliot’s Scenes of Clerical
Life or the Hardinges and Grantleys of Anthony Trollope’s The Warden. Bar-
ton was “plebeian, dim and ineffectual,” Gilfils “smoked long pipes and
preached short sermons” and dined and hunted with local squires, while
Crewe “delivered inaudible sermons” and “made a fortune out of his school
and curacy.” Trollope’s Hardinge was a warden of a charity most of whose in-
come the warden received, and his Grantley an archdeacon as ambitious as
the sleekest bishop and adamantly opposed to all reform. George Eliot lov-
ingly portrays Barton, Gilfil, and Crewe as playing a warm and admirable part
in village life. But such clergymen were not effective reformers of social ills,
and neither did they, or Trollope’s clerics, ever entertain such an idea.54

Although the clerics in Eliot and Trollope never measured up to the
Hooks and Champneys, they were no doubt more representative of the Eng-
lish clergy. Clergymen varied greatly, ranging from foxhunting sybarites and
ambitious careerists to earnest evangelicals and devout High Churchmen.
Hertforshire’s pious Edward Bickersteth, author of sixteen volumes of theol-
ogy and innumerable pamphlets, was an earnest evangelical who, at four in
the afternoon, visited the school or the poor, warning them against novels,
dancing, and vain songs; and the equally pious High Churchman Robert Wil-
berforce worked zealously for a system in which deacons and churchwardens
took a more active role in parish life.55

George Eliot’s portrait of the Reverend Tryan, ever solicitous of the poor,
shows how evangelical Anglicans, challenged in part by Dissent and in part by
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infidelity, reinvigorated the paternalism of the Church, a reinvigoration that
in turn helped evoke an equally serious Tractarian movement. But despite
these revivals, so few were the model shepherds, and so great the want of
funds, that the solving of England’s social problems by a Church paternalism
was a chimera, something clergymen resolute on saving souls seldom admit-
ted.

Theology and the saving of souls, not the solving of social problems, ob-
sessed the Church’s clerics. Among the 50 charges and 350 sermons used for
this analysis, only one in four charges and one in twenty sermons dealt with
social problems, and then peripherally. Moral themes there were, but they
concerned personal behaviour and were overshadowed by theological themes,
by Tractarian disquisitions on the need of apostolic authority and ritual and
on the saving grace of the sacraments, or by evangelical sermons on the con-
version and spiritual edification of individual souls.

Society’s status quo, ordained by God, was also not to be disturbed. A
Christian need not become obsessed by destitution, child labor, long hours of
labor, and exploitation. In 1842, a year of deep depression, the Reverend
Close, the pope of Cheltenham, preached only one sermon on the poor. Five
of Cheltenham’s churches raised only £595 to relieve the many jobless, al-
though in January 1842, the town’s handsome assembly rooms hosted twenty
balls and many entertainments. The £595 nevertheless led Close to say that
the poor could no longer “rail against the Church.” Indefatigable in his phil-
anthropic societies, Close never thought of elevating Cheltenham’s poorest to
a higher status.56 Neither did most clergymen, according to Hampshire’s Rev-
erend Richard Dawes, a model shepherd, renowned for his excellent schools.
They were, Dawes declared, really suspicious of a good secular education and
would settle for mere “charity schools that would keep the labouring classes . . .
entirely apart.”57 The clergy disliked radical change. A few, mostly in northern
factory towns, supported the Ten Hour Bill, but the overwhelming majority
did not, sensitive as always to property’s rights and hostile to the interference
of a secular, centralizing government. “The bishops,” complained Lord Ash-
ley, “are timid, timeserving, and great worshippers of wealth and power.” He
could scarcely remember any clergyman who would “maintain the cause of
the labourers in the face of the pew holders.”58

Never was the clergy’s hostility to reform greater than when it endangered
the Church’s privileges—and most particularly against any measure lessening
their right to educate the people. When, in 1846, one of their own, W. F.
Hook, proposed a plan for rate-supported schools with excused time for re-
ligious instruction by either Nonconformist or Anglican pastors, Tractarians
and evangelicals alike denounced it with unprecedented anger. The Reverend
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Close declared that it would, like the Poor Law, exhaust the rates, the bishop
of London that it invaded the Church’s sacred domain.59 But Close and the
bishop had no such objection to Treasury grants to their National Society
schools, particularly since they received some 80 percent of them. Their atti-
tude to the state was ambivalent and expedient; for it when it helped the
Church, against it if it hurt the Church or helped Dissent. In 1843, they sup-
ported rate-supported factory schools that they would dominate, and in 1846,
they opposed Hook’s rate-supported schools, which they could not domi-
nate. In the long run, their jealous regard for their dominance in education
seriously delayed the advent of an effective, national tax-supported system of
public education.

The Closes and Blomfields were more willing to accept Treasury grants for
their schools than were many High Churchmen, who from 1848 to 1853, led
by Archdeacon George Denison, attacked the Committee on Education for
insisting that laymen share with the clergy the management of small rural
schools. For Denison, this squabble over laymen acting as trustees involved
“the conflict between the Church and the world,” a conflict, said the Rever-
end Francis Paget, that also involved the Church’s relief of the poor through
almsgiving. “Acts of Parliament,” he exclaimed, “cannot mend it.” Some
High Churchmen would not even recognize civil or Nonconformist mar-
riages. St. Barnabas’s Bennet refused to recognize any marriage “not solem-
nized by the parish priest.”60

The paternalism of High Churchmen grew ever more hostile to the pater-
nalism of the state as they pursued their will-o’-the-wisp of a monopoly of
England’s religious life. They all, including the Hooks and Blomfields, de-
fended the Church’s right to burial fees and control of parish cemeteries,
since it involved clergymen’s powers and incomes. Whether it was over buri-
als or workhouse chaplains being exclusively Anglican, whether education or
marriage, the Church’s vested interest conflicted with the growth of a paternal
government sufficiently comprehensive to be viable.

Paternalism was not of one piece. Its strongest pillar was the paternalism
of property; its second strongest, the Church. By 1850, for all the clergy’s self-
sacrifice, generosity, and compassion and for all their admirably Christian
work, they came nowhere near to stemming the flood of abuses and distress
brought on by industrialization, urbanization, and an expanding population.

For these very urban problems it would be perhaps wiser to look to Car-
lyle’s captains of industry.
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c a p t a i n s  o f  i n d u s t r y

Paternalism found expression not only in great dukes and fatherly squires
governing rural estates, but in captains of industry presiding over mills run by
the side of roaring streams—Samuel Greg’s Quarry Bank on the Bollin, Tho-
mas Ashton’s Hyde on a tributary of the Mersey, and Henry and Edmund
Ashworth’s New Eagley on the Irwell.

The Ashworths’ commodious mill of Lancashire limestone was flanked by
spacious four- and six-room houses of the same glistening stone for its work-
ers, with Henry Ashworth’s mansion across the ravine, proudly overlooking
the chimneys, chapel spires, and evergreen-clad hills of his New Eagley.

Greg’s less elevated mansion at Quarry Bank was still “near at hand to the
cottages,” allowing “his daughters to give friendly greetings and flowers to the
apprentices on their way to church.” Ashton at Hyde, also built his workers
houses of stone, two-storied, and with a small backyard. Pride in good hous-
ing also distinguished the Whitehead brothers’ mills, “none destitute of a
clock and a small collection of books.” The Ashworths rented their houses for
£5 a year, more than was charged by the duke of Richmond for his, but then
their working-class families’ incomes averaged £1 13s. 4d. a week, an amount
unheard of in rural Sussex.61

The captains of industry were also proud of their schools, churches, chap-
els, libraries, playgrounds, reading and lecture rooms, and baths and wash-
houses. The children of Henry Ashworth’s workers began their education in
infant schools, and after they went to work at the age of nine, they continued
to attend school for two hours a day. After the age of thirteen, it was Sunday
and night school. Of Ashworth’s workers, 98 percent could read and 45 per-
cent could write. His schools taught so much that they caused the visiting
Lord John Manners to be “alarmed by all this hotbed of intellect,” and Lord
Ashley to be thankful that the school’s “superior intellects” were rare, since it
“would be difficult keeping them in their station.”62

Lords of the soil, fearful of superior intellects, expressed their paternalism
largely in seasonal benevolence, prizes for long service, clothing and coal
clubs, and visits of the lady bountiful and the parson; the captains of industry
expressed theirs in libraries, Sunday schools, reading and lecture rooms, and
temperance societies. A religious education was fundamental to both, an An-
glican one for rural children, Anglican and Nonconformist for the urban
ones. The Ashworths were Quakers, the Gregs and Ashtons Unitarians, the
Whiteheads Methodist. Ashworth, no less autocratic than the duke of Rich-
mond, required not only attendance at church but sobriety, industry, re-
spectability and cleanliness; rule boards on factory walls promoted “the vir-
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tues of thrift, order, promptitude and perseverance.” Shoddy work, swearing,
and loitering earned a heavy fine, and industry and morality ample rewards.
He personally inspected their houses and evicted the slovenly. As did Robert
Owen at New Lanark, he had special constables to suppress immorality. “We
exercise a control . . . over them,” he told the Factory Commission, “for their
moral and social improvement.”63

The paternal autocracy of the captains of industry flourished in small
towns, where a Samuel Oldknow could, as his biographer wrote, “control and
direct the life of the community” and a Josiah Wedgewood could end the
“notion” that the workers could “do what they please.” Both were strict disci-
plinarians, firm in governing, not just on moral grounds, but because disci-
pline was necessary for factory work. Sidney Pollard argues that the village
mill paternalism was functional. The need for water power forced the mills
into remote areas, the remote areas forced them to supply houses, churches,
and other services for their new recruits to the industrial army, an army that
also needed training and discipline, and hence Sunday and day schools that
indoctrinated the young in hard work, thrift, and respectability. “It required a
man of Napoleonic nerve and ambition to subdue the refractory temper of
work people,” Andrew Ure wrote in his The Philosophy of Manufactures
(1835).64 Autocratic rule was not alone functional, so were benevolence and
friendly intercourse. Ashworth estimated that “the order and content” of each
worker was worth £50. Particularly profitable was the friendly intercourse in
chapels, Sunday schools, and lecture halls, where Ashworth in 1844 dis-
coursed on the evils of the Corn Law. Samuel Greg of Quarry Bank over-
flowed with geniality when he met his workers at the Sunday school, as did his
son at games—quoits, trap, and cricket—and when he taught them geogra-
phy and natural history, “those excelling winning the silver cross.”65

Scotland also had its village mill paternalists, the “young and athletic, affa-
ble and generous” Archibald Buchanan, who joined the young in sports;
James Finlay whose workforce included 200 teetotalers and not one drunk-
ard; and most famous and paternal of all, New Lanark’s Robert Owen and
David Dale.

Paternalism even emerged, though less vigorously, in the cities. In Liver-
pool, the Northshore Mill had excellent schools, good housing, a medical
program, and a yearly boating excursion for 600 children “of good conduct.”
Every week, one of the three owners (Anglican, Methodist and Unitarian)
read the church service to their employees. In Manchester, Mr. Morris sought
to lessen the distance between master and men in his mill with a library, class
and coffee rooms, lectures, and industrial training—including household
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duties for the girls. Some 300 joined his temperance society, and all showed
“docility and growing desire for instruction.”66

The captains of industry, at ease with the functional aims of paternal be-
nevolence and discipline, were less so with much of its rhetoric. Often Non-
conformist and mostly self-made, they were strongly individualistic and
would have their workers the same. W. R. Greg, mill owner turned author
and reviewer for the Edinburgh and Westminster reviews denounced defer-
ence and servility as feudal, while Henry Ashworth insisted that calculated
self-interest, not noblesse oblige, should rule.67 There was in this a harmony of
interests, since educated, well-treated workers increased profits. It was a thesis
repeated and amplified by their two great publicists, Andrew Ure, Glasgow’s
professor of chemistry, and the journalist W. C. Taylor. Ure in The Philosophy
of Manufactures and Taylor in Notes of a Tour in the Manufacturing Districts
told all England of the Ashworths and Gregs and many others. Although free
of the platitudes about property’s duties and workers’ deference, Ure did urge
“a paternal concern for children” and the setting of good examples, holding
that “like master like man” was true of mills as of families. He joined Ash-
worth in emphasizing an identity of interests. “Godliness is great gain” pro-
claimed the exuberant Ure who called the factory system the laborers’ “grand
palladium.” Its mill owners, he added, were less proud and self-important
and more egalitarian than landlords, a point with which W. C. Taylor entirely
concurred when he contrasted the independence of Lancashire men, who
gave “not one inch . . . in homage to wealth,” with a deferential peasantry.
Taylor never speaks of subordination, condescension, rank, and station, but
of those qualities—equality, liberty, and identity of interests—that were
stronger in manufacturing than in agriculture, a position the reverse of that
held by E. S. Cayley, an agricultural publicist from Yorkshire. Cayley argued
that landlords had stronger “inducements . . . to live in intimacy and Chris-
tian kindness.” Not so, said Taylor, claiming that manufacturers had invested
so greatly in floating capital, in machinery, that they had to keep their men
happy and efficient. The landlord, however, enjoy a huge fixed capital and so
could evict and let the land lie fallow.68 Economic circumstances themselves
forced the manufacturers to embrace paternalism, a position even Fraser’s
held in 1844 when it announced “there is no such thing as arcadian happi-
ness,” since harsh farmers separate laborers from the landlord. The Eclectic
Review also believed that manufacturers, not landlords, had “a direct interest
in educating and elevating the poor”69

For Taylor and the Eclectic and for the Quaker Ashworth and the Unitari-
ans Greg and Ashton, the poor not only had to become good and profitable
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workers but good, Christian men and women. These Bible-reading manu-
facturers also desired to create godly men, men worthy of the new Jerusalem,
self-reliant, law-abiding citizens of the new, purer, more equal Christian
commonwealth. The paternalism of the captains of industry was also an ex-
pression of a puritan vision of a godly society, one ranging from the mille-
narianism of the former Methodist Robert Owen to the vision of a laissez-
faire society whose citizens followed the teachings of Jesus.

Many of the English of the 1840s found a model for such a society in Low-
ell, Massachusetts. Charles Dickens, James Silk Buckingham, and the West-
minster, Eclectic, and Athenaeum were among the many authors, M.P.’s, and
periodicals that extolled Lowell’s virtues.70 None of the writings of Coleridge
or Southey or any other authors rivaled these accounts of Lowell in popular-
izing paternalism. From the least feudal of countries came a model of pater-
nalism far more vivid that any of England’s landed estates—the only descrip-
tions rivaling it were accounts of the Ashworths and Gregs, not of Boileau or
Bunbury.71 Not paternalist rhetoric but model houses, schools, baths, and
lecture halls expressed the paternalism of the captains of industry.

It was an ideal Coleridge and Southey had not foreseen, but one welcomed
by Carlyle and Disraeli, Disraeli seeing in it old feudal ways and Carlyle Eng-
land’s salvation. After visiting the mills of Ashworth and Leeds’s John Mar-
shall, Disraeli created Mr. Millbank of Coningsby and Mr. Trafford of Sybil,
two exemplary and benevolent industrialists. At Marshall’s flax mill, Disraeli
found a colossal factory in the Egyptian style, with 34-foot columns, a flat
roof upon which grass grew and sheep grazed, and schools and lecture halls,
where Marshall lectured on “the duties that attach to . . . property,” duties
that in the hands of “the aristocracy of the land and the aristocracy of the
loom” would create a “union among the people of every station.” To achieve
this, Marshall gave the jobless allotments, promoted education and friendly
societies, and was generous to the public infirmary.72 His efforts were of little
avail. Few other mill owners joined in, the workers had little time for allot-
ments, and the destitution was too vast.

The paternalism of village factories was ill suited for burgeoning Leeds and
Manchester or for gigantic London. In W. H. Eliot’s The Story of the
“Cheeryble” Grants of Manchester and in Lord John Manner’s account of
Manchester’s mills, there are no reports of their sponsoring housing, schools,
or churches. They did contribute to mechanics institutes, churches, charities,
and “ameliorative public movements,” and William Grant gave alms to the
poor every morning. But large cities demanded a more general benevolence.
“In the country district” wrote James Stuart, a factory inspector and con-
vinced paternalist, “the owners . . . pay scrupulous attention to the wants of
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the population . . . [but] the factory owner in a town knows little . . . of the
people.” Elizabeth Stone, in her novel William Langshawe, Cotton Lord (1842),
also saw the advantages of the village factory. But she noted, as Stuart did not,
that “in secluded districts” they became “the only magistrate . . . and the lord
paramount . . . with none to restrain them,” the result being a “tyrannical
despot.”73

Wealth as well as a countryside setting promoted a manufacturing pater-
nalism. Model factories were a function of both capital and environment.
“Great capitalists,” insisted W. C. Taylor “are more equitable and merciful . . .
than persons of limited fortunes.” Landlords with poor soil and manufactur-
ers with slim margins could not afford benevolence. The perfect formula,
then, for a viable industrial paternalist was capital, a rural village, and relig-
ious earnestness, a formula that Titus Salt filled to perfection. A Congrega-
tionalist Sunday school teacher of great wealth, he moved his firm from
crowded Bradford to “Saltaire,” a town and mill that he created on the river
Aire. Its 3,000 operatives worked in a huge, well-ventilated commodious mill,
lived in 850 three-bedroom stone houses with gardens—the cost, £106,552—
worshipped in a church costing £16,000, and were educated in schools that
cost £7,000 and were “unrivalled for beauty, size and equipment.” There were
steam-driven machines for washing and drying clothes and forty-five alms-
houses, rent free, with income, for the aged or infirm of “good moral charac-
ter.” Salt also provided festivals and games on his estate for the operatives and
feasted them royally.74

There were not many Saltaires in Britain, or many Ashworths and Gregs.
There were, however, over 4,800 factories, thousands of collieries, and even
more thousands of workshops, a fact that the factory inspector Leonard Hor-
ner knew well, and a fact that he wished the economist Nassau Senior to
know well. The Factory Act, he told Senior, was not passed for the Gregs and
Ashtons but for “the very many millowners whose standard of morality is low
. . . whose governing principle is to make money and who do not give a straw
for the children.” Horner himself preached paternalism to the mill owners,
urging them to supply good schooling. They did not. Disheartened, he la-
mented that in an eight-by-four-mile area around Oldham, with 105,000 peo-
ple (90,000 wage earners), there was “not one day school for the humbler
ranks [nor] . . . one medical charity.” He found nine out of ten of the factory
schools that did exist “a mockery of education,” and eleven years after the
1833 Factory Act, illegal overworking of children was extensive.75 He praised
factory owners who “in many instances” treated their workers more gener-
ously than did landowners, a judgment that the Tory Fraser’s Magazine sup-
ported, claiming that manufacturers had learned that their success depended
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on the “improvement of their work people.” The Examiner also said that mill
owners were kinder than landowners while the Westminster contrasted “the
suffering hidden in the rustic cabin” with the “solid comfort and modest
plenty” of the “square brick cottage of the artisan.” Furthermore, the evils the
workers suffered came not from “the warm, well ventilated, well lit, well
paying factory but from overcrowded and disease ridden towns.” The author
of the Westminster article was W. R. Greg, himself a former mill owner, and
hence not without a strong bias. Not all factory owners fitted Horner’s claim
that such owners were more benevolent than landlords. Not a few were less
so, and especially those in workshops not covered by the Factory Act. “A want
of consideration for the employed is widely spread,” Horner concluded.76

That owners of workshops did little or nothing for their workers is fully
corroborated by the six volumes of the Royal Commission on Women and
Children in Mines and Manufactures. They presented a picture of exploita-
tion, callous indifference, and cruel neglect that equals government reports of
landlords’ harshness.

The most scandalous exposures came from the mines, five- and six-year-
olds opening and shutting trapdoors, and eight- and nine-year-olds dragging
baskets in narrow seams, both for twelve hours and more; and, most shock-
ing, half-naked women and totally naked men, fornication, accidents, and
abusive parents and butties who beat the children—all occurring in mines
largely owned by great landlords, landlords with paternalist outlooks. Some,
like Lord Balcarres said he would have excluded women except that it would
have created a disturbance. Lord Buccleuch, however, did exclude women,
and no disturbance followed, only “increased morale.” Buccleuch was an ex-
ception, as were the one mine owner in ten who supplied adequate schools.77

In the three volumes on mines, not one in fifty mine owners evidenced a
care for the housing and schooling of their workers, nor was the ratio any
better for workshop masters: again poignant scenes of the exploitation of
children, of seven- and eight-year-olds as “teers” in print works, who worked
all night and collapsed, or young dressmakers and milliners stitching the
night through to meet rush orders, of ten-year-olds in lace shops working
fourteen- and fifteen-hour days, and of pottery boys vomiting from poison-
ous dyes.78

The commission’s selection of these cases of exploitation may have over-
shadowed the more salutary features of workshop employment—the solid
earnings of a family at work, constant jobs, dry and warm places of work, and
perhaps a chance for advancement—but the general picture is of workshops
with few amenities, and almost nothing done for schooling, health, and
housing. Carlyle’s belief that captains of industry could solve the condition of
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England question was a noble one, and insofar as it assumed a benevolent at-
tititude on the part of the masters, an admirable one. But there were still only
about 50 or 60 model factory owners among some 4,800, and only a few score
of good mine owners and workshop masters among several thousands. The
government reports of the 1830s and 1840s should have disabused careful
readers of a sanguine trust in property doing its duty.
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The Triumph of Political Economy
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The question of the day, proclaimed Benjamin Disraeli in 1847, was “whether
society was to be governed by the pedantic application of . . . political econ-
omy or . . . by practical men.” “In every question,” he added, “these two prin-
ciples come into perpetual collision.”1

Disraeli was not alone in recognizing that two distinct outlooks divided
early Victorian England. “There is . . . a great contest begun,” announced the
Economist, between “interference and non-interference.” The Oxford and
Cambridge Review saw it as “a conflict between the principle of patriarchal
government” and the “harsh indifferentism of . . . political economy.” For
John Stuart Mill, it was a contest between “two modes of social existence,”
the “free” and the “protective,” and for Thomas Babington Macaulay, a con-
test between a “patriarchal, meddling” and a “let-things alone” government.2

That political economy—only six decades old when Victoria became
queen—should have challenged a paternalistic outlook that was centuries old
and universally pervasive was nothing short of remarkable.

t h e  b i r t h  o f  p o l i t i c a l  e c o n o m y

Political economy in England was born in 1776 with Adam Smith’s Wealth
of Nations and achieved, after many important works, near universal accep-
tance with John Stuart Mill’s Principles of Political Economy of 1848. It was an
intellectual event rivaled only by evangelicalism in defining the social con-
science of the early Victorians. That political economy was born with the
Wealth of Nations, many would question, since there were studies in the sev-
enteenth and early eighteenth centuries of particular economic questions. In
those years, men like Thomas Mun, Sir William Petty, John Locke, and David
Hume did pioneering work on particular economic questions, on the quan-
tity theory of money, the balance of trade, and the correct poor laws. They
sought the true theory of rent, discussed the division of labor, and examined
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how the cost of labor influenced prices.3 Adam Smith could, as Newton said
of himself, see further because he stood on the shoulders of his predecessors.
He also saw much more broadly, viewing the economy in its entirety, seeing
its many interconnections and its defining principles, all richly illustrated
with historical examples. It was a survey that, although too diffuse to consti-
tute a cogent theory, nevertheless was united by two themes that were to in-
spire innumerable readers, a trenchant and persisting criticism of mercantilist
restrictions and a protectionist government, and an optimistic belief in that
“simple system of natural liberty” in which an individual’s free, spontaneous,
and selfish action, guided by an invisible hand, would best promote a nation’s
wealth and the people’s well-being.

After Adam Smith, the floodgates opened. Jeremy Bentham published his
Defense of Usury (1787), Thomas Malthus his Essay on Population (1793), and
David Ricardo his Principles of Political Economy (1817), and scores more
works, too numerous to cite, also appeared. Bentham’s work won him noto-
riety as a political economist, and Malthus’s had enormous impact, but it was
Ricardo’s Principles that took the most gigantic steps forward. The French,
whose physiocrats first developed theoretical political economy, were critical
of Adam Smith for his lack of theory. “No more,” said France’s J. B. Say of the
Wealth of Nations, “than a confused assembly of the sanest principles of po-
litical economy.”4

Ricardo’s Principles was no “confused assembly” but a rigidly logical the-
ory, one with laws defining the distribution of wealth, rent, prices, wages, and
profits, laws that, like Smith’s invisible hand, underlay the “natural identity of
interests” that would, if only the government adopted a policy of laissez-faire,
yield the greatest wealth and well-being. It was a theory seemingly so logical,
and so persuasive, that it won a multitude of followers, ranging from the
leading economists to lecturers at mechanics institutes.

James Mill in his Elements of Political Economy (1821) and John Ramsey
McCulloch in his Principles of Political Economy (1825) were Ricardians and
were widely read, although not as widely as Mrs. Marcet’s Conversations on
Political Economy and Harriet Martineau’s Illustrations of Political Economy.5

The youth of England were to be trained in axioms of political economy, axi-
oms not solely Ricardian. Political economy was hardly taught except by
Dugald Stewart at Edinburgh University. There were no professorships of po-
litical economy until they were established at Cambridge in 1817, Oxford in
1825, and shortly thereafter at London University’s King’s College, the civil
service’s Hailebury College, and Trinity College, Dublin. One was even es-
tablished at Queen’s College in Galway.6

Political economy quickly penetrated the learned journals, promulgated
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by the Ricardians McCulloch and Senior, with 81 and 29 articles respectively
in the Whig Edinburgh Review, by Peronnet Thompson with 108 and J. S. Mill
with 53 in the Utilitarian Westminster Review, and even by the Ricardian
Thomas De Quincy in the Tory Blackwood’s and the economist George Pou-
lett Scrope in the Quarterly Review. Scrope contributed 21 articles and De
Quincy 73, including three on “Ricardo Made Easy.”7 It also soon penetrated
the popular press—London’s Globe, Morning Chronicle, Examiner, and Spec-
tator, and, in the provinces, great papers like the Manchester Guardian and
the Leeds Mercury. J. S. Mill contributed over 400 items to the press. McCul-
loch lectured on it in London in 1824 to prominent Whigs and Tories. Politi-
cal economy was the rage of London, observed McCulloch; it was in “high
fashion with the blue stocking ladies,” declared Maria Edgeworth; and the
Whig diarist George Greville declared that “all men had become political
economists.”8 Henry Brougham’s Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowl-
edge made it the centerpiece of their inexpensive publications and spread its
truth wide and far in their mechanics institutes, as did the widely read Cham-
ber’s Edinburgh Journal. And most crucially it invaded Parliament.

From 1821 to 1868, 52 of the 109 members of the Political Economy Club
were in Parliament, where they joined perhaps an equal number—men like
George Poulett Scrope, Richard Cobden, and Joseph Hume—who, although
not members, were deeply versed in political economy. The economists in
Parliament were an active group—some of them holding government office,
such as C. E. Poulett Thomson and John Bowring at the Board of Trade. Oth-
ers chaired select committees, proposing bills and speaking often. Ricardo, a
member from 1819 to 1823, taught many M.P.’s the truths of the new science
and, according to Henry Brougham “carried great weight.” In Lord Mel-
bourne’s Whig cabinet of 1835, four were members of the Political Economy
Club.9

The ideas of the political economists had indeed made many triumphs and
spread widely. But as their publications grew vast, so their outlooks grew
more varied. There was no one political economy. How could political econ-
omy be influential if it had no agreed-upon vision? The problem was twofold:
first the challenge of the protectionist and the popular schools to orthodoxy
and secondly the divisions between the orthodox themselves. If these chal-
lenges were powerful and the divisions among economists deep, how could
political economy create a social conscience solidly based on the vision of a
laissez-faire society?

The challenge was not, however, that powerful nor the divisions that deep.
The protectionists had some trenchant things to say, particularly Michael
Sadler’s criticisms of Malthus’s theory of population and Sadler’s defense of
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the ten-hour day. E. S. Cayley also made telling criticism of laissez-faire in his
writings on the cause of agricultural distress and the need for protection. So,
too, did George Frederick Muntz and Mathias and Thomas Attwood in their
demand for a more inflationary money supply. Anna Gambles reveals the
vigor, imagination, variety, and extensiveness of protectionists’ arguments on
a vast array of issues, but as trenchant as were their criticisms, their writings
and speeches fell far short of presenting a theory that was sufficiently devel-
oped and coherent to pose a serious challenge to political economy’s central
assumptions.10

Neither did the popular school of political economy that, taking its lead
from Ricardo’s claim that labor gives all products their value, argued that a
much greater share of those products should therefore go to labor. The two
most popular advocates of this argument, Thomas Hodgskin and William
Thompson, were better economists than any of the protectionists, Hodgskin
rivaling even the best of the orthodox, with whom he often agreed. But their
answer to the injustice of capital seizing much of labor’s share of the wealth
had no appeal to the landed or the rising mercantile classes. Thompson
looked to Owenite communities and Hodgskin to no very clear solution, so
deep was his hatred of government and his anarchist’s faith in reason.11 Not
one of the advocates of the popular economy sat in Parliament. Orthodox
political economy had no real rivals.

But was it not weak because so divided in opinion? Did not the economists
differ on most questions? Did not profits rise when wages fell and fall when
wages rose? Yes! said David Ricardo and his disciple J. R. McCulloch; no! re-
plied Richard Jones and Mountifort Longfield, professors of political econ-
omy at King’s College London and at Trinity College, Dublin. Did not the
size of the wage fund in relation to population determine wages? Yes! said
McCulloch and James and John Stuart Mill with Ricardian enthusiasm; no!
replied the Whig economist Edward West and the Benthamite Thomas Per-
ronet Thompson, the author of the renowned Corn Law Catechism.12 Does the
cost of labor determine the value of all commodities? Most assuredly it does,
argued the giants in the field, Adam Smith, Ricardo, McCulloch, and the
Mills; no! replied the lesser-known but sharper political economists Scrope,
Colonel Torrens, and Mountifort Longfield.13 And so the arguments multi-
plied, Perronet Thompson joining Longfield, Jones, and Scrope in denounc-
ing Ricardo’s theory of rent, Malthus calling Ricardo wrong in claiming de-
pressions can never result from overproduction and gluts, and the younger
economists, Scrope, John Rooke, Thomas Tooke, and Nassau Senior, denying
the claims of their elders that the cost of food determines the level of wages.14

By 1840, the whole of the Political Economy Club declared Malthus’s law that
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population grew at a geometrical and food at an arithmetical rate “errone-
ous,” and in 1831, they announced that much of Ricardo was wrong. No won-
der that Thomas De Quincy spoke of “this anarchy of opinion,” the Journal of
the Statistical Society of “conjectural results as wild as they are often contra-
dictory,” and the Tory Standard of “blunder to blunder.”15

The political economists did disagree and did err. But that they differed on
the wage fund and erred on the labor theory of value meant little to a public
indifferent to such nuances. It was the core of political economy that mat-
tered, those central propositions most relevant to society’s problems and in-
terests and those larger truths that gave clear and simple answers—larger
truths on which the economists did agree. Four of the more relevant of these
central propositions were (1) the principles of non-interference in the econ-
omy, (2) free trade, (3) the need to discipline the poor, and (4) the supreme
virtue of small government and low taxes.

The first proposition was far and away the most important. “The principle
of non-interference . . . this great principle of political economy,” proclaimed
the liberal M.P. John Trelawny in the 1844 factory debate, “should be adopted
by the state”16 It was a principle, a fixed rule, that hardly a single economist
opposed, since whenever they did favor interference—and on occasion they
all did—it was invariably and distinctly an exception, a case of particular cir-
cumstances. The principle of non-interference was, of course, older than
Adam Smith and arose from interests and outlooks far broader than political
economy. But the powerful, logical, and unbending arguments of the
economists certainly strengthened this basic foundation stone of a laissez-
faire society. Even if Ricardo was wrong on rents, had he not demonstrated
with the rigor of a scientist the harm that government interference does to the
natural identity of interests?

And did he not also prove the wisdom of free trade? That principle, of
course, could also be subsumed under the principle of non-interference, but
given the importance of international trade to England’s economy and the
overwhelming importance of the corn laws to English agriculture, the princi-
ple of free trade assumed a paramountcy all its own. On the corn laws, the
economists were largely in agreement. There were, to be sure, protectionist
economists and elaborate protectionist arguments, just as there were mar-
ginal differences between the orthodox—Ricardo, largely for political rea-
sons, accepting a ten shilling fixed duty.17 But these arguments and compro-
mises counted for little in the face of the economists’ formidable attack on
the corn laws and the navigation acts. Who could deny the theory of com-
parative costs, which proved that if each nation freely exported what it could
most efficiently produce, all would be richer. It was of course far too recon-
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dite a theory for the public and was seldom used in Parliament and the press,
although often with other economists. For the public, it was enough that tar-
iffs, by increasing the cost of food, hurt the poor. Costly food also raised
wages and cut into profits, thus weakening capital and depressing the econ-
omy. Tariffs also hurt the economy by limiting the foreigners’ chance to earn
and spend pounds on English goods. The economists also made it clear that
the corn laws favored the landed over other classes.

Harmful, too, was the explosion of population and pauperism, a growing
evil that demanded the disciplining of the poor. It was a need most dramati-
cally proclaimed in Malthus’s dire prediction that the multiplying poor
would outrun the food supply, a prediction that led him to plead with the
poor to be prudent in marrying; and prudent, too, added nearly all econo-
mists, by freeing themselves from the corruptions of the old poor laws and by
becoming, under the discipline of the New Poor Law, sober, industrious, and
provident.

The plea to be industrious and provident was no preserve of the econo-
mists. It was a moral argument centuries old, one that filled the writings and
sermons of moralists of all persuasions. But by becoming an indelible part of
political economy the plea to discipline the poor gained enormous strength.
Three of the favorite theories of the economists gave it much greater weight:
Malthus’s law of population, Ricardo’s theory of a subsistence wage, and his
wage fund theory. A population multiplying faster than the supply of food
demanded, of course, that the poor limit their numbers by prudent mar-
riages. It was also evident that the poor’s inexorable multiplication, given the
law of supply and demand, would force wages down to the subsistence level, a
fact even more evident because of the Ricardians’ belief that the wage fund
was fixed. That population did not, in fact, outrun food, that wage funds ac-
tually expanded, and that wages, even in the hungry 1840s, rose, made no dif-
ference. In 1848, J. S. Mill’s Political Economy reaffirmed both Malthus’s fear
of population growth and Ricardo’s wage fund, two theories that placed the
old arguments of moralists on the sturdy foundation of economic theory.18

Also centuries old was the universal passion for low taxes and less gov-
ernment, a passion that welcomed the economists’ argument that the lower
the taxes the greater the capital for investment and prosperity. Many, then,
were the reasons for political economy’s triumph.

But not all was favorable to political economy. Its triumph evoked resis-
tance and disapproval, suspicion and contempt. It was not only arid, abstract,
and dogmatic but a theory based on a cold, calculating, and most unchristian
plea to be selfish. It was, insisted the Tory Leeds Intelligencer, “as bad-eyed,
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cross-grained, pig-headed old beldame as ever snatched . . . bread from an
infant.”19

Hatred of political economy was widespread, ranging from Tory squires
and High Churchmen to Chartists and Owenites, and including Christian
reformers, much of literary London, and, as Disraeli said, thousands of “prac-
tical men.” Political economy would not triumph easily, certainly not with-
out a group of dedicated and determined apostles.

t h e  u t i l i t a r i a n s :  a p o s t l e s  o f

p o l i t i c a l  e c o n o m y

“I was,” claimed Jeremy Bentham, “the spiritual father of James Mill, and
Mill was the spiritual father of David Ricardo.”20 James Mill in turn was the
actual as well as the spiritual father of John Stuart Mill, and the two Mills the
inspirers of many others in this utilitarian apostolic laying on of hands. The
power and extent of their economic writings soon identified the utilitarians
with political economy and strongly shaped the outlook of the “philosophical
radicals” of the 1820s, a group who included the economist Ricardo, the
banker George Grote, Francis Place, tailor and reformer, and Charles and
John Austin, professors of law at Cambridge and London Universities. Ri-
cardo and Grote entered Parliament in the 1820s and joined Joseph Hume,
William Ewart, Poulett Thomson, and Henry Warburton to form the
“Philosophical Radicals,” a party strengthened in the 1830s by Perronet
Thompson, John Leader, John Arthur Roebuck, Edward Strutt, Charles
Buller, William Molesworth, Charles Villiers, and Samuel Romilly’s two sons
John and Edward. All but Hume, Ewart and Roebuck came from Cambridge
University, where George Pryme taught political economy and where Wil-
liam Paley’s utilitarian doctrines were required reading. The attempt to form
an independent political party in the 1830s failed, but most of the thirteen
Philosophical Radicals remained to press forward their utilitarian ideas, ideas
that gave great prominence to political economy.21 Poulett Thomson told
Parliament that “political economy served as a fixed line to guide him,” while
John Arthur Roebuck declared that “political economy’s principles are great
and shouldn’t be violated,” views with which John Bowring agreed when he
called the law of supply and demand “inexorable” and warned the Commons
against any “departure from the sound principles of political economy.”22

They also expressed their laissez-faire convictions by their votes. None of
the utilitarian M.P.’s opposed the New Poor Law until Bowring and Leader
did so in 1842; and none supported the ten-hour day except Charles Buller in
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1844 and William Ewart in 1847.23 Neither did the utilitarians support bills for
government protection of lace mill operatives, hosiery workers, London bak-
ers, framework knitters, and those unloading coal in the port of London.
None either ever urged legislative protection for the thousands of children
exploited in England’s myriad workshops.24

The utilitarians’ greatest cause was, of course, free trade in corn. In 1835,
two years before Manchester’s Anti-Corn Law League, they organized the
Anti-Corn Law Association. In the same year Charles Villiers initiated the an-
nual motion for the Law’s repeal. Its repeal in 1846 was political economy’s
greatest victory, a victory that owed much to the utilitarians, not only as
M.P.’s but as journalists.

The utilitarians had a remarkable influence in the London press. Friends of
Bentham and the Mills included five powerful editors, John Black of the
Morning Chronicle, John Wilson of the Globe, Albany Fonblanque of the Ex-
aminer, Robert Rintoul of the Spectator, and W. E. Hickson of the Westmin-
ster Review, whose past editors included Perronet Thompson and John Stuart
Mill.25 Less close to Bentham and the Mills, but not less close to political
economy, were editors or owners like H. G. Ward of the Weekly Chronicle,
James Wilson of the Economist, G. H. Lewes at the Leader, Robert Bell of the
Atlas, and “the old Benthamite” Charles Dilke of the Athenaeum, the author
of The Remedy of National Difficulties Deduced from the Principles of Political
Economy.26

For many apprentices in journalism, work on these papers provided an
education that included the rudiments of political economy. William Wier,
Dickens’s secretary at the Daily News, and its future editor, was trained “in
the famous school of Rintoul” at the Spectator; John Forster and Douglas Jer-
rold learned journalism at Fonblanque’s Examiner, just as Fonblanque had
earlier learned some of his economics at John Black’s Morning Chronicle. The
Benthamite Black, said the Scots journalist James Hedderick, exercised an
“influence on shaping the destiny of the Empire.” Also under Black were
Charles Mackay, G. H. Lewes, and Eyre Crowe (all future editors) and two of
Dickens’s editorial writers, W. J. Fox and the economist Thomas Hodgskin.27

Writing often for the Morning Chronicle were Charles Buller, James Wilson,
Albany Fonblanque, and John Stuart Mill. Mill, author of the century’s most
widely read text on political economy—no fewer than twenty-two editions in
fifty years—wrote 36 articles for the Chronicle and 225 for the Examiner. Mill
also contributed to both the Westminster and Edinburgh reviews as did G. H.
Lewes, W. E. Hickson, W. R. Greg, William Ellis, and John Austin, all part of
London’s utilitarian circle, all devout believers in political economy, and all
active in expressing its truths in the London press.28
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As seminal as were the economic writings of the utilitarians and as unre-
lenting as were its M.P.’s and editors in propagating their truths, they were
too few to carry the day without the support of a major party. It found just
such an ally in the Whigs.

t h e  w h i g s  l e a r n  e c o n o m i c s

Political economy’s conquest of the Whigs was slow but remorseless. It
had many beginnings: Lords Russell, Palmerston, and Lansdowne had
learned it in Edinburgh as students of Dugald Stewart; George Villiers and
some fifteen M.P.’s, at the London lectures of the Whig economist J. R.
McCulloch; the young Lord Morpeth and Sir Francis Baring, chancellor of
the exchequer from 1839 to 1841, from much study at Oxford; and those at
Whiggish Cambridge, from the lectures of George Pryme and Paley’s Moral
and Political Philosophy. For some Whigs, like Lord Howick, heir to the third
Earl Grey, and Charles Villiers, the brother of Lord Clarendon, it was friend-
ship with the Philosophical Radicals that led to an awareness of the new sci-
ence, or perhaps membership in the Political Economy Club, over half of
whom were Whigs.29

By the mid 1830s, however, most landed Whigs distrusted a science so fa-
vorable to a free trade in corn; Lord Russell pronounced it “an awful thing,”
and two-thirds of the Whigs in 1838 helped defeat a proposal to repeal the
Corn Law, 361 to 172.30 But while the country Whigs voted for the Corn Law,
some Whig peers and most Whig intellectuals opposed it. At Nassau Senior’s
modest No. 25 Hyde Park, young Whigs debated the finer points of the labor
theory of value. Senior’s Outline of Political Economy of 1835, based on his
Oxford lectures, made him, always a loyal Whig, the most distinguished pub-
lishing economist between J. R. McCulloch and John Stuart Mill, whose 1848
Political Economy helped fuse Radicals and Whigs into the Liberal Party of the
1850s.31

In partnership with the utilitarians, Whig believers in political economy
also used the press to expound its truths. The Whig Lord Radnor helped fi-
nance the founding of the Economist, and James Wilson, its editor, prided
himself on being a Whig and not a Radical. He was also proud to be a guest at
Lord Lansdowne’s Bowood, Lord Clarendon’s Kent House, and Senior’s
Hyde Park Gate. A prolific writer, Wilson also supplied economic analyses for
the Examiner, the Morning Chronicle, and the Globe, a paper that Harriet
Martineau said taught her political economy and that the Daily News called
“the devoted worshiper of political economy.”32

The Whigs also brought that worship to the House of Lords. To the acute
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discomfort of many of its members, Whig lords lectured them interminably
on the new science, Brougham stridently and endlessly for thirty-six years,
Lansdowne philosophically and detachedly, Monteagle and Fitzwilliam tren-
chantly, Grey and Holland sparingly, and Radnor belligerently. Whig M.P.’s
also lectured on economics in the Commons. For Lord Howick, it was a
“beautiful system,” based on Adam Smith’s “immortal work,” and for Sir
John Trelawny, a system full of “principles they could not controvert, and
deductions they could not refute.”33 Two good Whigs, Alderman Thompson
and Sir Francis Baring opposed railway subsidies, Thompson because they
were “contrary to the principles of political economy” and Baring because
“he fell back on political economy.” It was a political economy that, Scrope
told the Commons, formed “the vivifying principle of commerce—the
stimulus to all improvement—the mainspring of civilization.”34 Copious, of
course, were references to the great economists, especially in the endless de-
bates on the corn laws. Even Lord John Russell ceased to call political econ-
omy an awful thing. In preparation for the corn law debates, he read Smith,
Malthus, Ricardo, McCulloch, and current pamphlets, coming out in 1841 for
an eight shilling fixed duty, and in 1846 for total repeal.35 Although not all
Whigs were pleased with the economists’ arguments, those that were pre-
vailed, not only in parliamentary debates but on select committees, on royal
commissions, and in high bureaucratic appointments. Many of those Whig
commissions, so odious to the Tories, were packed with economists and their
friends: the most odious of all, the Poor Law Commission of 1833, was headed
by Nassau Senior. On it sat John Bird Sumner, bishop of Chester, whose Rec-
ords of Creation married natural theology to political economy; Charles
Blomfield, bishop of London; Edwin Chadwick, secretary to Jeremy Ben-
tham; and Walter Coulson, also once an assistant to Bentham and now a
member of the Political Economy Club. Some half of its assistant commis-
sioners were also friends of Senior and political economy.36

Two of the four commissioners of the Royal Commission on Handloom
Weavers were distinguished economists, Nassau Senior and the Reverend
Richard Jones, and its message that government could do little more for the
weavers than repeal the Corn Law was orthodox political economy at its pur-
est and harshest. The economist Thomas Tooke joined two utilitarians, Ed-
win Chadwick and Southwood Smith, on the 1833 Factory Commission,
which recommended excluding children under nine from factories and lim-
iting those between nine and thirteen to eight hours, but denounced any
regulation whatever of adult labor, male or female.37

Dominating the Tithe Commission were the Reverend Jones and his fel-
low economist and Whig William Blamire. Economists also sat on commit-
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tees inquiring into railways, the merchant marine, charities, child labor in the
workshops, Irish land tenure, burial grounds, enclosures, lighthouses, and
copyhold tenure. There were few select committees free of the influence of
political economists. Professor Frank Fetter has designated as “economists”
thirty-two M.P.’s who were active for some or all of the two decades after 1830
and “on average, sat, during their Parliamentary career, on 88 select commit-
tees.38

In varying degrees, most factory, prison, and mining inspectors and most
assistant poor law commissioners (mostly Whig appointees) were believers in
political economy, as were school inspectors, to a surprising degree. These in-
spectors and commissioners flooded the country with powerful reports
whose underlying assumptions were consonant with political economy. The
bureaucrats also appeared often as witnesses before select committees. And
no set of Whitehall bureaucrats was more convinced of the truths of political
economy and more forceful as witnesses than those from the Board of Trade.
In 1840, the president of the Board of Trade, Poulett Thomson, and four of its
members, John Bowring, George Porter, Deacon Hume, and John MacGre-
gor testified before the Committee on Imports of 1840. Their evidence, wrote
J. R. McCulloch, “provided an arsenal of facts and arguments” against “the
ruinous operations of restriction.”39

No one welcomed those facts and the end of ruinous restrictions more
than those allies of the Whigs who called themselves Liberals, Reformers, or
Radicals. Like the utilitarians, who by the 1840s had abandoned dreams of a
new party, they helped form part of that large party traditionally led by the
Whigs and increasingly known as Liberal. It was a motley group representing
various interests, but interests that were nevertheless gaining unity, a unity
furthered by a common belief in political economy. It certainly tied Man-
chester Radicals like John Bright and Richard Cobden to a Whig leadership
with whom on education, Church, and the franchise they differed. But they
did not differ on the Corn Law, which political economy showed was ruin-
ous—so at least argued the Anti-Corn Law League quite vehemently and with
such recourse to economics that Disraeli referred to them as the Manchester
school of economics. Although the Manchester school differed with Ri-
cardian orthodoxy in arguing that profits and wages could rise together and
would do so upon the repeal of the Corn Law, they did not differ on its larger
assumptions or on those four central propositions—non-interference, free
trade, a disciplined poor, and low taxes and small government.40 The Man-
chester Radicals, men like Cobden, Bright, Mark Phillips, and Milner Gibson,
and the great dailies of the north like the Manchester Guardian and the Leeds
Mercury all opposed the ten-hour day, supported the New Poor Law, and
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championed repeal of all tariffs.41 They represented a rising, powerful, mer-
cantile class, whose economic interests had long led them to welcome the
truths of political economy. In winning over many Radicals and all Liberals,
political economy won the allegiance of that class. It only needed to win over
some Tories to win the day, a most unexpected event, which occurred in 1846
when two-fifths of the Tories voted to repeal the Corn Law.

p o l i t i c a l  e c o n o m y  d i v i d e s  t h e  t o r i e s

Many of the two-fifths of the Tory Party who voted for repeal shared their
leader’s enthusiasm for political economy. Peel, who boasted of reading “all
the gravest authorities on political economy,” also compared their laws to
“those governing the planets.” He repeatedly cited Adam Smith, whom he
compared to Newton and claimed, as far back as 1824, that the principles of
free trade were “irrefragable.” Peel believed in Adam Smith’s arguments for
free trade, Ricardo’s wage fund, and Malthus’s theory of population.42 So also
did his home secretary, Sir James Graham, author in 1824 of the Ricardian
Corn and Currency, and Peel’s young lieutenants, William Gladstone, Sydney
Herbert, Edward Cardwell, and Lord Lincoln, all of whom had learned politi-
cal economy on the job just as twenty years earlier. Tories like Viscount San-
don, John Stuart Wortley, and Lord Francis Egerton heard its truths ex-
pounded by William Huskisson. The younger Pitt was a proclaimed disciple
of Adam Smith, as were Canning and Liverpool, who, along with Huskisson
and Burke, made political economy part of Toryism. It thus surprised few to
read in the Times in 1844 that Peel’s Ministry was “infected with Political
Economy.”43

All of the above Tories, except Burke, attended Oxford University, renown
as the home of archaic learning and lost causes. So thought the Edinburgh Re-
view when it claimed in 1810 that political economy was unknown at Oxford.
Edward Copleston of Oriel College replied that it was not unknown there,
that it was much discussed by the professor of modern history, and that its
“best works” were “in the hands of many students.” Copleston promoted po-
litical economy by making his brilliant student, Richard Whately, a fellow of
Oriel. Whately in turn helped make his brilliant student, Nassau Senior, Ox-
ford’s first professor of political economy in 1825 and then, in 1829, assumed
that professorship himself. Cambridge, always more progressive than Oxford,
had already appointed George Pryme its first professor of political economy
in 1816.44

In 1831, Whately became archbishop of Dublin and published his Lectures
on Political Economy. His successor at Oxford as professor of political econ-



The Triumph of Political Economy 87

omy was Herman Merivale, also a pupil of Copelston and a writer on political
economy.45 No young Peelite could have attended Oxford without realizing
that the truths of Smith, Ricardo, and Malthus deserved nearly the same re-
spect as that which Oxford had long accorded Aristotle.

The Peelites’ conversion to repeal liberated their deeper economic convic-
tions. After 1846, they spoke out far more freely and boldly for political econ-
omy and laissez-faire. It was a conviction that led William Gladstone, Sydney
Herbert, Beresford Hope, and Lord Lincoln to purchase the Morning Chroni-
cle, the once proud organ of the Philosophical Radicals.46

Since Gladstone, Hope, Herbert, and Lincoln were also paternalists, the
cause of political economy seemed to face a significant loss. But political
economy proved its toughness, respectability, and ability to fuse with other
outlooks. After 1847, the Morning Chronicle opposed the ten-hour day and
gave no support whatever to those urging legislative protection for exploited
hosiery workers, London bakers, or Spitalfield weavers. The Peelite Chronicle
also pronounced Malthus right “in the main,” urged protectionists to read
Adam Smith, invoked the authority of Ricardo, and praised John Stuart Mill’s
Political Economy.47

The editor of the Morning Chronicle, E. Douglas Cook, like his predecessor
John Black of the radical Morning Chronicle, came from Scotland, home of
Adam Smith and later of many of his followers who brought his teachings
south of the border.

s c o t t i s h  a n d  o t h e r  m i s s i o n a r i e s

The Scotsmen who came South did not edit insignificant journals. Robert
Rintoul edited the Spectator, James Wilson the Economist, Macvey Napier the
Edinburgh Review, and John Lockhart the Quarterly Review. Also from north
of the border came the editors of the Morning Post, the Literary Gazette, the
Mechanics Magazine, the Era, the British Banner, the Christian Witness, the
Christian Examiner, and, in the provinces, the Leeds Times, Manchester Guar-
dian, Newcastle Guardian, and Bradford Observer.48

Scotland’s parish schools, democratic universities, and intellectual Cal-
vinism produced what England’s two universities, crazy quilt of schools
ranging from elegant Eton to wretched dame establishments, and latitudi-
narian Anglicanism could not, a literate, educated, ambitious class of jour-
nalists—journalists also learned in political economy. “The young” wrote the
Scottish advocate Henry Cockburn, “were immersed . . . in political econ-
omy” and “lived upon Adam Smith.” At Edinburgh University, Dugald
Stewart lectured on political economy from 1800 to 1810. So great was his
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fame in 1807 that Oxford’s Grillon Club traveled north to hear him. “Even his
idle hearers,” wrote Cockburn of his lectures on political economy, “retained
a permanent taste for it.”49 Throughout the land of Adam Smith, political
economy was king: at Dumferline, more than a thousand mechanics attended
lectures on its truths; and in Edinburgh, noblemen, gentlemen, and mer-
chants paid £10 to attend J. R. McCulloch’s lectures, and in countless ser-
mons Scotsmen and Scotswomen heard its truths proclaimed as nearly divine
by Scotland’s most eloquent minister, the Reverend Thomas Chalmers. Mc-
Culloch, Chalmers, Black, Mill Sr., Rintoul, and scores of journalists and
pamphleteers came south, as did endless issues of the Edinburgh Review,
North British Review, and Chamber’s Edinburgh Journal. They brought the
light of the new economic science to the uninitiated in England.50 None of the
journals reached more readers than Chamber’s Edinburgh Journal. Its circula-
tion was 60,000, and it was read by many more. It was, said the Owenite
George Holyoake, “the favourite publication of the young person.” There
were, of course, English journalists quite as zealous to purvey economic
truths to the populace. Charles Knight’s Penny Magazine and the numerous
tracts of the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge enjoyed, although
not for as long, as much success as did Chamber’s. Of one of its tracts, The
Results of Machinery (1831), a Whig minister, Thomas Spring Rice, boldly as-
serted that it did “more good for the repression of outrage than a regiment of
horse.”51

Overly sanguine Spring Rice no doubt was, but overly sanguine too was
the zeal of many to educate the workers in the salutary truths of political
economy. Everywhere there were lectures on it—at mechanics institutes,
athenaeums, literary societies, debating clubs, town halls, statistical societies,
music halls, factories, chapels, coffee houses, schools, and colleges—even in
the fields of Suffolk, where Squire Strutt said that he “harangued [his labor-
ers] on capital and labor.” “Almost sealed books a few years ago,” declared
the North of England Magazine in 1843, the axioms of political economy had
“become the watchwords of popular assemblies of every class.” It even pene-
trated the agricultural districts through the press. R. N. Bacon spend twenty-
eight years as editor of the Norwich Mercury seeking to educate his readers in
political economy, while Bacon’s fellow provincial editors John Gibbs and
Thomas Latimer brought its message weekly to readers in Buckinghamshire
and Devonshire—Latimer so forcefully that he believed that “the people have
mastered the laws of political economy.”52 Latimer’s extravagant claim was no
doubt an exaggeration. As extensive as were the conquests of political econ-
omy there were still powerful forces that were either ambivalent or hostile to
the new science.
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l i t e r a r y  l o n d o n  a n d  t h e  c h r i s t i a n  p r e s s

One powerful force was the literary world of London and its satellite cir-
cles in the provincial cities. Unable to earn a livelihood from their poems and
novels, these aspiring authors staffed a burgeoning press of no little influence
on public opinion. Bohemian in their tastes and lovers of the poetic and hu-
mane, of Wordsworth and Byron, they were not entranced with political
economy’s grim reasoning and cold maxims. They delighted in Dickens’s
satire of its harsh, unfeeling inhumanity in his portrait of Gradgrind in Hard
Times, just as they applauded when Punch called political economy the great-
est of “humbug,” the very opposite of the golden rule, and a science that jus-
tified noble lords in doing nothing while the Irish starved.53 Douglas Jerrold
had no higher an estimate, condemning it as “the idolatry of mammon.” Yet
Jerrold could not reject it out of hand. In a later issue of the Douglas Jerrold
Magazine, in a favorable review of McCulloch’s Political Economy, he con-
fessed it was very necessary for legislation. Douglas Jerrold was the most
popular and lovable of London Bohemian journalists, a man whose wit and
compassion for the poor won him a place on Dickens’s Daily News. But he
couldn’t handle complex economic and political questions and was dismissed
as “utterly inefficient in his attempts at leaders.”54

Many London Bohemians, being equally ineffective on economic issues,
had to fall back, as Jerrold did, on the political economy that was winning
such widespread acceptance. John Forster found no viable answers to per-
plexing economic questions in his historical studies, and neither did Thomas
Hodgskin in Godwinian anarchism. All three of the chief editorial writers of
Dickens’s Daily News turned to the same political economy that they had
learned either at the Morning Chronicle and Examiner or in earlier readings of
the sovereign masters.

Dickens, in choosing these editorial writers, must have known that he was
bringing political economy to the Daily News. Since he claimed to have read
and approved every leader, he must also have known that his newspaper
compared “the axioms of political economy with those of Newton’s in his
Principia.”55

Also powerful in the London press were the writers for influential religious
journals. If political economy was so hard-hearted, should it not be the task
of the disciples of a loving Christ to promote a different and more caring so-
cial philosophy? The devout of those journals felt it did, but only by a social
philosophy that did not contradict political economy.

The Church of England’s three principal journals, the Christian Remem-
brancer, the Christian Observer, and the Guardian found the new science quite
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compatible with Christianity. Political economy, wrote the Remembrancer,
formed “the link between the physical and moral sciences.” Every student of
the ministry, urged the Christian Observer, “should read Adam Smith, [Mrs.]
Marcet and the Mills.” And socialism is wrong, concluded the Guardian, be-
cause it is in “defiance of . . . political economy.56

Nonconformists, with their deeply rooted individualism were even more
enthusiastic. “Economic truth is no less divine,” wrote the Congregational-
ists’ British Quarterly, than astronomical truth, a view their brethren at the
Eclectic shared in pronouncing political economy a “strictly natural science.”
The Unitarians’ Christian Teacher pronounced the same principles “absolute-
ly first rate,” a conviction that the Baptist divine Edward Miall held so fer-
vently that, in 1843, he founded the Nonconformist, a journal surpassed by
none in devotion to the new science. At the Baptists’ Wymondley Theological
Institute, Miall and his fellow students “read Dugald Stewart and Adam
Smith with close attention.”57

How curious that Anglicans and Nonconformists should praise so highly
doctrines based on an avowed selfishness and praise a system often produc-
tive of huge inequalities and widespread exploitation. For Christian socialists
like Charles Kingsley, the new economics seemed, at first glance, intolerable.
In 1850, in the Christian Socialist, he called political economy “absurd and
imbecile humbug.” But by the end of the very same article, Kingsley recom-
mended that all should read “Bentham, Ricardo, and Mill,” and should “pay
attention to its known and proved laws.” The Christian Socialist’s mélange of
paternalist attitudes, philanthropic pleas, and cooperative schemes offered an
alternative to political economy that was no more effective than that pro-
posed by the humanitarians of the London literary world.58

The Tory paternalists, the most hostile of all to political economy, also
lacked a viable alternative. “We must too,” lamented Lord Ashley in the
Quarterly Review as late as 1847, “have a political economy on our side.”59 No-
ble as was the trust of the paternalists’ belief in property, Church, and locality,
it was a trust that increasingly fell short both of meeting the many problems
of urban and industrial England and of offering a full and clear explanation of
the forces governing the economy. The disquisitions on social duties in R. B.
Seely’s, John Sandford’s, and Arthur Helps’s manuals contain little economic
theory, a vacuum that the theoretically thin works of E. S. Cayley, Michael
Sadler, and both Mathias and Thomas Attwood could not fill. They could in
no way rival Adam Smith or David Ricardo, or even Robert Torrens, J. R.
McCulloch, and Nassau Senior. In 1848, the paternalists virtually surrendered
to John Stuart Mill’s universally praised Principles of Political Economy. The
French revolution of that same year unleashed a flood of attacks on socialism,
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attacks that also reflected a fear of an increasingly militant working class that
demanded the Charter and economic justice. Political economy seemed a
bulwark defending a property long considered inviolate. It is thus not sur-
prising that two of the paternalists’ great dailies, the Times and, after 1847, the
Morning Chronicle embraced, its truths. Thomas Barnes, fierce enemy of po-
litical economy and editor of the Times in the 1830s, left it in 1841. Its owner,
John Walter III, venomous in his hatred of the “economists’” New Poor Law,
yielded control in the 1840s to the new editor, John T. Delane, and his Oxford
friends. By 1853, the Times was denouncing as socialist the ten-hour day that it
had once supported.60 The Morning Chronicle meanwhile was proclaiming
Malthus right, praising John Stuart Mill, and embracing laissez-faire and free
trade.

In the great collision of contending social outlooks that worried Disraeli,
political economy was gaining the ascendancy. Professor Longfield was telling
his students at Trinity College, Dublin, that political economy was “everyday
extending its empire,” while Professor George Pryme was telling Cambridge
students that “its principles are not only admitted by nearly every statesman . . .
but have been carried out by repeated acts of legislation.”61

 And in 1846, in the
House of Commons, its arch enemy, the Tory Stafford O’Brien, exclaimed
with exasperation that everyone was now “too apt to confound political econ-
omy with the science of legislation.”62

 In the intellectual competition between
the two great contending social philosophies, political economy had, by 1850,
taken over first place. It was a victory that raises another question, what impact
did that intellectual victory have on the social legislation of early Victorian
England?
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c h a p t e r  5

The Impact of Political Economy

�

Ideas that enjoy great success do not necessarily have an equally great impact
on legislation. Ideas often become popular because they meet the intellectual
and psychological needs of a perplexed public, because they explain a bewil-
dering world and justify dominant attitudes that other, more powerful forces,
determine. That they satisfy and justify, of course, also helps determine the
course of events. It is a complicated process, as is evident when one examines
the impact of political economy on the three greatest legislative battles of the
1830s and 1840s, those over the corn, factory, and poor laws.

t h e  r e p e a l  o f  t h e  c o r n  l a w

When the exasperated Stafford O’Brien charged, in 1846, that M.P.’s con-
fused political economy with the science of legislation, he was, although not
unmindful of the harsh Poor Law, most angry at the repeal of the Corn Law.
It was the greatest event of the 1840s in Britain. No issue was argued more ve-
hemently, more lengthily, and more bitterly, and no other issue so domi-
nated parliamentary debates and the editorials of the press. And although the
demands of the workers for the Charter produced many pamphlets, petitions,
lectures, and huge demonstrations, they fell very short of the Anti–Corn Law
League’s press coverage, parliamentary oratory, and pamphlets, not to men-
tion free trade lectures, bazaars, tea parties, fund raisers, voter registration,
and a triumphant outcome.

Repeal was no mere economic issue, but one with powerful social, politi-
cal and moral ramifications. At first, to be sure, it was presented to Parlia-
ment by a handful of Philosophical Radicals in economic terms. William
Molesworth’s 1837 denunciation of the Corn Law, a dry exercise in Ricardi-
anism, fell flat before a perplexed Commons. The denunciation of that law by
Charles Villiers in 1838 was livelier and plainer in argument. It broadened the
attack by pointing to the “monstrous and palpable injustice” of taxing the
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bread of the poor to add to the fortunes of wealthy landlords. Yet still, at the
heart of his attack, lay two cardinal doctrines of political economy: first, that
only the freest application of each nation’s capital and labor to that which it
can most efficiently produce would promote the greatest prosperity, and,
second, the more general claim that all restrictions distort those harmonious
economic laws that so beautifully convert private gain to the public good.1

Villiers and Molesworth were of the landed class: Villiers was the brother
of the earl of Clarendon, and Molesworth was from an old, wealthy landed
Cornish family. They had few connections with manufacturers. Neither did
their fellow Philosophical Radicals, John Arthur Roebuck, George Grote, Jo-
seph Hume, Henry Warburton, and John Leader, M.P.’s who spoke often in
the Commons in the distant hope of educating its 658 members of the truth
of free trade economics. They were great admirers of Jeremy Bentham and
the Mills, and their minds were steeped in political economy. Villiers had
studied under Malthus and McCulloch. They also wrote about economics;
many, like Molesworth, Roebuck, and Grote, contributed to the utilitarian
Westminster Review. The owner of the Review, Perronet Thompson, was the
author of the Catechism on the Corn Laws of 1826, one of the first salvos of the
anti–Corn Law movement.2 But this and other salvos were no more than
damp squibs. The attempt of disinterested intellectuals to employ political
economy to persuade a landed Parliament to repeal the Corn Law proved a
failure. Ideas seldom seemed so impotent.

What the Philosophical Radicals lacked was a powerful constituency that
would give political clout to their economic logic. Just such clout emerged in
1838 when the men of Manchester established the Anti–Corn Law League. At
the heart of that League lay the wealth and power of the manufacturing north,
although it soon broadened the movement to include the growing middle
classes throughout Britain, classes full of resentment at the lordly privileges of
the aristocracy.

The Anti–Corn Law League readily accepted the two cardinal doctrines of
the Philosophical Radicals, that free trade by maximizing the efficiency of
each nation maximized the wealth of all, and that, at home, untrammeled
market forces best regulated distribution and best stimulated production. To
these basic premises, the League added three specific economic claims, that
the cheaper corn resulting from the repeal of the Corn Law would not lower
wages, that repeal would substantially lower the price of bread, and that re-
peal would end distress.

That free trade in corn would not lower wages was a most un-Ricardian
claim. Although most political economists would accept the argument of
Richard Cobden and John Bright that by opening up and stimulating the
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economy, free trade would push up wages, they still felt that, with labor
abundant, employers would lower wages if food prices fell. Was not this the
wisdom of Ricardo and McCulloch and Senior? Most certainly. But then were
Cobden and Bright that much inspired by the logic of political economy? Or
even by the fragmentary data that wages did not always fall when food prices
did? How could they, deeply anxious as they were to wean the working classes
from Chartism to free trade, tell them about the Ricardian dictum that
cheaper corn meant lower wages? Politics more than economic logic lay be-
hind the first of their three claims.3

Politics and morality may well have also informed their second claim, that
the Corn Law kept bread prices exorbitantly high. That in theory a Corn Law
protected the price of corn from cheaper imports few contested. It was more
debatable that the Corn Law, given the not inconsiderable costs of transpor-
tation and insurance and given that bad harvest often drove up European
prices, prices that in most years remained high because of other costs. In 1838,
Villiers claimed that the Corn Law made grain 24 percent more expensive and
in 1848 Thomas Tooke estimated that if the Corn Law had not been repealed,
grain would have been 41 percent more costly.4 The Whig McCulloch and the
Radical J. S. Mill had doubts about these claims, since both doubted whether,
on the whole, the law had a significant effect,5 doubts supported by D. C.
Moore in the Economic History Review of 1965, but seriously questioned by
Susan Fairlie in that journal in 1969. Fairlie insists that in years of bad English
harvests, it did make a difference. Not mentioned by her, but sustaining her
argument, is James Deacon Hume’s estimate of 1840 that the Corn Law made
bread 16 percent more expensive, and the fact that in the Channel Islands of
Guernsey and Jersey, where there was no Corn Law, corn in the 1830s was
nearly 20 percent cheaper.6

That grain was more expensive because of the Corn Law was not a negligi-
ble fact when, according to one estimate, flour made up 48 percent of a la-
borer’s food bill and his food bill constituted 73 percent of his weekly budget.7

Talk of a bread tax was not idle chatter. And although its exact economic im-
pact was and is controversial, its moral dimensions, for many, were clear and
compelling. Was it not a palpable injustice that the poor should pay extra
pennies for bread so that dukes and earls could have extra pounds for balls
and fetes? For some, these inequalities seemed to flout the injunction of the
Lord’s Prayer itself, “Give us this day our daily bread.” The biblical morality
of the evangelicals was one of the Anti–Corn Law League’s most formidable
weapons. It was the central theme of the great conference of 700 ministers,
mostly Nonconformists, that met in 1841 in Manchester, and of scores of
editorials in the Nonconformist press. Sir Valentine Blake even told the
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worldly House of Commons: “He who keepeth people from corn, him shall
the people curse.” The bishop of Oxford, Samuel Wilberforce, a late convert
to repeal, also condemned the Corn Law. It violated “the providential laws,”
he said; “Would God ever allow the poor to buy food on the cheapest mar-
ket?”8 Taxing the poor’s bread was as much an affront to the Enlightenment’s
sense of natural justice as to the evangelicals’ biblical morality. The Whig
Lord Howicke said that the Corn Law violated “the wise provisions of a mer-
ciful Providence.” John Bright, after first citing the “laws of nature,” quoted
the Koran to the effect that “one hour of justice is worth seventy days of
prayer.”9 In the innumerable editorials and speeches denouncing the Corn
Law, the humanitarian outcry against taxing the bread of the poor was voiced
far more than any theory from political economy. Without this righteous in-
dignation against injustice, the second economic claim, the debatable one,
that the Corn Law significantly raised the price of bread, would have fared
badly.

The Manchester School’s third economic claim, that the Corn Law caused
the distress of the early 1840s rested on far shakier economic grounds than did
the claim that the Corn Law significantly raised the price of bread. In 1954,
R. C. O. Matthews, in A Study in Trade Cycle History, argued quite convinc-
ingly that the cause of the depression of 1841–42 lay, not with the Corn Law,
but with a drastic fall in the once “excessive investment in railways, mines,
shipping and textiles,” a fall aggravated by bad harvests and a slump in the
American economy. The economy collapsed, in part, from its own excesses.10

Neither did most economists at the time argue that the Corn Law caused that
depression. In theory, most economists agreed that a free trade in corn would
allow French, Prussian, Polish, and other nations growing wheat to earn Eng-
lish pounds, which pounds they and their countrymen would spend on tex-
tiles and ironware lying unsold in English warehouses, all of which would
stimulate the English economy. But in actuality few economists believed that
the Corn Law had sufficient impact to have caused the serious depression of
1841–42. Indeed, most political economists, Malthus excepted, felt that there
could be no extended depression and no extended overproduction and gluts.
Economists critical of the Corn Law nevertheless did admit that it deepened
the depression. Frustrated with the depth and length of a depression that
should not have happened in a burgeoning capitalism, they, like the capital-
ists themselves and the politicians, needed an explanation.

Blaming distress on the hated Corn Law also satisfied their deep hostility
toward those landed classes whose other monopolies in Church and state,
Army and Navy, and public schools and universities had long angered them.
It was a hostility that the landed classes and their press reciprocated. The dis-
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tress of the working classes, said the Tory Standard, resulted from their sub-
jection to machinery, from excessive competition, and from “the money
power.” Mill owners and capitalists, added the Standard, were rogues, knaves,
and vultures, full of fraud, greed, and tyranny, and were entirely unlike land-
owners.11 John Bull, the Morning Post, and the Morning Herald agreed. For
these Tory journals, distress was due both to the “rottenness” of a system
based on millocrats and machinery and to the frauds and cheats “of grasping
greedy manufacturers” whose “hearts are hardened,” who made “bond slaves
of the people.”12 While the Herald would have no regrets if “the whole enor-
mous pile were levelled,” the Standard concluded that England would be “as
powerful and happy if the whole of the manufacturing towns were engulfed in
ruin.”13

The anti–Corn Law press was just as abusive. “The landed classes,” de-
clared the Daily News, then under Dickens, “have robbed their neighbours,
ruined their tenants, starved their labourers, and trebled their rents.”
“Landlords,” wrote the Weekly Chronicle, are still “feudal lords who treat their
feudal villeins like animals.” The great landed monopoly, wrote the Morning
Chronicle, “can plunder openly on a large scale,” since it “seizes greedily and
keeps tenaciously what it can,” a harsh indictment that the Morning Advertiser
equaled in condemning the landed classes’ “frightful mendacity” and “ma-
rauding cupidity.” While the Globe found landlords full of selfishness and
iniquity, the Sheffield Independent found them “revelling in unwonted pomp
and luxury [amid] a starving and miserable people.”14

A deep and pervasive hostility between the landed and manufacturing
classes also marked the debates in the House of Commons. In 1842, William
Busby Ferrand, an intemperate Yorkshire squire, condemned the manufac-
turing class as “gambling speculators” with an “insatiable thirst for wealth,” a
class whose skill in “artful villainy and swindling” had led to “tyranny, op-
pression and plunder, committed on half starved operatives.” And one of that
class, Richard Cobden, ran his mills night and day.15

Although Cobden replied in a restrained and temperate manner, his de-
piction of landlords as too stupid to make agricultural improvements was just
as galling and just as full of class jealousy. It was a lecture full of advice on the
use of manure and drainage, a speech that insisted that repeal would benefit
England’s farmers. It was a speech Sir Robert Peel said he could not answer,
which is curious, since hardly one political economist agreed with Cobden
that the abolition of a law that kept corn prices high would benefit farmers.16

There was in fact little political economy in Cobden’s lecture on manure and
drainage. But then was the reasoning of political economists of much rele-
vance to an Anti–Corn Law League that represented the power and wealth of
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a rising middle class that viewed the Corn Law largely as yet another privilege
of a lordly, arrogant aristocracy that gloried in their exclusive privileges. Mo-
nopoly was the only right word for these exclusive privileges. There were the
Church monopoly, the university monopoly, the Army monopoly, and the
great political monopolies—the House of Lords, the county magistracy, the
pocket boroughs, and the law. The Corn Law was not so much an economic
error as a prime symbol of the dominance of the aristocracy.

Aggravating and complicating this deep and pervasive class jealousy was a
widespread distress that resulted from the breakdown of capitalism. That
from a quarter to a third of the textile workers in Paisley, Stockport, Bury,
Oldham, and other mill towns were unemployed was profoundly disturbing
to a mercantile class who believed that laissez-faire capitalism had no contra-
dictions and no crises.17 But there it was in shambles. An explanation was
needed, and none was more readily available and persuasive than that it re-
sulted from the Corn Law, the last great remnant of that protectionism and
mercantilism whose evils the great Adam Smith had described. Evils of all
sorts were ascribed to this unjust law. Why was the Poor Law’s workhouse
test so cruel? Why were wages too low and factory hours too long? Because of
the Corn Law, answered the Weekly Chronicle. Why did Leeds have 20,000
paupers, why were its factory workers overworked, and why were its poor
“half-naked” and living on “empty stomachs and in filthy habitations?” Be-
cause of the Corn Law, answered the Weekly Dispatch.18 Why did lace makers
employ three-year-olds? Because of the Corn Law, wrote the Globe, adding
that “the spirit of monopoly has brought us to the verge of ruin,” a judgment
that the Morning Chronicle echoed in declaring “the Corn Monopoly the
centre of the pestilence of pauperism.”19 And just as their frustrations over a
widespread and inexplicable distress led them to blame all kinds of evils on
the Corn Law, so their sanguine hopes of a brighter world led them to see in
the end of that monopoly every possible good. Total free trade would bring
high wages, well-fed, well-clothed, and well-housed workers, class harmony,
social stability, political tranquility, the advance of reason, concord among
nations, the new Jerusalem. The anti–Corn Law cause, proclaimed the Leeds
Mercury, was “the dictate of Divine Providence itself. It is founded on perfect
justice.”20

There was not much political economy in the speeches of John Bright and
Richard Cobden, nor in those of W. J. Fox, the greatest of the League’s ora-
tors, nor in the League’s many publications. There was instead a welter of
ideas and attitudes, ranging from humanitarian pleas to pious quotations
from the Bible, from the homespun poetry of Ebenezer Eliot, the Corn Law
Rhymer, to the anti-Church voluntarism of Edward Miall’s NonConformist,
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from Cobden’s pacifist dream of international concord to the self-help mo-
rality of Samuel Smiles’s Leeds Times. All these ideas and attitudes and much
more filled the minds of the hundreds who spoke and wrote endlessly against
the monstrous law, which offered both a reason for England’s economic dis-
tress and the clearest evidence of the selfish and arrogant dominance of the
landed classes. The cogency of the economic reasoning of the Manchester
School has often been exaggerated. They were seldom original and perceptive,
seldom systematic and comprehensive. They even weakened their best eco-
nomic argument, that the Corn Law increased the price of bread, by vastly
exaggerating the extent of that increase and by invariably accompanying it
with the quite dubious claim that the Corn Law caused distress. They hardly
ever quoted economists or employed economic theories. Economic logic also
bowed to political rhetoric when Cobden weakened the central argument that
repeal would make bread cheaper by arguing that repeal would not hurt
farmers, whose returns depended on a high price for wheat. In all these argu-
ments, the theories of the political economist played but a modest role.

Did political economy, then, have any impact at all on the repeal of the
Corn Law? The answer is, yes; but, paradoxically, its effect was not so much
on the minds of the law’s long-standing critics as on those of those supporters
who converted to repeal in 1846. Political economy had a decided impact on
Sir Robert Peel and many of the 113 Peelites who abandoned their defense of
the Corn Law in January 1846. Peel’s conversion was surprising, perplexing,
and crucial. The explanations of three contemporary observers are instruc-
tive. For the duke of Wellington, Peel’s “alarm” at the potato blight and fear
of its consequences was the reason; for John Wilson Croker, it was Peel’s
“original disposition to abstract free trade”; and Disraeli attributed it to a
sharp turn against the Conservatives in the Lancashire and Yorkshire polls.21

Peel himself admitted fright at the potato blight. But might not that have
been, in part, a rationalization? Not only had there been worse wheat harvests
in the past and no thought of repeal, but free trade in wheat would do noth-
ing for the potato-eating Irish, who were far too poor to buy any wheat at all.
Furthermore, Peel could have temporarily suspended the Corn Law until the
potato harvest was healthy. Croker was right: the reasons lay deep in “abstract
thought,” the abstract thought of political economy. Peel had long been a dis-
ciple of the new science. He had read it at Oxford, and in 1819, as chairman of
the Committee on Currency, he immersed himself fully in its most arcane
doctrines. In 1824, he called free trade an “irrefragable principle,” and in 1834,
he said that the Corn Law “diminished the sum of national wealth.” He con-
sidered economic laws as certain as those “which determine the planets.” And
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in his plea to end the Corn Law, he paid “homage . . . to the progress of reason
and to truth.”22

But what of the other 113 Tories who voted for repeal? Why did they con-
vert? It could not have been their economic or class interests, since William
Aydelotte of the University of Iowa has shown that these 113 were just as
landed and aristocratic and just as involved with stocks and bonds and trade
as the Protectionist Tories.23 Their speeches, however, do give some clues.
“Every eminent writer in the science of political economy,” said Edward
Cardwell, “was opposed on principle to protection”; “that first of all authori-
ties, Adam Smith,” announced Sir James Graham, “favored free trade in
Corn”; “free trade,” proclaimed Sydney Herbert, is “absolutely true”; “the
leading doctrines of political economy,” concluded Henry Barkly,” were as
true as the propositions of Euclid.”24 Such were the economic convictions of
four Peelites, convictions also voiced by 19 other free trade Tories who made
up the 23 Peelites who spoke often in debate. These 23 were, on the average,
ten years younger than the 25 Tory M.P.’s who spoke most often for protec-
tionism. Many, like Thomas Acland Jr., Lord Lincoln, Gladstone, Herbert,
and Cardwell, went to Oxford when Richard Whately and Nassau Senior were
exciting all with the inexorable truths of political economy. In Peel’s govern-
ment, older ministers—like Peel, Graham, and Lord Francis Egerton—who
themselves had learned economics from David Ricardo and William Huskis-
son—passed its principles on to assistants at the Treasury and Board of Trade
and to the members of the select committees on banking, finance, and rail-
ways.25 The speeches of these Peelites, after repeal, are full of a vigor and en-
thusiasm for free trade that reflects a liberation of their real selves. Sir James
Graham, author in 1824 of a free trade pamphlet, could now freely express his
deepest economic convictions. Peelites could now employ the elegant and
empirical arguments of Adam Smith, the iron logic of Ricardo, and the elo-
quently argued free trade doctrines in Edmund Burke’s Thoughts and Details
on Scarcity.26 Political economists did differ on various questions, and some,
like Ricardo and McCulloch, were for a moderate fixed duty on foreign corn
as a compensation for tithes and taxes on land. Adam Smith, for reasons of
national defense, even supported a navigation act.27 But these were marginal
compromises, made for political reasons, and were in no way used to deny
the central truth that free trade would bring much greater prosperity than did
a restrictive protectionism. The Protectionists were certainly aware of this
fact. “The Government,” complained Stafford O’Brien in 1846, “places politi-
cal economy as its sole consideration.” “Free traders,” said John Colquhoun,
“are the rigid disciples of political economy.” Saddened by these develop-
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ments, Disraeli proposed “a limbo for political economists and their sophis-
tries.” Disraeli would not have disagreed with the free trader Earl Grey that
“the principles of this bill began 80 years ago with Adam Smith.”28

The shrewd Disraeli also believed that Peel’s conversion was furthered by
the Conservative Party’s decline in Yorkshire and Lancashire polls. Powerful
economic and social forces as well as powerful ideas were at work in early
Victorian England. The Anti–Corn Law League had mounted a furious drive
in larger boroughs and more urbanized counties both to register voters and
to create new voters by encouraging them to purchase 40-shilling freeholds.

Peel certainly knew that, given those voters, the Conservatives, in a time of
blighted potatoes, costly wheat, and a massive agitation by the League and the
Whig-Liberals, would be defeated. In Peel’s mind, as in the minds of the 113
Peelites, these realities mingled with the free trade theories of the political
economists. Although it is difficult to say which proved the most powerful, it
is also difficult to dismiss the economists’ theories as negligible. For all of
England’s commercial and manufacturing growth, members of Parliament
were still predominantly from the landed class. And although some of the 113
Peelites did represent urban constituencies and reflected their interests, many
did not. Indeed, some lost their seats by their vote for repeal. For these crucial
Peelites and for crucial Whigs with landed estates and landed constituencies,
it was not all economic interest, it was also the power of ideas, the power of
economic theory, a fact also evident in their laissez-faire indifference to the
exploitation of the working classes.

c o n d i t i o n s  o f  w o r k

Political economy, proclaimed its champions, was a great benefactor of
mankind. Had it not freed Britain’s economic energies, lowered prices, mul-
tiplied exports, and brought forth the justice of the free market? From the
1820s and the removal of the duties on manufactures to the 1840s and the re-
peal of the Corn Law, political economy, by checking selfish monopolies and
removing barriers, had advanced the public good. That England, after 1842,
entered three decades of unparalleled prosperity fulfilled every expectation of
these free traders. They were proud, confident, and boastful and not surprised
that their vision of a laissez-faire England was becoming ever more popular.
Political economy not only freed men from the shackles of restrictive gov-
ernment but brought greater prosperity and cheaper bread. Could anyone
doubt that the laws of political economy were synonymous with the laws of
progress? After 1850, indeed, fewer and fewer did.

But some did. There were still those who agreed with Thomas Carlyle and
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John Ruskin that political economy was cold, heartless and selfish. True, it
removed government shackles on trade, but only to permit industry to im-
pose heavier shackles on the workers.

Political economy was a powerful ideological force, both for good and evil.
It was Janus-like, both benign and severe in countenance; and its various
roles were as changeable as those of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.

Twentieth-century historians, like the Victorians, have differed about po-
litical economy’s cruel Hyde-like role far more than about its benign Dr.
Jekyll aspect. That the laissez-faire policies of the economists made Britain’s
economy wealthier few doubted, but whether it did so without the cruel ex-
ploitation of the working classes is a much debated question.

There is also a debate whether the actual policies of the economists were as
laissez-faire as its critics charge. Professors Lionel Robbins, Warren Samuels,
and P. S. Atiyah have questioned not only how complete the laissez-faire
outlook of the political economists was but how extensive were the actual
laissez-faire conditions of the early Victorian economy.29 Their claims have
much substance. J. R. McCulloch wrote that although “laissez faire may be
safely trusted on some things . . . on many more it is wholly inapplicable,”
and Nassau Senior insisted that the government should intervene wherever it
was conducive to the welfare of the governed.30 Adam Smith urged the gov-
ernment to promote education, manage costly public works like harbors,
and, for Britain’s defense, preserve the Navigation Act. It was an interven-
tionism that was to flower in J. S. Mill’s chapters “On Government” in suc-
cessive editions of his Political Economy.31

The idea of laissez-faire, although central to political economy, never fully
engulfed it.

Laissez-faire also failed, even after the repeal of the Corn Law and Naviga-
tion Act, to engulf the British economy. In 1843, observed McCulloch, more
than 2,000 laws regulated British commerce and finance.32 And although
many of these laws were subsequently repealed, many more, such as count-
less railway acts and voluminous merchant marine acts, joined the many en-
closure, copyhold, canal, and local improvement acts to pack the statute
books with ever more government. And there were also banking, joint stock
company, friendly society, medical, and food adulteration acts. Parliament
even regulated London cabs. There was never a purely laissez-faire economy,
and neither did the political economists have a purely laissez-faire outlook.

The key words, of course, are “entirely” and “purely.” If one reads the
statute books and the passages of the economists that Robbins, Samuels, and
Atiyah select, government intervention looms large, but if one also reads the
great parliamentary inquiries of the 1830s and 1840s on children’s and
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women’s labor in manufacturing and agriculture, and on the Law of Settle-
ment, the health of towns, handloom weavers, game laws, landlord-tenant
relations, Irish famines, and working-class housing, the laissez-faire aspect of
Victorian thought and society looms very large. It is an aspect that journalists
and statisticians also investigated, journalists like Henry Mayhew and Charles
MacKay whose reports for the Morning Chronicle in 1849 and 1850 revealed a
large world of suffering and exploitation that was almost completely ne-
glected by government.

But it was not neglected by the assiduous investigators of Britain’s new
statistical societies. In article after article, the Journal of the Royal Statistical
Society showed in painstaking detail that in housing, schooling, sanitation,
working conditions, and medical care, English society was a laissez-faire, not
a protective, society.33 The Factory Acts of 1833 and 1847 did not touch that
harsh laissez-faire world endured by the more than nine out of ten workers
who were not employed in textiles. No laws limited their hours or demanded
whitewashed walls, fenced in machinery, and schooling. There was instead an
unchecked profusion of child labor, long hours, fatalities, broken limbs, fetid,
overcrowded rooms, misery, and oppression. In a room seven feet by seven
feet in Hemel Hempstead, eighteen girls, aged from four to fourteen, plaited
straw for from twelve to fourteen hours a day, earning three to four shillings a
week for work that the investigators called “painfully distressing.” In Glas-
gow, boys aged from seven to twelve wound tobacco from 6 A.M. to 7 or 8 P.M.
in workshops “saturated with black clammy juices,” earning 1s. 2d. a week
when young and 2s. 8d. when older. The inspector also reported “nakedness,
hunger, shortness of stature, filth, scrofulous tumors” and the use of the
strap. At ironworks in Wolverhampton, seven-, eight-, and nine-year-olds
worked from twelve to thirteen hours for one to two shillings in “wretched
workshops.” In London, eleven-, twelve-, and thirteen-year-old dressmakers
toiled until 10, 11, and 12 at night—once working twenty hours a day for three
successive months. The inspector found all of them pale and sickly.34

In Staffordshire potteries, eight- to seventeen-year-olds worked twelve-
hour days, and longer if there was a rush order. The drawers, who dipped,
scoured, and threw the pots were “dull and cadaverous,” the lead and arsenic
of the glazing fluid reportedly producing asthma, consumption, and death.35

Not all trades were as cruel and oppressive. Some type foundries employed
no one under nineteen, kept the shop clean, and paid adequately. Such en-
lightened workshops were not, however, the rule. Almost all manufacturers
employed children at pitiful wages and worked them twelve hours a day or
more in filthy, ill-ventilated, overcrowded workshops, where accidents and
disease were well known.36
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The story of the agricultural laborers and of their long hours, widespread
use of children, and lowest of low wages makes it clear that more that nine-
teen out of twenty suffered from an economy that was purely laissez-faire.37

Nearly as unregulated were areas of the economy and society revealed by
other royal commissions and select committees, journalists and statistical so-
cieties, such as housing, transport, education, medicine, burials, sanitation,
where, despite some statutes and codes and an inspector or two, railway mag-
nates, tenement owners, builders, schoolmasters, and physicians and sur-
geons were free to do what they wished—as were the clergy who ran the bur-
ial grounds. In these areas, as with regard to working conditions, textiles ex-
cepted, laissez-faire did reign supreme and did permit a harsh exploitation of
the working classes.38

The laissez-faire conditions of the early Victorian economy had roots far
older and deeper than the tenets of political economy. Child labor and long
hours had for centuries been the fate of the working classes. But although po-
litical economy certainly did not cause these evils, it likewise did little to re-
move them. With few exceptions, it vigorously denied that government had
any role in the removal of such suffering.

It was not the subtle and elaborate axioms of political economy that op-
posed such intervention, but its simplest and most basic assumptions, the
laissez-faire assumptions made popular in press and pamphlet and parlia-
mentary speeches. Although economists differed about theories of value,
population, wages, and rent, they did not differ that the laws of supply and
demand—the invisible hand—translated private gain into public good, that
“capital” was the great engine of prosperity, and that the individual was far
wiser than government. A nearly religious belief in these axioms helps to ex-
plain why Parliament in the 1840s rejected the pleas of silk weavers, hosiery
workers, lace makers, London bakers, and handloom weavers for some pro-
tection. It also helps explain why Parliament rejected out of hand legislation
requiring that allotments be given to farm laborers, that tenants receive com-
pensation for improvements, and that food be sold cheaply to the starving
Irish. Each of these groups had stout advocates. The Tory Henry Halford was
unflagging in defense of hosiery workers; the radical Thomas Duncombe en-
ergetically pleaded the lace makers’ cause; Thomas Greene argued for both
silk and handloom weavers; the Whig Lord Grosvenor was tireless for bakers;
the evangelical William Cowper asked repeatedly for allotments; and the
economist Poulett Scrope was unstinting in support of the tenants’ rights.
None, for all their vigor, won more than a handful of votes.39 In the 1840s, the
only victories for the government protection of workers were the Mining Act
of 1842, the Print Work Act of 1845, and the Ten Hour Act of 1847, and each
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was declared an exception. Women and children in mines became totally un-
acceptable when investigators discovered naked males, half-naked females,
copulating couples, and overworked infants; the Print Work Act only com-
pleted the exclusion of children from textiles, and the Ten Hour Act reflected
particular, even exceptional, forces, the power of a concentrated workforce,
the dramatic, humanitarian evoking images of satanic factories, and the wish
of landed Tories, after the repeal of the Corn Law, to get even with the League
and the manufacturers. Tories who were normally aghast at any interference
between master and men nevertheless voted for the Ten Hour Act. The deep-
est convictions of these Tories differed little from Sir Robert Peel’s belief that
“the general rule” was to leave “private enterprise undisturbed.” Hardly a sin-
gle Whig or Tory opposed that rule, and even those urging intervention be-
gan by acknowledging it. “As a general principle,” said William Gladstone, in
urging the regulation of how London’s coal whippers were paid, “the legisla-
ture should not interfere with labour.” Thomas Macaulay, George Muntz,
and John Bright made the same solemn avowal as they nevertheless voted for
the Ten Hour Act.40 Few dogmas ran deeper than the conviction that gov-
ernment interference in the economy was unwise. And though it was a senti-
ment older than political economy, it nevertheless was greatly strengthened
by the cogent arguments of Adam Smith, David Ricardo, and Thomas
Malthus. Adam Smith, “the highest authority,” declared H. G. Ward, M.P.
and editor of the Weekly Chronicle, had demonstrated that “in the long run
the interests of capital and labour are identical.” “He adhered to the princi-
ples of Adam Smith,” added his fellow Whig M.P. Charles Wood, who joined
Ward in opposing the Ten Hour Act.41 Many who opposed that act invoked
“the science of political economy,” “every just doctrine of the economic sci-
ence,” and “that science which taught us how to legislate.” Other opponents
cited the “irrefragable rule” that “labour . . . should be left to . . . the operation
of supply and demand,” and the fact that “the moral and physical well-being
of the operative classes was identical with [the interests of] the employers.”42

These and many other invocations of political economy came from some
60 of the nearly 100 M.P.’s whose speeches in the 1840s reveal their social
outlook. Of these 60, nearly half held these convictions, if not with flawless
consistency, at least with intensity. Although Joseph Hume supported gov-
ernment legislation for railways, mines, and merchant shipping, it in no way
lessened his opposition to the Ten Hour Bill or mitigated his bold claim to
“let one general and uniform principle of perfect liberty” pervade British leg-
islation.43 Joseph Hume had read, as most M.P.’s had, Adam Smith’s elegant
and reasoned disquisition on “the obvious and simple system of natural lib-
erty,” and of how supply and demand determined price, wages, and profits,
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and how these self-adjusting mechanisms harmonized private interests with
the public good. No thinker was cited and praised more often in Parliament
and the press than Adam Smith. Even the Tory Morning Herald noted that
“the principles of Adam Smith are ones which no one now denies.”44 And
among those principles, none was more popular than that of non-inter-
ference.

Almost as popular with some M.P.’s was David Ricardo on the miraculous
powers of capital as the great engine propelling the economy. “In proportion
to the increase of capital” wrote Ricardo in 1817, “will be the increase in the
demand for labour,” and, as a result, a rise in “the market price of labour.”
Wages, insisted J. R. McCulloch in 1843, depended on the proportion be-
tween capital and labor. For Nassau Senior, wages rose and fell according to
the fund for the maintenance of labor, and for J. S. Mill, wages depended on
the proportion between population and capital. An expanding capital not
only sustained wages but the whole economy. So idolatrous were economists
over capital’s miraculous powers that Colonel Robert Torrens wrote of “a
school of political economy who assume that capital possesses some occult
quality or influence by which it creates for itself the field in which it is em-
ployed.”45

Members of Parliament were also persuaded of its occult powers. That
wages rose and fell with capital was an inexorable law, which no legislature
could change. And also inexorable was the fact that wages would fall if work-
ers worked fewer hours. Nassau Senior, in his Letters on the Factory Act of
1837, made the simple calculation that because a ten-hour day was one-sixth
shorter than a twelve-hour day, it would produce one-sixth fewer goods. He
also calculated that because expensive machinery that often needed replace-
ment formed so large a part of capital costs, it needed to run every hour that
it could. The cutting off of the last two hours of production would wipe out a
firm’s net profit.46 All would be ruin as cheaper foreign goods flowed in and
British capital flowed out. The Tory Home Secretary James Graham, the
Whig spokesman Henry Labouchere, the Radical Joseph Hume, the prime
minister, Sir Robert Peel, and many others used Senior’s calculations to op-
pose the Ten Hour Act. And even Colonel Torrens, who cautioned about im-
puting occult qualities to capital, was still sufficiently persuaded by arithmeti-
cal laws to calculate that a ten-hour day would bring a 25 percent fall in wages
and profits, a calculation that persuaded the Radical Thomas Duncombe to
withhold support of the ten-hour day.47

These calculations, however, were not correct. The factory inspector Leon-
ard Horner, a shrewd and doughty Scotsman, told Senior at a Political Econ-
omy Club meeting that his claim that profits depend on the last hour was
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untrue. And the club’s secretary, Mr. Mallet, declared that Senior’s insistence
on “the accuracy of his minuteness” was part of the “coxcombry of the politi-
cal economists.”48 Leonard Horner’s factory report of 1845 showed that pro-
duction in a Preston mill that ran for eleven instead of twelve hours did not
decline. Lord John Manners also cited McCulloch’s Commercial Dictionary to
the effect that not only had every prediction of ruin made on the passage of
earlier factory acts proved false, but that, quite to the contrary, greater pro-
ductivity, profits, and wages had ensued.49 It is doubtful whether most M.P.’s
took these claims seriously; Duncombe for one did not allow Torrens’s pre-
dicted 25 percent loss to prevent his conversion, in 1847, to the ten-hour
cause. But although suspicious of every precise calculation, they did not
doubt that the wage fund and the laws of supply and demand determined the
rate of wages. It was a belief that persuaded M.P.’s to oppose, not only the
ten-hour day, but all protection for handloom weavers, lace makers, and ho-
siery knitters. It was a belief enshrined in the often cited and influential report
of the 1841 Handloom Weavers Commission, a report written by Nassau Se-
nior, the preeminent expounder of the wage fund theory. For Senior, so in-
exorable was the fixed wage fund’s role in defining wages that all legislation
on wages, or on hours, would be as useless as defying the tides.50

To limit hours would also expand the role of the state and lessen that of
the individual, in itself an evil, since political economy, and much else, had
shown that economic man is far cannier and more energetic than cumber-
some and blundering government. Adam Smith had laid it down that the
state had three duties, to protect from violence, both external and internal, to
administer justice, and to support public institutions that it was not in the
interest of the individual to establish. And to fulfill these three duties, he
added the raising of revenues. Beyond that, government interference was
largely pernicious.51

The Whig Lord Chancellor, Henry Brougham, was even more severe con-
cerning the role of government. An admirer of Adam Smith, he would limit
government “to secure the rights of the people, the rights of property . . .
[and] not to impede the end of laws.” The Philosophical Radical John Arthur
Roebuck would restrict the state just as severely. “All that a government can
do,” he argued, “is to protect life and property.”52 Although most M.P.’s had a
broader view of government, most did accept that, on economic matters, in-
dividuals were more prudent and efficient than government. They agreed
with H. G. Ward that “a well regulated self-interest is the great moving prin-
ciple with the world” and with Sir Robert Peel that “it was precisely by the
vigorous, judicious, steady pursuit of self-interest, that individuals and com-
panies ultimately benefitted the public.” Peel’s praise of individual self-
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interest came in 1844 in a debate on railways. A year later, again on railways,
he insisted that “nothing could do more harm, than that any government
should interfere.”53 For Peel and most M.P.’s, government was vast, cumber-
some, inefficient, and full of political appointees and mediocrity. Country
Tories, like Colonel Sibthorp, hated all commissions, all patronage, all bu-
reaucrats. Government was expensive, wasteful, and meddling.54 Radicals like
Roebuck, Hume, and Bright also hated government, believing it to be oppres-
sive and arbitrary, the handmaid of the aristocracy and the enemy of the peo-
ple. Moralistic Whigs and Peelites also found government interference, espe-
cially through a too generous Poor Law or regulation of wages and hours, as
corrupting. “The ten hour bill is no kindness,” asserted Thomas Gisborne,
since it “would destroy their self-reliance.” “To substitute legislative interfer-
ence,” said Peel, would “change materially the character of the people.”55 In
talking of “self-reliance,” and the “character of the people,” Bright, Gisborne,
and Peel left the axioms of political economy for the realm of morality. Other
M.P.’s also departed from those axioms in opposing protection for weavers,
knitters, and lace makers. Just as a belief in the laws of supply and demand
and the invisible hand merged with a belief in a natural law and a providential
harmony, so did a belief in the individual’s superiority to government merge
with a wider moral and political individualism. The teachings of political
economy were by no means the weaker in Parliament for their consonance
with supporting attitudes, but it does make it difficult to disentangle these
many parallel forces that explain why Parliament did so little to check the ex-
ploitation of workers and why what they did do was so little and erratic.

On March 18, 1844, the House of Commons voted 179 to 170 for a ten-hour
amendment to the factory bill, and on May 13, 56 days later, it reversed itself
by voting 297 to 159 to defeat a ten-hour amendment. The act that passed
placed no limitations on adult labor. But three years and a general election
later, Parliament voted 153 to 88 for a ten-hour day.56 The sudden reversal in
1844 occurred in large part because 80 Tory M.P.’s, absent on March 18, voted
on May 13 against the ten-hour amendment. Only eight Tories actually
changed their votes. Some 38 Tories who had favored the ten-hour day on
March 18 also stayed away on May 13. Peel’s use of the party whips and his
threat to resign no doubt led to the sudden presence of the 80 Tories as op-
ponents of a shorter workday and the absence of 38 of its friends.57

But it is also true that the pleas of Lord Ashley in March had failed to move
those Tories who chose to be indifferently absent. The Tories were split on
the ten-hour day. The more self-conscious and articulate paternalists, led by
Young England and Lord Ashley, were for it; the Peelites, full of political
economy, resolutely against; and the majority, both wedded to property
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rights and hostile to manufacturers, of divided mind. In the tirades of W. B.
Ferrand and Lord John Manners, the landowning Tories expressed a virulent
hatred of manufacturers, a hatred greatly intensified by the Anti–Corn Law
League’s attacks on the landed classes’ sacred Corn Law, a hatred also of the
League’s allies, whether Liberals, Whigs, or economists.58 In 1844, the Man-
chester Times, Morning Advertiser, Morning Chronicle, Economist, and Sun ex-
plained the Tories’ March vote for a ten-hour day in terms of a vindictiveness
toward manufacturers and the League, charges repeated in 1846 and 1847 by
two M.P.’s, Milner Gibson and John Arthur Roebuck, and three journals, the
Carlisle Journal, the Scotsman, and the Tory Standard. The Standard in 1847
stoutly denied the charge of vindictiveness but in doing so seems to have for-
gotten that on March 30, 1844, it had told the agricultural M.P.’s that they had
“the League at their mercy, [and that] they may crush it into annihilation by
supporting Ashley.”59

How great a role such vindictiveness played in the 1847 passage of the Ten
Hour Act is difficult to judge. It passed 153 to 58 in a House of Commons of
658. The departure from the Conservative Party of 114 Peelites introduced dis-
array into the forces favoring laissez-faire. It also heightened hostility to that
traitor Peel. Of 241 Protectionists, 78 voted for the Ten Hour Bill and only 10
against. Of 114 Peelites, 16 voted against and only 8 for the Bill.60 Most elusive
in this crucial vote were the 163 absent Protectionists. Almost all would cer-
tainly have voted “no” to a ten-hour day if the Bill had included agricultural
laborers. Instead, it only applied to textile factories, some of whose owners fi-
nanced the Anti–Corn Law League. Even if many were not vindictive, what
happened to textile mills was not their concern. Workers in mammoth facto-
ries, like women and children in mines, were exceptional and so required ex-
ceptional legislation. But for all other workers, the general rule should be
non-interference. The fearful accident rate, the abominable housing, the dis-
ease, the payment of wages in pubs, and the drunkenness of thousands of
railway workers, all revealed in the Select Committee on Railway Labourers,
no more moved Parliament to action than the copious revelations of the grim
labor of women and children in field and workshop. In the early Victorian
economy, laissez-faire was king, a fact that owed much to the impact of po-
litical economy on the Victorian social conscience. Political economy was not
the only source of a tolerance of the exploitation and wretchedness of the
working classes, but in reinforcing older attitudes, it showed its Mr. Hyde,
not its Dr. Jekyll visage. Many early Victorians felt that it was also just as
Hyde-like in its support of the harsh New Poor Law.
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For many early Victorians, the bitterest fruit of political economy was the
New Poor Law of 1834. Critics denounced it as cruel, harsh, and mean. It was
also unconstitutional, Malthusian, and destructive of local government. In
calling it Malthusian, they erred. Malthus did not want a new law, but the
abolition of the old. In 1817, Ricardo agreed, as did other, lesser economists,
who feared that poor laws only encouraged the growth of population, job-
lessness, and pauperism. Escalating poor rates would destroy the wage fund,
which alone could save the poor from utter destitution. A poor law, especially
one that lavishly supplemented wages, was also a foolish interference in the
labor market, which was best regulated by the laws of supply and demand.
Although most economists were not for outright abolition, nearly all were se-
verely critical of those old laws, much patched together, by which some
15,000 parishes administered relief in a bewildering variety of ways. Some did
so extravagantly and some niggardly and, for its critics, far too few in accor-
dance with Malthus’s law of population or Ricardo’s wage fund. And many a
Tory who called the new law cruel still defended those settlement clauses that
made it very difficult to obtain poor relief except in the parish of one’s birth,
thus denying laborers their rightful mobility.61

If, on April 17, 1834, when the Whig Lord Althorp introduced the New
Poor Law Bill, M.P.’s expected to hear the economists’ strictures on the old
poor laws, they were soon disappointed. Although a member of the Political
Economy Club and a devotee of that science, Lord Althorp mentioned nei-
ther economists nor axioms of political economy. Quite the opposite. He
claimed that the New Poor Law was “contrary to the more strict principles of
political economy.” He did, to be sure, mention the threat of mounting poor
rates to property, but he said not a word about mounting rates lessening the
fund for wages, about a law of population, or about a poor law that did not tie
laborers to their parishes. The brunt of his argument was moral. A lavish poor
relief, Althorp argued, corrupted and degraded the laboring classes. It turned
independent laborers into dependent paupers.62

It was a moral refrain that Althorp took from the 1834 Report of the Royal
Commission on the Poor Laws. Although the largest part of that report was
written by one of England’s leading economists, Nassau Senior, it mentioned
neither Adam Smith and Ricardo nor Malthus’s law of population. It did
touch on the wage fund and the labor market, but very slightly and in a most
surprising way. Nassau Senior wrote, not of a lack of capital for wages because
of high poor rates, but instead of “low interest and a profusion of capital,” a
capital that “overflowed in all channels of manufacturing and commerce” but
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avoided agriculture because it was so “ill managed” and its labor so demoral-
ized that capital applied to it became “wasted capital.”63

Senior is also surprisingly quiet on the laws of political economy when he
castigates magistrates for attempting “to regulate the incomes of the industri-
ous poor.” In castigating them, he nowhere talks of a foolish intervention in
the laws of supply and demand. Instead, Senior pronounces them hopelessly
inept at distinguishing between the deserving and undeserving poor. Moral
and administrative, not economic arguments, inform this 180-page report.
Again and again, in anecdote, in dubious statistics, in psychological theoriz-
ing, in exhortations, one reads that extravagant and indiscriminate outdoor
relief destroys a laborer’s industry, providence, and independence, corrupts
self-reliance, destroying the affections between parent and child, and begets
every form of vice—idleness, dishonesty, drunkenness, poaching, smuggling,
insolence, and disobedience. Not all parishes gave such corrupting relief and
certainly not in the same manner. Those strict in granting relief, especially
those granting the able-bodied no relief but in the workhouse, were presented
as models to imitate. But far too many parishes, said the report, increased
outdoor relief as more children were added to a family, thus causing parishes
to become overpopulated. There was, it concluded, a steady, rapid descent
into social decay and moral corruption, a descent accompanied by a large rise
in poor rates, a rise that threatened property itself—a dubious claim, because
poor rates had actually fallen in the past two decades.64

The report’s picture was biased and its evidence selective. Rates were not
bankrupting property and neither was the agricultural laborer of 1834 any
more corrupt and idle than his parents and grandparents had been—they
were only more numerous, because of a population growth that itself re-
flected an increase in prosperity. Yet the report did reflect some uncomfort-
able truths: attempts to relieve distress caused by bad harvests and trade de-
pressions by means of allowances in aid of wages had proven, if not as cor-
rupting as asserted, certainly messy and indiscriminate, and a possible en-
couragement to farmers to pay lower wages. There was also a need to distin-
guish the truly indigent from the fraudulent, and even to treat the various
kinds of poor that lay between the two differently. There were serious faults
with the old laws and urgent problems to solve. But in its diagnosis of and
remedies for such problems, the report made few references to the principles
of political economy.65

Neither did the parliamentary debates on the New Poor Law of the 1830s
and 1840s refer to such principles. Not one speaker mentioned population,
wage funds, or the labor market and its laws of supply and demand; nor did
anyone mention Malthus or Ricardo. Adam Smith was never mentioned, not
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even in the debate on the parish settlement he so cogently criticized. A Par-
liament of landowners neglected the findings of political economy and kept
the mode of settlement that tied the labourers to their parish. The landed
classes, anxious to keep poor rates low, had long attempted to limit relief to
the paupers of their own parish. They were very chary of granting settle-
ment—and so relief—to the poor from adjoining parishes. By greatly reduc-
ing the mobility of the poor, the law of settlement greatly limited the freedom
of the labor market. Nearly all political economists had condemned it, yet it
was kept, with only a few modifications, in the New Poor Law, further evi-
dence again that the ideas of political economy were far from omnipotent.66

The many and long debates on the New Poor Law focused largely on three
matters: its centralization, its workhouse test, and its instances of cruelty. At-
tacks based on those concerns came largely from landed paternalists attached
to the parish and urban radicals resentful of the poor law commissioners’ en-
croachment on their towns’ local autonomy and at its refusing the able-
bodied any relief but that given in the workhouse.67 Most of the supporters of
the law, some 80 percent of M.P.’s—gave it a silent and approving vote. Why
complain of a law that, from 1834 to 1836, reduced poor rates 23 percent?
From 1836 on, parliamentarians continued to defend the law, and again
largely with moral and administrative, not economic arguments. Did the
ideas of political economy make no impact, then?68

Not quite. To deny any impact is to deny a consonance between the lais-
sez-faire individualism of political economy and the self-reliant individualism
of Victorian morality. It would also be to deny the deeper consonance be-
tween political economy’s general rules, logical analyses, and rational plan-
ning and the general rules, logical analyses, and rational planning that lay be-
hind the growth of the central government. Economists, however wedded to
laissez-faire, still considered it to lie within their sphere to construct schemes
of banking, currency, joint stock companies, enclosures, tithes, and poor
laws. For those economists well versed in Bentham, there was no deep con-
flict between political economy and administrative centralization. John Aus-
tin, a friend of Bentham and the Mills, argued in the Edinburgh Review of 1847
that centralization and laissez-faire were quite compatible, since centraliza-
tion did not mean big government, but a government—even a small one—
that efficiently supervised its local authorities.69

The consonance between the individualism of political economy and the
individualism of Victorian morality was no less explicit in the thought of two
other friends of Bentham and the Mills. In the reports recording the triumph
of the New Poor Law in 1838 and 1842 by James Kay-Shuttleworth and E .C.
Tufnell, both assistant commissioners, the truths of political economy and of
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a self-reliant morality are combined as in few other reports. There is no si-
lence about the wage fund, but its fullest application. In those Suffolk and
Norfolk parishes that severely reduced outdoor relief, wages and employment
rose dramatically. Tufnell claimed that distress in Kent had arisen from “the
funds of the employers being so diminished [for poor rates] that they are un-
able to give the usual quantity of work.” With the end of wasteful relief and
high poor rates, wages would rise. Tufnell denounced all use of poor relief to
raise wages above the market rate as “fruitless.”70

The ending of outdoor relief would not only increase the fund for wages
but make the poor more industrious and self-reliant. Political economy and
Victorian morality thus meshed together to win for the New Poor Law the
support of almost all political economists. In that meshing, the precise im-
pact of the truths of political economy is difficult to judge. Who can tell
which of two strong sailors pulling on a rope is the most decisive? It is again
wisest to conclude that while the role of political economy should not be ex-
aggerated, it did play a reinforcing role, and a reinforcing role that was at
times marginally crucial. But it was also a role that on many issues—railways,
canals, banking, water supply, and enclosure—was confusing, complex, and,
given the simultaneous growth of laissez-faire attitudes and of government
agencies, strikingly paradoxical.
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c h a p t e r  6

Sacred Property and Divine Providence

�

The Victorians’ vision of a laissez-faire society sprang from many and varied
sources. Political economy was not its sole source—and perhaps not even its
principal one. Rivaling political economy in its insistence on a free society
and economy were not only the emerging forces of Nonconformist individu-
alism, voluntarism, and a radical hostility to government, but two older
forces, a belief in the sacredness of property and a belief in a divinely ordered
and harmonious society. These two old forces were much more powerful and
pervasive than the newer forces since they were such an integral part of three
realities, a de facto laissez-faire society that arose from the wreck of Stuart
despotism, the triumph of capitalism, and a conservatism imbedded in the
common law, in the writings of giants like William Blackstone, Edmund
Burke, and William Paley, and in the theology of the Anglican Church.

At the heart of this conservatism and laissez-faire society lay a deep ven-
eration for private property. That such property was sacred was an intense
conviction with most Members of Parliament, one that found eloquent and
passionate expression. “Civilization,” the historian Macaulay told the House
of Commons in 1842, “rests on security of property,” for without it a “country
will sink into barbarism.” In the House of Lords, Brougham, well on his way
from radicalism through Whiggery to conservatism, made the same claim,
calling “the right of property . . . the line of demarcation which separated the
savage from the civilized state of society.” He also called it “the most sacred of
all rights . . . the corner stone of the whole edifice, its fundamental principle.”
The leader of the Tory Lords, Lord Stanley, the future earl of Derby and
prime minister, was equally enthusiastic, rejoicing in the “sacred, high and
indefeasible right of landowners in the property of the soil.” He elsewhere de-
clared such rights “above all constitutional theories,” since property and life
“are the foundation, the bases, the main bond of all constitutions and all
rights.”1 The House of Lords was inordinately fond of the rights of private
property. For Lord Lansdowne, “the undoubted rights of property” were part
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of the laws of Divine Providence and formed “the great foundation in which
all improvement must rest, . . . the foundation of all social advantage.” The
Lords were quick to invoke the sacred right of property whatever the cause:
for Lord Londonderry, it justified working children in mines, for the earl of
Malmesbury, using dogs to draw carts, and for the duke of Beaufort, the earl
of Wicklow, and Lord Segrave, the employment of chimney sweeps. Beaufort
knew that using chimney sweeps was “opposed to the dictates of humanity”
but to outlaw them would be “very dangerous to property.”2 Few in the
Commons—Tory or Whig or Radical—doubted the inviolable rights of
property. That inveterate critic of all vested interests Thomas Wakely had
called property “one of the first fruits of civilization,” while all the
Benthamites and other adherents of political economy realized how central it
was to the theories of Adam Smith and David Ricardo.3 Radical and Whig op-
ponents of the Ten Hour Bill used the sacredness of private property to op-
pose it. A ten-hour limit, they argued, interfered with the only property a
worker possessed, his right to labor. “The most sacred of all rights,” argued
the Examiner, “was the poor man’s . . . freedom to work.” Invoking the sa-
credness of property was an old and much employed tradition. Thomas
Hobbes had used it two centuries earlier, as had Adam Smith when he in-
voked “the property which every man has in his own labour.” It was also in-
voked by the Liberal Milner Gibson in 1844 and the Radical Joseph Hume in
1846.4

But although Whigs and Radicals never doubted the rights of property,
their favorite rhetorical term was “capital,” a term hated by Tories as the child
of political economists and manufacturers. The Tory’s favorite word, “prop-
erty,” was central to a creed hostile to an encroaching and centralizing gov-
ernment. No Tory expressed that creed more loudly than Colonel Sibthorp.
No one, not the Radical Hume nor the Benthamite Roebuck, spoke and
voted against the growth of government more consistently than this feisty,
garrulous county M.P. from Nottinghamshire. “I hate all commissions,” he
exploded, “I hate all jobs, I suspect all government.” He thus voted against
the Poor Law, Railway Acts, Inclosure and Tithe Commissions, public works
in Ireland, Drainage Loan Acts for English landlords, the regulation of Lon-
don’s hackney cabs, and every and all measures limiting a landlord’s power
over tenants or game birds, and in doing so, he invoked “what had always
been held sacred, the rights of property.”5

Most Tory M.P.’s from England, although steadfast in defense of prop-
erty, usually did so in a silent way. But the M.P.’s from Ireland were not so
discreet. From 1846 to 1850, they denounced almost every measure to allevi-
ate the famine as an invasion of property. They formed an angry, loud cho-
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rus of dissent. Frederick Shaw, an M.P. from Dublin, proclaimed in 1846 that
strengthening Ireland’s not very effective poor law of 1838 would “absorb the
whole property of the country,” and in 1847 that it “would ruin the landlord.”
In that year, too, the Irish landlord Stafford O’Brien, a friend of Young Eng-
land and worshipper of Wordsworth, said that a poor law would “swamp the
property of Ireland,” and Henry Thomas Corry, M.P. from Tyrone, predicted
that it would cause “the confiscation of property,” a deplorable event, since “a
flourishing condition of property is as necessary to the welfare of the poor as
of the rich.”6

Any bills enhancing tenants’ rights also threatened property: they in-
fringed, said Viscount Bernard, on “the rights of property.” And such in-
fringements were unnecessary, added Joseph Napier, M.P. from Dublin Uni-
versity, because the “true interests of the tenants are identified with those of
the landlords.” Since even modest proposals to reform leasehold conversions
brought shouts of “complete subjection of property,” it is not surprising that
the 1849 Bill for a uniform and supplementary poor rate of 6d. on the pound
on all Irish property led Colonel Fitzstephen French, of Roscommon County,
to complain loudly of the annihilation and confiscation of the property of
Ireland.7 By 1849, with the famine tragically persisting, the Whig government
proposed a 6d. rate throughout Ireland in order to rescue the starving in the
hard-hit and impoverished Western districts. The proposal led five Irish
landlords in Parliament to protest that it would be “confiscatory of property,”
cause “the melting away” of “the whole of property,” “end laws of real prop-
erty,” “destroy the security of property” and introduce the “communist doc-
trine.”8

Talk of communism and socialism had greatly increased since the French
revolution of 1848. The dissemination of the ideas of Fourier, Proudhon, and
Louis Blanc only doubled the energies of the defenders of property. Bernal
Osborne called the 6d. rate “legalized communism,” while J. B. Walsh, an
English landlord, feared that it and Scrope’s plan to give wastelands to the
landless would abrogate property and bring in the socialism of Proudhon and
Louis Blanc.9 The pressure of the Irish famine combined with fears evoked by
socialist ideas and the French revolution of 1848 led Parliament to reaffirm as
never before its devotion to the sacredness of property.

That devotion was all the greater because its roots lay in the writings of the
giants of political thought and because of its wide popularity in current peri-
odicals and works. The library of an English country gentleman commonly
included nothing to disturb and much to reaffirm the sacredness of property.
It would very likely contain the works of John Locke, William Blackstone,
Edmund Burke, and William Paley. Although these much thumbed classics
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differed on the nature and origins of private property, they never questioned
that property was indispensable.

John Locke’s arguments, if, for some, a little out of date by the 1840s, had
become with many a commonplace. Private property was legitimate because
of the labor that had made it possible—the labor of clearing and draining and
fencing fields, and of building corn mills and houses. Property as accumu-
lated labor was part of the natural state of man. It was a natural right that pre-
ceded the state. “Man . . . hath by Nature a power,” wrote Locke, “to preserve
his property that is his Life.” Man also “has Liberty and Estates [that] I call by
the name of property.” He has the right “to pass his accumulated labor on to
his heirs, or to sell it to another for money.” Money was itself a form of ac-
cumulated labor. Property, in short, could be free and alienable.10 This strong
emphasis on hard labor as the origins of the natural right of property not only
won the approval of those improvers of agriculture and pioneers of manu-
factures who made eighteenth-century England a beehive of industry and
wealth, but also influenced or reinforced the arguments of Adam Smith and
David Ricardo that labor gave a commodity its value.

To the two main arguments that property was a rightful accumulation of
labor and that it accorded with reason and natural law, Locke brought in oth-
ers: property was useful as an incentive to labor, as a cement of society, as a
way to avoid turbulence over possessions, as a way to discipline the lower
classes.11

In 1765, William Blackstone published his Commentaries on the Laws of
England, which soon became Holy Writ for all students of law and for many
more. While Blackstone granted that “bodily labour . . . is universally allowed
to give the fairest and most reasonable title” to property, he said little about it
in his historical sketch of the rise of property from Abraham’s claiming a well
of water as his property through Cicero’s insistence that “the place which any
man has taken is for the time his own” to a realistic awareness of the role of
the state and law as the real buttresses of private property. Property is thus a
“right,” which is all the more solid because ordained by law. But Blackstone
draws back from making property solely the offspring of law. Since it both
existed prior to government and is universally accepted by the common sen-
timents of mankind, it is a natural right and part of natural law. It is also, of
course, eminently useful. Blackstone weaves in every possible argument in his
defense of property, and if the argument is not flawlessly coherent, its erudi-
tion, sweep, and agreement with the assumptions of a landed society deep-
ened the gentry’s view that property, if not sacred, was at least solidly rational,
useful, natural, and legal.12 The countless members of Parliament who ex-
tolled property with such vigor must, if somewhat unconsciously, have
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brought Locke and Blackstone to Westminster. Most of them were probably
Whigs and Liberals. Tories raised on Burke had doubts about property as a
natural right and as accumulated labor. Burke, and others before him, saw the
egalitarian ramifications of both. If labor is the basis, why do the hard-
working receive so little and the leisurely so much, and should not that be
rectified? And should not such a huge inequality also be rectified because
property is a natural right of all men? The shrewd Burke saw that the best de-
fense of property was prescription. “Our Constitution,” wrote Burke, “is a
prescriptive Constitution, it is a Constitution whose sole authority is that it
existed time out of mind.” “The foundation of property,” he added, “is the
old habitual, unmeaning prepossession in favor of historic right.” Supporting
the sacred rules of prescription, Burke believed, were natural law and utility,
the one distantly and the other immediately. Property, like the state, the
Church, law courts, magistracy, the parish, and constables had evolved be-
cause they met deep needs and were eminently useful; moreover, their aboli-
tion would lead to anarchy. Property was the linchpin of this salutary, even
sacred, edifice.13

Members of Parliament quoted Burke much more often than Locke or
Blackstone. His only rival was William Paley, a writer of clear, persuasive,
eighteenth-century prose, a straightforward prose, far less complex than
Burke’s. Paley’s view of property may well have strengthened many an M.P.’s
conviction of the inviolability of property. Published in 1765, his Principles of
Moral and Political Philosophy enjoyed its twenty-first edition in 1850. It was
required reading at Cambridge and was found in many a rectory, manor
house, and town residence. It had no involuted Burkian sentences. All was
simple. “The real foundation of our right [to property] is the LAW OF THE

LAND.” That law is just both because it reflects divine law and because prop-
erty is useful. Paley combines natural theology, common law, and utilitari-
anism to form a coherent defense of private property. As to its usefulness, he
is specific: property incites people to “increase the produce of the earth” and
to preserve and distribute that produce. It also prevents violent clashes over
that produce and the land that creates it, leads to the division of labor,
“improves conveniency of living,” and prevents “wars, waste, [and] tumult.”
Property also is a historic right and rests on prescription.14

Although classical theories of the origin and nature of property differed
and rested on some dubious assumptions in early Victorian England, no one
except the Owenites, Fourierists, and a few extreme Chartists doubted that
private property should form the basis of the economy. That property was ac-
cumulated labor some doubted; that it was a natural right originating in a
state of nature, Jeremy Bentham pronounced a fiction, “the effusions of a
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hard heart operating a cloudy mind,” and that prescription gave it imperish-
able rights meant little to those who found all institutions hoary and decrepit
with age and in need of reform.15 The crusty McCulloch showed his awareness
of this discrepancy when he cautioned, “It does no good to look into theories
of property [since] it seems to be sufficiently obvious,” a view John Stuart
Mill adopted, with a cryptic “we must leave out of consideration its actual
origin.”16 Mill wrote a long defense of property in his Political Economy, but it
was one haunted by a sense both of its unjust inequalities and dubious justifi-
cations.

The same is true of other critics. As Christian Socialists, Frederick Denison
Maurice and Charles Kingsley condemned the great inequality in the distri-
bution of property and the harshness of its use, as did Thomas Hodgskin and
William Thompson and many Chartists. But none would declare for property
in common. Maurice praised private property as “crucial” to society, a sym-
bol “of personal distinction” and Hodgskin, who called “the right of labour”
the true natural right, contended that “even the sacredness of the present
right of property can not be too strenuously upheld against . . . the violations
of government.”17 John Stuart Mill, deeply alarmed by French socialist ideas,
also feared that property in common would destroy that “multi-form devel-
opment of human nature that stimulates mental and moral progress.” It
would also end the independence and freedom and bring despotism.18

Private property was far too pervasive in Victorian society, far too active a
part of its economy, and far too venerated for John Stuart Mill to become
England’s Proudhon or Fourier. Belief in private property cut across the
whole spectrum of politics. Not only did Conservatives like Southey,
Coleridge, and Sadler extol its virtues, but so did Whigs like Thomas Arnold
and Lord Macaulay, all the Benthamites, the evangelicals led by Thomas
Chalmers, and, with great learning, all the economists. Even the Radicals in
the tradition of William Godwin and Thomas Paine gave it their blessing. The
Chartist convention of 1839 declared “the rights of property are sacred and in-
violable.”19

Nowhere was this widespread popularity more evident than in the periodi-
cal press, particularly the Tory section. Blackwood’s and Fraser’s, the Tories’
two great monthlies, and the distinguished Quarterly Review made it the cen-
terpiece of their paternalism. The adage “Property has its duties as well as its
rights” ends on rights. To Croly and Alison, Blackwood’s leading writers, pri-
vate property was “the primary purpose of society” and “the sole principle of
progress,” a view that John Croker of the Quarterly Review shared. Black-
wood’s Croly called Burke “the greatest of political philosophers,” and the
Quarterly Review’s Croker insisted that Burke’s “expansive and comprehen-
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sive power of intellect was superior to all.” Burke’s exaltation of property in-
forms all of Croly’s and Croker’s denunciation of any government interfer-
ence with railways, game laws, Church property, or landed estates.20 A writer
in Fraser’s was quite explicit on how holding property sacred meant a perva-
sive laissez-faire. It is a “principle of our Constitution,” he asserted, “that let
his property consist of what it may, man may do what he likes with his own.”
“Do what he likes with his own” was one of three maxims that lay deep in the
Tory mind, the other two being “Leave well enough alone” and “Live and let
live,” adages heard often at agricultural meetings and at the hustings. Michael
Sadler called “Live and let live” a “noble English maxim” and the Sussex Agri-
cultural Express pronounced it “a homely but very truthful saying.” The Tory
Standard also voiced this sentiment when, after citing Edmund Burke, it
wrote, “The sacredness of the right of property must for ever prohibit the in-
terference of the state.”21 The Standard hated political economy. So did
Fraser’s, the Quarterly Review, and Blackwood’s, the latter’s Thomas De
Quincy denouncing its “cold indifference.”22 But since both economists and
paternalists envisioned a laissez-faire society, what was the difference? The
Standard, which constantly denounced capital, machinery, manufacturers,
and new wealth, insisted that there was a big difference. “The rights of capi-
tal,” it wrote in 1848, “is a different thing from the sacred right of property
since the latter secures a man only that which he has; the former asserts his
right to use what he has to the ruin of his neighbour.” It was a flimsy and du-
bious distinction, especially coming from a paper that called railway legisla-
tion “a violation of sacred property.”23 Did not railways incarnate the evils of
capital and new wealth as much as cotton mills? Yes, but it mattered not to
the Standard. A cynic might observe that railway advertisements greatly en-
hanced the Standard’s revenues, an observation that wise Burkians like Stan-
ley Lees Giffard, its editor, would not mind, since for Burke, vested interests
were part of the elaborate and beneficial edifice of property. That the Railway
Times constantly invoked the rights of property to oppose government inter-
ference with railways was no more surprising than that the Farmer’s Magazine
insisted on “the absolute and uncontrolled right of the first owners of soil to
do as they pleased with their own.”24 There is no gainsaying that the sacred-
ness of property, quite as much as the invisible hand of the economists, ap-
peared attractive to a host of vested interests for quite clearly material rea-
sons. But it also had strength as rhetoric, as a vision, and as an ancient and
helpful ideology. The Tory Mirror even called on all national schools to teach
“the sacredness of property.”25

Hugh Miller, editor of the Witness, also called for the sanctity of property
to be taught in the schools. He was so persuaded of “the great natural law of
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property” that he called it an “institution of God . . . which no man or nation
can set aside with impunity.”26 Nonconformist journals seemed second only
to Tory paternalists in embracing property. For the Eclectic, “private property
is the most powerful agent in the promotion of civilization”; for the North
British Review, “the sacredness of property” was an ancient belief, long the ba-
sis of society; and for Edward Miall’s NonConformist, it was a Lockean natural
right, because “all property we take to be merely condensed and accumulated
labour.” The NonConformist, so often full of the laws of political economy,
still disliked the “frigid calculations” of the “cold blooded economists.”27

Deep in the Nonconformist mentality lay a tough, puritan worship of work,
and Locke’s natural right of property as the fruit of industry seemed far less
“frigid [a] calculation.”

Locke’s view was also a far older and far more popular and far simpler form
of laissez-faire, a fact noted by more than one contemporary journal. W. E.
Hickson, a discerning observer of public opinion, noted that “laissez faire is by
no means the doctrine exclusively of political economists; it is the creed of a
far more numerous section of the community.” It was also a far older creed, as
the Unitarians’ Prospective Review realized when it wrote that the right of
property was antecedent to and different from political economy.28

Older than political economy, more pervasive, more varied in appeal, and
more varied in its ties to corporations, churches, land, capitalists, and a wide
array of voluntary institutions, a belief in the sanctity of property certainly
formed a major part of the early Victorian vision of a laissez-faire society. But
what was its actual impact? Did it prevent crucial legislation? Was it much
more than rhetoric?

At first glance, its impact seems great. A cry of property in danger seemed
to meet every proposal for reform. For Lord Wynford in 1833, a proposed lu-
nacy commission would be “too heavy a burden on property,” and for Stuart
Wortley in 1849, a measure to require Scottish railways to run on Sundays was
“a direct infringement on the rights of private property.” In the sixteen years
between 1833 and 1849, property in danger was raised on more than thirty
measures of reform.29 It was invoked against bills to control dogs, chimney
sweeps, mines, the New Poor Law, the ten-hour day, the Railway Board, the
Public Health Act, and on both sides of the Corn Law debate. It was also used
to oppose a bill on Scottish Church sites, the collection of agricultural statis-
tics, and the reform of the Church living at Bishop Wearmouth.30 The reforms
of charities, cathedral chapters, enclosures, tithes, and metropolitan building
also aroused tender feelings about property. There was often in enclosures,
John Hill Burton concluded, “a fanatical spirit against all proposals importing
an interference with property.”31 But did it matter? A great many of the meas-



Sacred Property and Divine Providence 121

ures denounced as an interference with property did pass. In many measures,
there was also an ambiguity about property rights. The New Poor Law, for ex-
ample, created a central commission that interfered with the rights of prop-
erty, but it was also intended to defend property itself. “The old laws,” said
Lord Althorp in 1834, would have caused, “the destruction of all property.”32

This vastly exaggerated fear was countered by its opponents with the charge
that the new law’s three commissioners themselves infringed on the sacred
rights of property. These protests, however, were of no avail, since landown-
ers soon found out that the commissioners were successful in lowering rates,
which explains the curious paradox that whereas Tory M.P.’s attacked the
New Poor Law at the hustings during the general election of 1841, almost all
later voted to renew it.33 Invoking the sacred right of property always involved
complexity and ambiguities, particularly since so many of the above meas-
ures were to the advantage of property because they brought an efficient and
salutary order to the economy. There would have been far fewer railways
without the compulsory purchase of property. The railways would also have
been far more dangerous for many a property-owning traveler but for railway
inspectors interfering with property. Cathedral prebends and canons, who did
little, protested when some of their incomes went to curates who did much,
often in working-class areas, but it made for a more efficient Church, and one
no whit less rich in property. And so it went with banking, joint stock com-
panies, metropolitan building, and numerous matters in which government
interference, despite protests about property’s sacred rights, did little harm
and much good. The use of government to regulate property and improve its
effective use even extended to land in the form of the Inclosure and Tithe
Commissions and loans to improve drainage, but no further. Sir Robert Peel,
who presided over much of the wise ordering of property—even against his
own rhetoric—said in 1846, “On all these matters connected with the tenure
of land and the relations of landlord and tenant he would uphold the rights of
property.”34 Peel knew his Tory landowners well and their jealous regard for
property rights. No one, not even captains of industry, enjoyed such exten-
sive freedom from government interference as did England’s landed gentle-
men. Talk of ten-hour days or even of limiting the hours of child labor would
be unthinkable of agricultural laborers. Nor was cruelty and exploitation and
injustice any less in the countryside: farmers worked women and children
long hours for scanty pay, and landlords tore down or failed to build or to re-
pair cottages so as to avoid supporting the parish poor. Landlords also gave
tenants, when evicted, no compensation for having built a barn or drained a
field.35 In Ireland, these cruelties and injustices were in good times far more
distressing and during the famine unimaginably tragic. Although government
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commissions and select committees revealed all these grim realities, and bills
were proposed to remedy them, nothing was effected. Just as some nineteen
out of twenty workers in manufacturing knew no government protection, so
in the English and Irish countryside agricultural laborers had no protection.
They were subject to the arbitrary will of employers who enjoyed a freedom
untouched by government, a freedom defended by appeals to the sacredness
of property.

The ideologies of the paternalists and the economists never had a harsher
impact than on legislation for Ireland during the famine, when the baleful in-
fluence of political economy has rightly been seen in the attitude of the Whig
cabinet, notably Chancellor of the Exchequer Charles Wood and Secretary of
the Treasury Charles Trevelyan.36

 But a closer scrutiny of the imperfect and ill-
executed Public Works Acts, of the limited and meager poor laws, of the rejec-
tion of bills for compensating tenants, and of the denunciation of all thought of
using wastelands or seriously reforming the land, all reveal the even more
baleful influence of a dogmatic devotion to the sacred right of property.

Contemporaries and later historians have claimed that Irish land was too
poor to support adequate measures, but Poulett Scrope noted that in 1848,
the poor rate was only 1s. 11d. on the pound in Leinster and 2s. 7d. in Mun-
ster, with the landlord paying only half. Some of the areas in the West, to be
sure, were too poor, too hard hit by famine, too engulfed in pauperism, to
support their poor, but if all Irish property—estimated to be worth £16 mil-
lion—were rated for all the Irish poor, a minimal subsistence might have
been given.37 The modest 6d. on the pound throughout Ireland in 1849 was a
step in that direction, but it was a rate that the Irish and Tory M.P.’s de-
nounced as an attack on their cherished local control and on their sacred
right to property.

The poor rate might, of course, have been extended further. England,
Wales, and Scotland belonged, like Ireland, to the “United Kingdom,” and
the king in Parliament was their sovereign. But that all Britain help Ireland
was an idea never raised in Parliament or the press.

The sacred right of property was a far more powerful idea than political
economy in the English and Irish countryside, more powerful because it not
only enjoyed the support of a powerful intellectual tradition—that of Locke,
Blackstone, Burke, Paley, and others—but because it was also tied intimately
and directly to landed property itself, to its rents and profits, and because its
votaries were dominant in the Parliament that ruled Britain. It was also pow-
erful because it fused so perfectly with the even older, more pervasive, and
deeply entrenched belief that society was made harmonious by a Divine
Providence.
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Sacred property, so crucial to a landlord’s and a capitalist’s vision of a lais-
sez-faire society, was but part of a larger scheme, a scheme of Divine Provi-
dence. The Supreme Author of Our Being had ordained not only that prop-
erty should be private and inviolable but that society should be unequal, that
the poor should toil and the rich rule, that there be magistrates, bishops, and
kings, that tithes be collected and taxes raised, and that famine punish the
wicked and wealth reward the virtuous.

A belief in such a providential scheme ran deep and wide in the mentality
of the early Victorians. Firmly rooted in traditional Anglicanism, it gained
strength in the religious revivals of the evangelicals, the Nonconformists, and
the Tractarians; and it persisted to a surprising extent in the natural law out-
look of the Enlightenment. Its Anglican roots were evident in every parish
church and every cathedral where its worshippers could read in the Book of
Common Prayer of the wisdom and goodness of God’s ways. The Bible itself,
of course, so glorified God’s sovereignty, majesty, and omnipotence that
theologians from Augustine to Calvin argued that God not only predeter-
mined the fate of every soul but also the path of every raindrop and the rise
and fall of nations. And although eighteenth-century reasonableness weak-
ened that severe determinism, it did not end the belief that God created, de-
termined, and had fore-knowledge of even the most minute of events. Even
the rationalist theologians of the late eighteenth century saw God in the
smallest event. Abraham Tucker, in The Light of Nature, published in 1778, in-
sisted that “not a hair is lost out of the number upon our head, not an atom
stirs . . . nor a fancy start upon the imagination of any animal without the
permission or appointment of our Heavenly Father.”38 Although The Light of
Nature had a third edition in 1831, most early Victorians read of Tucker’s ideas
in William Paley’s immensely popular Natural Theology. Paley also saw God’s
work everywhere, not only in “the web feet of the water fowl, the fang of the
viper . . . and the abdomen of the silk worm,” but in “the mite, the ugly spi-
der, the filthy maggot.”39

God’s omnipotence governed the rise and fall of nations quite as much as
did the stirring of atoms, and it was from just such rises and falls that pious
Christians developed their classical view of a righteous and wrathful Provi-
dence. For the greatest of the evangelicals, William Wilberforce, it was “the
fate of Sodom and Gomorrah,” and the ruin of Babylon, of Tyre, of Nineveh,
of Jerusalem “that loudly proclaims his moral government.”40

In the 1840s, the pious of the Church of England still proclaimed God’s
awful vengeance on sinners. The Reverend Henry Bickersteth pronounced
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the cholera of 1830 a Divine Judgment. He published sixteen volumes on
God’s prophecies and warnings.41 The bishop of Chichester, in a sermon on
“God’s Blessing, The Only Security Against National Want” invoked “God’s
great Sovereign Power and Awful Vengeance” to explain the Irish famine. It
was a “Heavenly inflicted blow,” a blow “chastising sin.” “We had forgotten”
he added, that God is “alone . . . the source of plenty and strength and good-
ness.” Instead, we had exalted “our own wisdom into the place of His Provi-
dence.” Science had produced “an ungodly and idiotic security” to the ne-
glect of the fact that the “one end and purpose of His Superintending Provi-
dence” is our salvation.42

Similar sentiments echoed throughout England. To packed churches, Liv-
erpool’s most famous pastor, the Reverend Hugh M’Neil, preached on
“Famine, A Rod of God.” God, who “ordereth all things: and “personally di-
rects all the affairs of the world,” is “sovereign and awful to sinners and
idolaters,” but an “unwearied benefactor to the faithful,” hence “it is only by
the power of God himself that the calamity can be removed.”43 For M’Neil,
God was the “only” remedy, and for the bishop of Chichester, God “alone”
was “the source of plenty and strength.” M’Neil’s “only” and Chichester’s
“God alone” reflect an old-fashioned and deeply pious view of Divine Provi-
dence, one William Wilberforce would have endorsed, and one that never ex-
alted “our wisdom into the place of Providence.” It was a view that had in-
formed John Foxe’s Book of Martyrs in the sixteenth century and the pro-
nouncements of the Puritans in the seventeenth century, a view that saw
Providence suddenly and inexplicably intervening in human affairs; perhaps
to save a martyr, perhaps to win a battle, but always unexpectedly, mysteri-
ously, like a revelation. True, sinners usually suffered more than the faithful,
but not always, since Providence was inscrutable. Famines and floods came,
nations rose and fell, the good died young while the evil grew old, and the
rain fell on the wicked and the virtuous alike in ways unknown to reason, but
that did not diminish the all-powerful, all-knowing, infinitely wise, infinitely
good nature of God. However arbitrary the ways of God on earth, all would
be balanced out on the Day of Judgment. Such was the scheme of Divine
Providence proclaimed by William Wilberforce, the Reverend Hugh M’Neil,
the Reverend Henry Bickersteth, the bishop of Chichester and believed by
thousands of pious evangelicals, High Churchmen, and Nonconformists.

Had this belief in a righteous but inscrutable God constituted the only
view of Divine Providence, that doctrine would not have enjoyed the wide-
spread acceptance that it did in early Victorian England. But with the rise of
science and the spread of Enlightenment ideas, the idea of Divine Providence
fused with the idea of a natural law that governed the universe. Providence
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now became a popular element in the world outlook of even the less pious
early Victorians and thereby became an important part of their vision of a
laissez-faire society. Hundreds of early Victorians owed to William Paley their
belief that Divine Providence revealed itself through man’s reason and
through nature’s laws. In his Principles of Moral and Political Philosophy
(1785), Paley argued that “there are two methods of coming at the will of God,
[by] scripture and [by] the light of nature.”44 The term “light of nature” was
the title of Abraham Tucker’s four-volume work, which Paley acknowledges
had a great influence on him, a work describing how the Creator reveals his
wisdom and goodness through his vast array of natural laws. For Tucker,
these natural and moral laws constituted a chain “descending from the First
Cause, which is God Omniscient.” From their study, he asserted, we “im-
prove our sense and knowledge of the economy of Providence.”45 There was,
of course, nothing original in this idea. The Roman Stoics had preached it,
and it was integral to the thinking of the Newtons, Boyles, and Lockes of the
seventeenth century and to the Butlers and Shaftesburys of the eighteenth.

Many were the comparisons of God’s moral law for man with those gov-
erning the orbit of the planets, an analogy informing the Records of Creation, a
work first published in 1816 by John Bird Sumner, bishop of Chester. By the
year 1848 and its third edition, Sumner was archbishop of Canterbury. In his
Records, after citing Newton’s grand principle of gravitation, Sumner cele-
brates a Deity that “by regulating, according to a general law, the state and
condition of mankind . . . [reflects] the same comprehensive wisdom which is
seen in the natural world.”46 Tucker’s and Sumner’s books ran to only three
editions, but they were still often cited in the periodicals of the 1840s, al-
though not nearly as often as Edmund Burke and William Paley.

In his Thoughts on Scarcity (1795), Burke referred to “the laws of commerce,
which are the laws of nature and consequently the laws of God,” a statement of
the rationalist view of Providence so pithy that it adorned many review articles
and parliamentary debates.47

 Paley’s pronouncements were equally popular.
By 1847, his Natural Theology was in its twenty-ninth edition and his Moral and
Political Philosophy in its twenty-first, and parts of both were required reading
at Cambridge University. Coleridge, to be sure, denounced them as shallow
and was joined in his disapproval by De Quincy, Shelley, and Hazlitt. But far
more frequent were praise of and quotations from this most successful popu-
larizer of dominant intellectual trends. “His admirable good sense,” wrote
Charles Neave, rose “to the height of genius”; William Smith judged Paley
sound and correct; and Samuel Warren argued that Paley proved “the unity of
the Deity . . . [by] the uniformity of the plan observable in the system [of na-
ture].”48

 Neave, Smith, and Warren all wrote for Blackwood’s and helped Ar-
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chibald Alison and George Croly bring to that Tory journal a distinctly provi-
dential view of society. So, too, although he was no Tory, did George Combe,
another occasional reviewer, most fully in his Constitution of Man (1828) and
Lectures on Moral Philosophy (1840). By 1850, the Constitution was in its ninth
edition and the Lectures its third. Combe was a phrenologist who believed that
the varying shapes and sizes of the skull revealed varying temperaments and
character. He was a rationalist who declared that since the age of miracles was
long past, “the key to Divine Government is a knowledge of our own nature,
the nature of things, and beings around us, and the relations subsisting among
them.” Combe was skeptical that God caused epidemics and famines. When
cholera swept over Europe in 1830, he praised Edinburgh’s Board of Health for
a wise reading of the ways of Providence and condemned the pope for a super-
stitious reading. The Board of Health, he asserted, had looked to natural laws,
to “cleanliness, hospitals, and medicine,” and the pope to a procession headed
by “a black image of the virgin.”49

 For rationalists like Combe, the Unitarian
Dr. Southwood Smith, and the popularizers of political economy, natural law
crowded out revelation, famines, and epidemics as the way of knowing Provi-
dence. But for most, as for those who clung on every word of the eloquent
Scottish divine Thomas Chalmers, the voice of Providence spoke both in terms
of natural law and through epidemics and famines. Chalmers, Edinburgh Uni-
versity’s professor of moral philosophy, published over 100 works expounding
the ways of God to man. Among them were Church Revelations Viewed in Con-
nexion with Modern Astronomy, On Political Economy, and the Institutes of Re-
ligion. In the Institutes, he insists that God “ordained the purpose of every being
and established the laws of nature,” just as He “determines the progress of
every planet, every particle, [and] every individual living creature.”50

 Chalmers,
as much read and quoted as Burke or Paley, never doubted the pervasive power
of Providence. Neither did Coleridge and Carlyle, however shallow they found
Paley. Coleridge through Kantian reason, and Carlyle through the great men
and great events of history, felt that they could discern the workings of the Su-
preme Being.

Even minor figures joined the interpreters of God’s way: moral philoso-
phers like Jonathan Dymond, George Ramsay, Adam Sedgwick, Southwood
Smith, and Samuel Spaulding.51 They differed on metaphysics and theology
but not on the existence of a Sovereign Providence. There was more than one
version of Providence: there were Catholic and Protestant versions and liberal
and conservative ones, as well as those of Tories and Whigs and paternalists
and individualists—even those of phrenologists. A belief in Divine Provi-
dence was nearly universal. It was often invoked in Parliament and by no one
more explicitly than Lord Lansdowne in his reference to “the general laws by
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which the dispensation of Divine Providence governs the actions and regu-
lates the whole system of society.”52 So widespread was a belief in Providence
that it raises the question, how did such a pervasive belief influence the social
outlook of the early Victorians?

Of the many ways it did, four are prominent: first, that the institutions of
society are ordained of God and should be accepted; secondly, that the
schemes of Providence itself, so rich in nice harmonies and marvelous de-
signs, are good and wise; thirdly, that evil, sin, poverty, and disease are an in-
evitable and inscrutable part of a larger scheme; and fourthly, that in the
England of the 1840s, the best society is a laissez-faire society.

Most educated early Victorians were religious, many deeply so. An all-
powerful and all-wise God was the Creator of all things, large and small, in-
cluding the institutions of human society and the orbits of the planets. And
whatever He ordained, He did so from His infinite wisdom. Mrs. Marcet told
her many readers that “God in His goodness has contrived everything wisely
to suit the purpose of everyone”53 “Contrivances” was a favorite word with
William Paley. All of God’s contrivances, argued Paley, are good.

That the Supreme Being was not merely all powerful but all-wise and all-
good was an ancient view, deriving from the early Church Fathers and medie-
val schoolmen. Moreover, it was expressed in English classics such as John
Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, Richard Hooker’s Ecclesiastical Polity, and Bishop
Butler’s Analogy of Religion. It became part of the eighteenth-century com-
placency articulated by Alexander Pope in his Essay on Man in the dictum
“Whatever is, is right.” And it was a view greatly reinforced by victory over
Napoleon, the Industrial Revolution, the conquest of the second British em-
pire, and the coming of Victorian peace and prosperity.

Among the wisely ordained contrivances was inequality. Scripture, man’s
reason, the order of nature, the whole of history, and prescription all testified
that it was an integral part of the providential scheme. “The scheme of Provi-
dence” rejoiced the Unitarian Christian Teacher, is “that there should be
many gradations in human life”; “social hierarchy,” asserted the Catholic
editor of The Tablet is “part of an order established by Divine Providence”;
“inequalities of condition,” exclaimed the Anglican Reverend John Sandford,
“are not only natural but designed by God for the most wise and beneficent
ends”; “God designs,” concluded the Congregationalist Reverend Andrew
Reed, “that inequalities are part of His own Providence.”54 And so went this
refrain all across the board, Unitarians, Catholics, Anglicans, and Congrega-
tionalists. Even the utilitarian Westminster Review called “poverty part of the
designs of Providence,” and the rationalist Athenaeum said it was part of “the
primal law of nature.”55
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Inequality is necessary, wrote Bishop Sumner in Records of Creation,
“because God ordained it.” He added that it was “also agreeable to the attrib-
ute of divine wisdom.” The alternative, equality, was certainly not agreeable,
either to divine or to Sumner’s wisdom. Everywhere, wrote Sumner, it led to
stagnation of the mind and “the lowest and most savage state.” It had para-
lyzed Sparta, as it had, elsewhere, led to “careless ignorance and indifference
to all improvement.” Inequality, on the other hand, “exercises the natural
powers of man” and provides “the foundation of civil society”—all views
shared by Thomas Chalmers, who argued that “it is not by the abolition of
rank, but by assigning to each rank its duties, that peace and friendship and
order will be firmly established.”56

The idea of “rank and station” formed an indispensable part of the belief
in inequality. In the great chain of social being, from ducal palace to peasant
cottage, it was by the performance of those duties appropriate to one’s ap-
pointed sphere that one both created a civilized society and fulfilled God’s
will. That God ordained rank and station was as common a refrain as His es-
tablishment of inequality. The churches again took the lead. At the 1848 an-
nual meeting of the New Connexion, the dutiful Methodist was told to be
satisfied with “one’s station in life to which God has seen fit to call him”—a
message of obedience that youthful Anglicans learned when reading in the
Christian Penny Magazine that “it is his Providence that furnishes the several
stations we occupy.”57 As adult Anglicans, they also learned from the Rever-
end Walter Hook of Leeds that, not only was every providentially allotted
station the best, but that “God had predetermined particular persons to par-
ticular offices.” The Reverend Pye Smith, a Congregationalist who fought
Hook on education, poor laws, and factory hours, was in complete accord
with the truth that, in Pye Smith’s words, “Providence has distributed talents
in a wise diversity.”58

“Talents” was a popular word in describing the power and wealth of those
of high station, as was “stewardship.” Both were biblical and full of scriptural
and paternalistic overtones, and both reflected St. Paul’s famous “For there is
no power but of God: the powers that be are ordained of God” (Rom. 13:1),
which William Paley combined with Peter 2:13, “Submit yourself to every or-
dinance of man for the Lord’s sake,” to justify the rule of civil magistrates.59

The Victorian men of God also found it part of God’s providential scheme
that servants owed obedience to masters, children to parents, and wives to
husbands. There were many stations, all ordained, all in a hierarchy of mutual
dependencies and subordination, and each with its sphere, rights, and duties.
For William Wilberforce in his Practical View of the Religious System, the obli-
gation to fulfill the duties of ones own circle was as binding as the law of
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gravity. Both held together “the greatest and the least.” Those of lower station
should be “diligent, humble, patient,” and aware “that their more lowly path
has been allotted to them by the hand of God.” The wealthy, on the other
hand, should be full of Christian charity, charity being one of “the conditions
on which that station is conferred.”60

That station and rank were providential and had rights and duties suffused
the paternalist outlook of Paley and Sumner, as it did that of the Tories Wil-
liam Sewell, Michael Sadler, Robert Southey, Coleridge, and the writers for
the Quarterly Review, Blackwood’s, and Fraser’s. It was preached from every
pulpit, informed the rural press, and was even used in Parliament to defend
the employment of women in coal mines and children in factories.61 That
inequality and high station should exist simply because God had ordained
them might satisfy the deeply pious and the deferential, but for many others,
it was necessary that such gradations and spheres be part of a harmonious
scheme in which power and wealth promotes the good of all, a scheme that
Providence has happily designed through mutual dependencies and an iden-
tity of interests. That such was the case formed the second assumption of the
early Victorians’ belief in a Divine Providence.

That design and harmony defines the world followed logically from the
belief in an all-powerful God who was also infinitely wise and good. If God is
both omnipotent and benevolent how could the world not be good? The
great expositors of Divine Providence never doubted this consequence: “The
infinite benevolence of the Supreme Being,” wrote William Wilberforce,
“loudly proclaims the principles of his moral government”; “God is good,”
asserted Abraham Tucker, and “orders all things for the best”; “the general
laws of our system,” disclosed Bishop Sumner, “evince that regard for the
happiness of mankind which we call goodness in the Deity”; God combines,
Chalmers told his congregation, “the separate interests of every individual . . .
into a harmonious system . . . ”; and the most read of all, Paley, said: “It is the
will of God that the happiness of human life be promoted.”62

Firmly supporting a belief in God’s harmonious universe was the proposi-
tion, drawn from science and philosophy, that the world of nature was of
marvelous design. Even the most otherworldly and devout could not resist
the grand analogy between the precisely ordered nature of science and the hi-
erarchically ordered world of human society, both reflecting the laws of
Providence. The evangelical Wilberforce and the High Church Sewell, the
Presbyterian Chalmers and the orthodox Sumner all invoked the physical
laws of the universe as evidence of the wondrous designs of Providence. So
did the more rational and philosophical, the Tuckers and Paleys, the Pries-
tleys and Godwins, and the Scottish moral philosophers—Hutcheson,
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Stewart, Mackintosh, and Brown, and their popularizers, George Ramsay,
Samuel Spalding, and Jonathan Dymond. They all saw God’s beneficence
both in the extraordinary contrivances and superfecundity of nature and in
the rational constitution of man. For the always positive Paley, it was not just
the planets in their orbits but such “ingenious contrivances” as the “web feet
of the fowl.” Nature overflowed in a “myriad of happy beings,” fish “so happy
they leapt out of the water” and cats whose purring reflects “happiness no less
than the playful kitten.” Most extraordinary of all was the human body—“the
pivot upon which the head turns . . . the socket of the hip joint, the pulley or
trochlear muscles of the eye.” All in all, “It is a happy world . . . the air, the
earth, the water teem with delighted existence.”63

Paley’s hymn to the human body was still sung in the 1840s, even by the
tough-minded Economist. After praising “Dr. Paley’s eloquent and popular
description of the human frame . . . all regulated by self-acting laws,” it con-
cluded that “the moral frame of society is not less perfect, nor less provided
with self-acting regulation.” It was a society that contained “a perfect system
of natural law.” The Economist also quoted George Combe to the effect that
“God governs the world . . . through the organs and faculties of man.”64

That human nature reflected God’s designs, and that it was good and ra-
tional, characterized not only the phrenologist Combe’s sanguine view that
bumps on the skull reveal organs of “Benevolence” and “Veneration,” but also
the much more popular and defensible argument of the Scottish moral phi-
losophers that man possesses an innate guide to right and wrong. For Sir James
Mackintosh, it consisted of “an innate moral faculty”; for William Hutcheson,
of “the dictates of a moral sense”; and for Dugald Stewart, of a moral faculty
distinguished by “kind affections that are accompanied with an agreeable feel-
ing.” Thomas Brown, although he agreed with Paley’s view of a harmonious
and providential universe, could not abide his utilitarian ethics. In his Lectures
on Ethics (1819), he believed that he had demolished Paley’s “Selfish System,” in
which the greatest happiness is the moral yardstick.65

 Brown’s Lectures were not
only republished in 1846 but were popularized in George Ramsay’s Inquiry into
the Principles of Human Happiness and Human Duty, Samuel Spalding’s The
Philosophy of Christian Morals (both published in 1843), and Jonathan Dy-
mond’s Morality (1828). For Spalding, who quoted Brown extensively, the de-
sign of Providence shows that “goodness . . . pervades the whole of God’s moral
administration”; while for Ramsay, who called Brown the “most acute of phi-
losophers,” “every faculty, every feeling, every desire perform useful pur-
poses.” For Brown himself, “Nature . . . the world of social harmony which God
made” had conferred on man such “noble powers” and such “benevolence”
that he “will be eager to relieve every form of personal suffering.”66



Sacred Property and Divine Providence 131

Although moral philosophers debated fiercely whether utility or a moral
faculty determined right and wrong, there was remarkable agreement that a
wise, omnipotent Providence ruled, that it did so through uniform natural
laws, and that enlightened man would pursue the good. Very few accepted
the two cynical arguments of Bernard de Mandeville’s 1750 Fable of the Bees
that virtuous acts themselves were done for vain and selfish reasons and that
the pursuit of “private vices” resulted in “public virtue.” Adam Smith, in his
Theory of Moral Sentiments, condemned Mandeville’s system as “wholly per-
nicious,” but he nonetheless says in the Wealth of Nations that “it is not from
the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer and the baker that we expect our
dinner, but from their own interest.” But for Smith it is not unchecked self-
ishness that should rule but an awareness that an identity of interests pro-
motes the well-being of all. This awareness also appears in both the utilitarian
and intuitionist systems and in those Christian moralities that are based on
revelation.67 But they almost all qualify self-interest by the words “enlight-
ened” or “benevolent.” Some were visibly worried about the economists’
grosser appeals to selfishness. George Combe, who never doubted that politi-
cal economy was part of God’s natural law, still considered that both the
economists in their studies and the capitalists in the marketplace were blind
to the truth “that the world is arranged on the principle of the supremacy of
the moral sentiments and intellect,” a criticism that the Baptist editor Edward
Miall also voiced in the NonConformist, a journal rivaled only by the Econo-
mist in its devotion to laissez-faire principles. The Presbyterian Thomas
Chalmers, also a staunch believer in political economy and its identity of in-
terests, agreed with Combe and Miall when he insisted that the “world is so
constituted” that we are “physically happy” only if “morally right.” The de-
vout Chalmers also agreed with the evangelical Wilberforce’s claim that
though the “precepts of Christianity . . . are coincident with worldly interest,”
the “general weal” follows only when “the desire and aim of every individual
[is] to fill well his own proper circle.”68

For Combe, Miall, and Chalmers, there were deeper, wider, more compel-
ling moral and providential laws than those that Smith, Ricardo, and Mill had
discovered in the marketplace. It was a truth particularly apparent in those
who popularized political economy. Moral far more than economic axioms
mark the elementary lessons of Mrs. Marcet and Harriet Martineau. Mrs.
Marcet’s opening premise is a theological one: “God in his goodness had
contrived everything so wisely as to suit the purpose of everyone,” and Mar-
tineau, after doubting that political economy is a science, granted that it did
help establish, “the grand truth that social affairs proceed according to great
general laws no less than natural phenomenon.”69 Thomas Hodgskin taught
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that the “moral laws of nature [are] as invariable and unalterable as her
physical laws”; John Hill Burton praised the “unalterable laws of human na-
ture”; and Poulett Scrope celebrated the “contrivances of a beneficent Crea-
tor.” These authors reflected, as did Marcet and Martineau, a larger, older,
more pervasive, and more profound, belief in a harmonious order than that
presented by the economists.70

It is a belief that even informs the Wealth of Nations. Adam Smith was a
Scottish moral philosopher before he was a founder of political economy, and
it was in his Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759) that he first used the term
“invisible hand,” referring to the belief that “the advancement of the private
person will be the advantage of the publick,” a claim made as early as 1656 by
the Reverend Joseph Lee. It was a claim that the Reverend R. W. Hamilton,
Leeds’s famous Congregationalist, proclaimed in the 1840s. “There is no more
inconsistency of . . . self-love with universal good,” wrote Hamilton, “than of
the daily rotation of our earth with the annual revolution around the sun.”71

Good did seem quite universal to prosperous Victorians who shared
Hamilton’s optimistic view of Providence. But it did not lead them to deny
evil. Indeed, a belief that evil was inevitable, widespread, ordained, and an in-
eradicable part of man constituted the early Victorians’ third assumption
about Divine Providence. Embarrassing to admit, this unpalatable truth did
follow from the first assumption, namely, that an omnipotent God had cre-
ated and ordained every existing thing, the cruel, ugly, and harsh as well as the
merciful, beautiful, and generous. For the literal providentialist who empha-
sized an omnipotent God’s unlimited powers, evil was inevitable. Illness, in-
firmity, disease, famine, plagues, floods, and shipwrecks all came from the
hand of God, just as surely as did toil, poverty, hunger, homelessness, crime,
drunkenness, riots, and wars. For the rationalists, who saw Providence in the
harmonious laws of nature, these prolific evils proved more perplexing. In
reconciling ubiquitous evil with an all-powerful God, the strictly pious could
cite three arguments: that God’s ways are inscrutable, that the final reckoning
comes in Heaven, and that the scriptures reveal evil. “O! how small a part of
the universal creation of God,” exclaimed William Wilberforce, “does He al-
low us to see.” It makes us, he added, “wholly incompetent to judge of the
scheme of his infinite wisdom.” Abraham Tucker, in his long chapter on
“Providence” shared this view. “We can not,” he confessed, “penetrate into
the secret purpose of God.” But Tucker’s diffidence did not discourage his
search for the ways of Providence. In a lengthy argument, he showed that
since God’s “bounty flows alike upon all . . . there must be an exact equality
of fortune,” an argument he could complete only by asserting that “at some
future time all will be balanced.”72 It was a view that many clergymen used to
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explain evil, just as they were also quick to cite God’s incomprehensibility,
the sinfulness of man, and the judgments of the Bible. To zealous evangeli-
cals, devout High Churchmen, and the moderately orthodox, the Bible made
it clear that evil came from sin. Their writings are full of allusions to “the
curse of human nature,” “our fallen race,” “doomed man,” “our fallen lot,”
“the sin of Adam,” and “man’s depravity”—full, too, of the Bible’s solemn
pronouncements: from Genesis, “In the sweat of his face he shall eat bread”;
from Job, “the bread of adversity and the water of affliction”; from Proverbs,
“for the drunkard and the glutton shall come poverty”; from St. Paul, “if he
would not work, neither shall he eat”; and from Deuteronomy, and the most
cited of all, “the poor shall never cease out of the land.”73 It formed a universal
refrain that reveals how deep and wide was the conviction that poverty was
inevitable. Surrounded by millions living in destitution, confronted by un-
precedented population growth, aware of Malthus’s gloomy prognosis, and
utterly perplexed as to remedies, most members of the governing classes be-
lieved that poverty was truly ordained by God.

Some of those who saw poverty as inevitable felt, however, that it was not
so evil. Were not the poor as happy as the rich, and was not poverty receding
before an inexorable, providential progress? “A labourer with wages,” the
Reverend George Croly told readers of Blackwood’s, “is virtually as rich as the
owner of £100,000 a year.” “They are happy,” wrote the Reverend Legh
Richmond in his very popular The Dairyman’s Daughter, because they are
“healthy and clean . . . [eat] the bread of honest industry,” and surpass the
rich by “true piety and grace . . . [and] Godliness and contentment.” The
poor, claimed William Wilberforce, facing fewer temptations than the rich
and enjoying “food and raiment” are favored above others “by the blessings
of Providence [and] true religion,” a view that Thomas Chalmers shared
when he insisted “that the humble life may be just as rich in moral grace and
moral grandeur as the loftier places of society.” Croly, Legh Richmond, Wil-
berforce, and Chalmers were all intensely religious and thus saw the poor as
happy largely in terms of “true piety” and “moral grace.”74 Providentialists of
a more secular turn also saw them quite as happy in worldly terms. William
Paley, the inveterate optimist, was convinced that “happiness is pretty equally
distributed,” a view Adam Smith shared. Paley argued that laborers are hap-
pier than the rich, because they have no worries about placing their children
in good positions. He also pointed out, in his Natural Theology, that they had
nightly rest, daily bread, health, and the pleasure of the use of their limbs and
senses. Their bread and cheese also gave as much pleasure as the dainties of
the rich.75 John Bird Sumner added that even distress is not so burdensome,
since “habit and the elastic adaptation of the mind” made misfortunes less
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onerous: it “equalizes the apparent qualities . . . and blunts the edge of imag-
ined hardship.” It was a smug view that led to the even bolder claim that, not
only was evil less extensive than it appeared, but “evil itself was a necessary
part of Providence’s grand scheme.”76 It was an old argument. In 1774, Tucker
had argued that evil was “so interwoven with good that one cannot be had
without the other.” Paley explained how evil worked in his famous, to some
infamous, tale of the 100 pigeons. If 99 of them, he wrote, worked long and
hard picking corn, and received only chaff and refuse, “while an idle one, the
weakest, perhaps the worst” received the rest, and if also a hungry pigeon, for
stealing one grain, was torn apart, “you should see nothing more than what is
established among men.” The realistic Paley then insisted that inequality of
property was “an evil,” but “an evil . . . which follows from those rules con-
cerning the acquisition . . . of property by which men are incited to industry
and by which the object of their industry is rendered secure.”77 John Bird
Sumner, who praised Paley’s ingenious reconciliation of good and evil, car-
ried it even further by the use of Malthus’s law of population. Like Paley and
Tucker, Sumner found that evil formed a necessary trial, an invaluable
stimulant, and, befitting his Christian convictions, a chastening experience—
all of which formed character and excited industry and furthered virtue. Be-
cause of the “proneness of the mind to sink into languid indolence” and of
people to multiply mindlessly, God wisely brought forth the law of inexorable
population increase and from it “the division of property,” both of which
stimulated industry, promoted the arts, and led to civilization, all part of
those natural laws by which Providence uses evil to produce good.78

That natural law was a part of the scheme of Providence even the most ra-
tional of moral philosophers accepted. The Unitarian Dr. Southwood Smith,
in Divine Government, assumed the existence of “an intelligent, all powerful,
wise and good Providence,” for whom, “evil is the means of producing incal-
culable good,” while Spalding, in The Philosophy of Christian Morals, saw in
physical suffering itself “the means by which divine benevolence accom-
plishes his purpose of goodness.”79 That evil should be accepted as a necessary
part of the scheme of Providence certainly did not encourage comprehensive
efforts at its removal. Such a belief, combined with the conviction that soci-
ety’s institutions were ordained by God and that the laws governing them
were harmonious and self-acting, could not but lead to the claim that Eng-
land’s existing laissez-faire society was itself providential.

That a laissez-faire society formed part of God’s grand design was the
fourth widespread assumption about Providence. It was an assumption that
permeated the periodicals, sermons, and parliamentary debates of the 1840s,
as it did those classics by Burke, Paley, Sumner, Wilberforce, and Chalmers
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that helped form the outlook of the early Victorians. It was a view of Provi-
dence that saw government as the protector of life and property and the
guardian of order and morals, but not as an active, reforming, assuaging
agent. That God had ordained all existing institutions and that such institu-
tions were already part of a deeply-rooted laissez-faire society, one that rested,
as Burke insisted, on hallowed prescriptions, only made such a laissez-faire
society the more sacred, venerable, and inviolable. And that natural laws of
divine origin identified private interests with the public good only made the
intrusion of government less necessary, as did the belief that evil was an in-
evitable part of sinful man’s destiny.

Burke and Paley certainly found in the designs of Providence few schemes
for more government. The Burke who had invoked Providence’s “unalterable
relations” not only insisted that “it was not within the competence of gov-
ernment to supply the poor [with] those necessaries which it pleased Divine
Providence . . . to withhold,” but also demanded that “farmers, traders,
speculators, factors, should be left to their free course,” and that the poor
should practice “patience, labour, frugality and religion.” Paley was no more
anxious for reform. He condemned “incessant, universal, indefatigable activ-
ity.”80 The sanguine Sumner, like the cheerful Paley, found in Providence
such a “wonderful subserviency of appointed means to the accomplishment
of some uniform design” that he even found the employment of eight- and
nine-year-olds in cotton mills healthy and necessary, and in a chapter on
“The Capabilities of Improvement,” he saw in the voluntarism of friendly so-
cieties, Church of England schools, and savings banks the best possible rem-
edy for poverty.81 The somber Wilberforce would not have dissented. As pes-
simistic about inevitable evil as Sumner was optimistic about society’s natural
laws, he did agree that the answer to social grievances lay with the stewardship
of the rich. Distrusting “the fabrications of man . . . [as] clumsy, weak and
contradictory” when compared to “the work of the Supreme Being,” he con-
cluded that the general weal is best produced when each individual did his
duties in “his proper circle.” Thomas Chalmers carried further the idea of the
stewardship of the rich with an even greater emphasis on the individual and
locality and an even greater distrust of government—even urging the end of
all compulsory poor relief. “The legislature and . . . her intermeddling,” wrote
Chalmers, “always mars and never mediates.”82 In Wilberforce and Chalmers,
a deep belief in Providence did not mean inaction or even the more compla-
cent acquiescence of Burke and Paley, but led, on the contrary, to strenuous
activity, Wilberforce to end slavery and reform morals and Chalmers to
lessen poverty in Glasgow and bring evangelical truth to England. Neither did
Wilberforce disdain acts of Parliament against slavery as Chalmers did any
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law to redress poverty. Yet Wilberforce’s wider distrust of “man’s fabrica-
tions” and his faith in stewardship remained part of the evangelical tradition
that, in trusting Christian virtue and the designs of Providence, distrusted
government.

In the 1840s, the evangelical Hugh M’Neil said of the Irish famine, “it is
only by the power of God himself that the calamity can be removed.”83 The
sermons of the evangelicals were not alone in seeing the answers to social
evils in God’s designs and not in the government’s interference. The High
Church Reverend Francis Paget argued that “if the country is to be saved at all
it will be saved by something different from . . . [either] Acts of Parliament or
guinea subscriptions,” a sentiment that the Reverend Arthur Martineau ech-
oed when he concluded that “the only remedy [to social distress] under
Providence . . . was that every man in his appointed station do his duty.”84

Tories preached the same message in their periodicals and debates in Par-
liament. Blackwood’s, the Quarterly Review, Fraser’s, the Leeds Intelligencer,
and the Leeds Conservative Journal were all Tory, all convinced of Provi-
dence’s wisdom, and all distrustful of government. “With landlords,” wrote
Fraser’s in discussing social distress, “much more than with government . . .
rests the grave duty of devising some cure.” “Do your best,” it added, “and
leave the rest to Providence,” a view shared by the Leeds Intelligencer and the
Leeds Conservative Journal. Since the cure of distress, wrote the Intelligencer, is
“beyond the reach of human power,” it is “to God alone we look for present
relief.” “There is in connexion with our manufacturing system a whole train
of evils which,” argued the Conservative Journal, “can only be averted by a
special Providence.” A week later, the Journal also said that many of these
“evils which beset our manufacturing population [are] those legislation can
neither grapple with, nor cure.”85

In Parliament, distress both in Ireland and England evoked the same sen-
timents. “Providence had willed it,” said the Irish M.P. Joseph Napier of the
famine, a view that the home secretary, Sir George Grey, in urging, in 1847, a
Day of National Fast, found “in accordance with the opinion of the present
day.” Not all, however, would go so far as the Irish landlord Augustus Stafford
O’Brien, who, in 1849, concluded that “it was out of the power of the gov-
ernment to deal with so great a calamity.” Indeed, legislation, said Stafford
had only “aggravated” evils coming from “the visitation of Providence.” God’s
hand was also seen in the country’s blessings as well as in its calamities. For
George Palmer, its bountiful crops were evidence of the “Providence of God”
and as such dictated that man leave untouched those corn laws that protected
them. To end those laws, or to pass any legislation, concluded the Tory Vis-
count Pollington, would “only touch the surface of social evil.” Parliament, he



Sacred Property and Divine Providence 137

added, should instead, “rely on other modes . . . thrown up by Providence.”86

For most Tories, raised on Burke, those “other modes” seldom varied
much from the British status quo, which was not only ordained by God but,
unlike those in Austria or Russia, was relatively free of government interven-
tion and had been so for some time. An actual laissez-faire (domestic order
and foreign wars excepted) thus formed a traditional, customary, and not in-
considerable part of the early Victorian vision of a laissez-faire society.

There had, of course, long been government intervention through a na-
tional mercantilism and a local J.P. paternalism, but a mercantilism and pa-
ternalism designed to accommodate and favor the rights of property. It was
also a mercantilism in decline before free trade and a paternalism that did not
extend to Britain’s burgeoning cities and towns. Contemporaries spoke, and
spoke correctly, of two different “old” systems, that which regulated trade
and morals, suppressed disorder, and fought wars, and that which protected
property rights and English liberties—local, corporate, and individual. Each
system faced new and challenging forces, whether from political economy’s
laissez-faire axioms or from the new protectionism of ten-hour acts and
health boards. But although there were two differing “old” systems, most
contemporaries judged property rights and English liberties to be the most
entrenched and general. “Non-interference was the old system,” announced
Earl Fitzwilliam, one “which ought never have been departed from.” The
Whig Radical M.P. Charles Buller was for departing from it, since that old
system had “contented itself with protecting property . . . [and had] shrunk
from giving its protection to the poor.” Tories, as well as Whigs, agreed that
non-interference was the true “old” system. In 1839, Disraeli opposed both
the Whig government’s Police Bill and its education scheme. In a speech op-
posing the education scheme, after raising the horrors of Prussian despotism,
he boasted that the “State in England had not formed a single road, made a
single bridge, or dug a single canal” and declared that earlier statesmen “had
always acted on a system diametrically opposed.”87 The “diametrically op-
posed” system was a product of that eighteenth century that saw the spread of
a belief in laissez-faire doctrines and the growth of more latitudinarian atti-
tudes. While Abraham Tucker was rejoicing that “happy Britain” had
snapped short “the iron rod of despotic sway” and enjoyed “glorious liberty,”
the poet Oliver Goldsmith proclaimed “How small a part of their present
weal and woe is the part which laws or kings can cure,” a quintessential eight-
eenth-century aphorism that was often quoted in early Victorian periodicals.
For Edmund Burke, it was the French, not the British monarchy that relied
on a surfeit of laws and kings, a monarchy whose “leading vice” was a “restless
desire of governing too much.”88
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For many Tories, those English liberties that contrasted so sharply with the
despotisms of continental monarchies reflected a special dispensation of
Providence, which had also ordained that property and rank should rule.
While Tories insisted that God had, above all, ordained property and rank,
Whigs and Liberals adopted a different view of Providence, one that empha-
sized those immutable and self-regulating natural laws by which the all-wise
and all powerful Creator governed the physical and social worlds. It was a
view expressed in Parliament quite as often and unreservedly as the Tory
view, and it formed quite as sound a foundation for a laissez-faire society. To
the Whig Viscount Howicke, free trade was “the order appointed by Provi-
dence” and was much wiser than “the clumsy contrivance of legislation.” For
Richard Cobden, the Corn Laws violated “the law of God and Nature,” a
phrase he took from Burke, and one that Sir James Graham also used after his
conversion to free trade in corn.89

The same view of providentially established laws—rational, harmonious,
benevolent, inviolable, and immutable—appeared in Unitarian and Congre-
gational sermons, in liberal periodicals, and in the popular writings of Cob-
den’s friend George Combe.

There was, of course, not a little of political economy in this rational view
of Providence. But it was only a part, and that a subordinate one, of a larger
philosophical concept of a universe governed by God’s inexorable natural
laws, a concept far older and far more widely held than political economy. It
was an integral part of popular social attitudes in the 1840s. It even formed the
wider framework of the economic writings of Mountifort Longfield, Richard
Jones, Poulett Scrope, and Thomas Hodgskin (to name only a few of the
economists).90 It was a belief that, along with the more theological views of an
inscrutable, arbitrary and intervening Providence, filled more sermons, more
books, more pamphlets, and more periodicals than did the drier axioms of
the economists. In its many ways it played a more pervasive role in forming
the early Victorians’ vision of laissez-faire society than did political economy.
The only set of doctrines that was as widespread and popular were those
moral precepts that defined the enormously popular doctrine of self-reliance.
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c h a p t e r  7

Self-Reliance

�

The early Victorians had considerable faith in political economy’s invisible
hand, in the harmonious workings of Divine Providence, and in the sacred-
ness of property. But despite this faith, poverty and social misery refused to
go away. Some even claimed that they increased as towns and manufactures
increased, or as bad harvests, wars, and trade crises exercised their baleful in-
fluences. In the face of widespread poverty and social misery were not their
hopes in a laissez-faire society overly optimistic? Most early Victorians
thought not. Poverty, squalor, and wretchedness did abound, to be sure, and
did reflect the shortcomings of their trust in political economy and of their
faith in a Providence that was not always beneficent and a property that was
not always just. But whatever those shortcomings, they believed that the so-
cial ills that did persist could still be better met by the self-reliant energies of
the industrious and provident and by the benevolence of the well-off than by
any action of an inept and meddling government.

The self-reliance of the poor would lessen poverty and squalor or mitigate
its impact even more than the benevolence of the rich, since benevolence it-
self was so often corrupting. Because so much of poverty and misery resulted
from the failings of individuals, would not the reform of those failings, rather
than bungling legislation and corrupting charities, provide the best remedy?
In early Victorian England, that opinion was nearly universal. The doctrines
of self-reliance did not begin with the publication of Samuel Smiles’s Self
Help in 1859, and neither were they the sole preserve of Liberals and Radicals.
They were also part and parcel of paternalist thought.

p a t e r n a l i s m  a n d  s e l f - r e l i a n c e

While the belief that the source of social evils lies in the individual and
that its redress lies in the individual’s reform did not form as prominent a
part of the paternalist outlook as did a belief in the rights and duties of prop-
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erty, it was still quite pervasive. Paternalist theorists, journalists, and clergy-
men never tired of ascribing destitution and distress to indolence and im-
providence and of finding its answer in the industry and frugality of the
poor. For Oxford’s William Sewell, the paternalists’ most productive theo-
rist, the poor were “poor through folly and indolence and sin.” Since “the
relief of the civil power is corrupting,” since “the relief of promiscuous be-
nevolence will only ruin the work,” and since the apostle had said, “If they
will not work, neither let them eat,” Sewell consigned “the indolent and
worthless . . . to jail houses of poverty.”1 Blackwood’s George Croly was no
less preoccupied with individual failing. That employment was often “pre-
carious” only evoked his stern admonition that “men should be prudent and
be prepared for . . . precariousness.” Since Croly judged a poor law a “direct
contradiction to the principle that man should be provident,” his advice was
“less gin and tobacco, no improvident marriages, and fewer indulgences of
an idle life.” “Reform yourself!” proclaimed Blackwood’s a year later, citing
Thomas Carlyle, “and the nation will be reformed.”2

Most journals of the paternalist persuasion agreed that individual failings
caused and individual reform lessened poverty and misery. Since “idleness
and incapacity are the roots of [poverty],” Fraser’s argued, only “by cleanli-
ness, sobriety, order, economies and careful and anxious foresight can the
workers’ condition be improved.” “Poverty, like most social evils,” argued
the Tory Morning Post, “exists because men follow their brute instincts.”
This fact led the Post to warn the poor not to “rely on the assistance of gov-
ernments independently of their own exertions.” That an economic depres-
sion caused poverty did not faze the editors of the Tory Morning Herald,
which argued that even the revival of trade “depends more upon the working
classes themselves than upon any measure which the legislature can take.”3

The Peelite Morning Chronicle in 1849 was even pithier and more grandilo-
quent in placing responsibility on the individual. “The mass of poverty is in-
evitable,” it announced, “until habits of industry, forethought, frugality,
[and] enlightened self-restraint shall regulate the conduct of the whole hu-
man race.”4

Anglican clergymen also sought social betterment through individual re-
form. Convinced of the massiveness of Adam’s curse, they sought social im-
provement in the individual’s triumph over sin. After assuring his congrega-
tion that “the poor are, for the most part, answerable for their abject pov-
erty,” the Reverend Charles Girdelstone concluded: “Nothing can effectually
help them without their earnestly endeavoring to help themselves.”5 It was a
sentiment shared by the High Church Reverend William Gresley, the moder-
ate Reverend Sydney Godolphin Osborne, and the Broad Church Henry
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Melville. What, they asked, caused poverty? “Improvidence and want of self
denial,” said Gresley; “habits of waste and extravagance,” asserted Osborne;
“the bread of idleness,” opined Melville. Although unable to agree on theol-
ogy, the three joined the evangelical Reverend John Saunders in the belief
that a poor man was “the architect of his own independence; and that by in-
dustry, sobriety, and providence . . . he may . . . ward off pauperism.”6

None of these calls for the poor to be self-reliant disturbed their bishops,
who also lived in a theological world and a propertied society in which indi-
vidual sin and the faults of a brutish populace were perceived as underlying
social evils. “Indigence is seldom experienced,” said John Bird Sumner, bish-
op of Chester, “except as a consequence of vice,” an opinion justifying the
bishop of Norwich’s insistence that “it is through Christian knowledge only
that we can hope to see the social and political condition . . . purified and
perfected.” For those in poverty, insisted Richard Whatley, archbishop of
Dublin, such a purification required “habits of forethought and frugality,”
and for the bishops of London, Ely, Chichester, and Ripon, “their own exer-
tions,” “early habits of order,” “self-reform,” “principles of industry, dili-
gence, frugality, regularity and obedience,” and “the training up of . . . all
their children in the way they should go.”7 Not even the High Church Chris-
tian Remembrancer could find fault with these admonitions to self-help,
which reflected the basic assumptions of most Anglicans, namely, that be-
cause “all human evil arises from human depravity, so the only searching
remedy . . . is to cure the common root.”

Ascribing social evils to depravity and bad habits had both a long history
and a bright future: both seventeenth-century Puritans and twentieth-
century Thatcherites told the poor that much of their poverty was due to
their own shortcomings. But although the core of the doctrine of self-reli-
ance possesses a centuries-long continuity, the extent to which it was carried
out varied. Most eighteenth-century, but fewer Victorian, paternalists, shared
Daniel Defoe’s and Arthur Young’s view that low wages were necessary in
order to spur the poor to industry, while high wages only encouraged indo-
lence and insubordination. The eighteenth century was more static and less
wealthy than the nineteenth century; its hierarchies were more stable, its
population (until the 1780s) was less expansive, and its urban growth (Lon-
don excepted) was less dynamic. Its sterner paternalists distrusted the edu-
cation of the masses and grand schemes of amelioration. The self-reliance
that they felt necessary involved a stoical endurance of adversity. “Patience,
labor, sobriety, frugality, and religion should be recommended to [the
poor],” declared Edmund Burke, “all the rest is downright fraud.”8

There were early Victorian paternalists who shared this static view of a
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working class that must be industrious, long-suffering, and patient. Thomas
Moseley, the ardent Tractarian editor of the British Critic, judged the harsh
lot of the poor to be “a necessary discipline.” “Nothing but the deepest and
bitterest poverty,” he insisted, “will subdue the uneducated classes.”9 Al-
though devout, Bible-reading Anglican clergymen were not alone in invok-
ing St. Paul’s injunction “If they will not work, neither let them eat,” most
paternalists much preferred more general formulations such as “The poor
shall never cease out of the land” (Deut. 15:11) and “In the sweat of thy face
shalt thou eat bread” (Gen. 3:19). Most Victorians would let even the laziest
eat, if only the bread and gruel of the workhouse. Most also accepted, if only
in theory, Adam Smith’s argument that higher wages produced a more
skilled and industrious working class. Economic growth had made eight-
eenth-century pessimism less fashionable. Tory paternalists like Robert
Southey could now claim that when England adopted a system of national
education, “poverty will be diminished, and want will disappear in propor-
tion as the lower classes are instructed in their duties.” For Southey, “a moral
and religious education will induce habits of industry, just as the new savings
banks would engender habits of frugality.10

Quite as enthusiastic for the integration of self-reliance with paternalism
were two of the most widely read of Christian paternalists, the Reverend
Thomas Chalmers and John Bird Sumner. Both broke with eighteenth-
century attitudes, Chalmers by insisting on “the natural equality between
man and man” and by urging that the poor be enlightened and Sumner by
denying Dr. Johnson’s claim that evil preponderates. He asserted instead that
God works through “the medium of pleasure instead of the operation of
pain.” For Sumner, the Gospel “elevates the general character” of all. These
two evangelicals saw in Christianity a reforming power that few in the eight-
eenth century would have held it to be. Chalmers praised “the transforming
power of religious education,” since it led “to self command . . . [and] habits
of frugality and good conduct.” For Sumner, man was “endowed with the
noblest faculty . . . improvable reason.” Sumner’s Records of Creation (1818;
3d ed., 1840) is suffused, not only with a sense of the goodness of God and
the harmony of His laws, but with a faith in savings banks and in that Madras
system of schooling in which one teacher taught 150 pupils self- reliance. “An
indefinite capacity of improvement,” he announced, “opens before us.” A
similar optimism suffuses the description in Chalmer’s The Christian and
Civic Economy of his work at St. John’s parish in Glasgow with its schools,
chapels, elders, deacons, district visitors, lay helpers, and benefit societies, all
voluntary, all reforming, all promoting self-reliance.11

The optimism of Chalmers, Sumner, and Southey had its limits—limits at
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times so exacting that they seem to contradict that optimism. Chalmers, a
self-confessed Tory, did see in Christianity a transforming power. But as a
Calvinist still not free from a belief in predestination, he never doubted
man’s sinfulness. For Chalmers, evil was as universal as the viz inertia of
matter. For Sumner, poverty had its origins in “the curse pronounced upon
the first transgressor,” a curse that doomed the earth to “bring forth thorn
and thistles” and man to eat bread by the sweat of his brow. Chalmers and
Sumner were as ardent in their Malthusianism as they were in their evangeli-
calism, which only deepened the tension between their pessimism and opti-
mism. Like the curse God had pronounced on Adam, Malthus’s inexorable
law doomed multiplying man to abject poverty. But not quite. Not if men
heeded Malthus’s exhortation to make fewer, later, and more provident mar-
riages. In facing the curse of original sin and the specter of overpopulation,
there could be no remedy that did not depend on the self-reliant individual.

That man was sinful and procreated abundantly also required that society
be authoritarian, hierarchical, and propertied. Chalmers wanted “no great
change in the external aspects of society,” and Sumner never faltered in his
belief that inequality was “an ordinance of Providence” and “the foundation
of civilized society.” Most paternalists in the 1840s shared only Chalmers’s
and Sumner’s conservative assumptions. They were hesitant about encour-
aging self-reliance as a means of rising above one’s sphere or of elevating an
entire class. They saw no way to end poverty or to earn bread but by the
sweat of the brow. They sought only the self-improvement that would make
those appointed to sweat and poverty more industrious, law-abiding, and
long enduring. Deference and respect were expected, not defiance and am-
bition. And if they occasionally urged independence, it was independence of
the poor rates, not of their master.12

It was a confined view of self-reliance, one that found its plainest expres-
sion in the speeches at agricultural association dinners that accompanied the
granting of prizes to virtuous, long-enduring farm laborers. In Wiltshire, the
Reverend Mr. Austin gave forty-two prizes, many of them “for having
brought up large families of children by their own exertion”; in Suffolk, the
duke of Grafton gave two pounds to an eighty-two-year-old father of nine
for never going on the rates “except when flour was dear”; and in Sussex, the
duke of Richmond called such prizes a powerful “stimulus to honest indus-
try.” They encouraged, Richmond added, “sobriety, honesty and obedience.”
The marquis of Camden claimed that prizes “excited them to rely on their
own resources for support and not to depend on others for relief.”13 All such
prizes, concluded Fraser’s, “improve habits of forethought.”

The paternalist press and pulpit also promoted a formula of self-reliance
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that emphasized deference and obedience as well as frugality and industry.
They exhorted the poor to practice “piety, morality, industry and obedi-
ence,” “obedience to law, patient industry and quiet endurance of tribula-
tion”; and “deference, obedience, duty, patient endurance, humbleness.”14

To help the poor practice these deferential virtues, and so to eradicate the
root cause of poverty and distress—the failings of the individual—pater-
nalists promoted savings banks, benefit societies, clubs for clothing, coal, and
blankets, and, most hopefully, allotments—all institutions aimed at encour-
aging the individual to be self-reliant. Saving banks would promote “habits of
dignity, energy, and independence,” proclaimed Dr. Duncan of the Scottish
village of Ruthwell, who published an effusive account of the wondrous effect
of his savings bank in 1816 and won great praise in the next three decades.
Robert Southey extolled savings banks in his essays for the Quarterly Review,
and the Reverend Legh Richmond gave them prominence in his Dairyman’s
Daughter, a portrait of paternal benevolence that ran to some twenty-four
editions by 1866.15 The Reverend Godolphin Osborne also championed sav-
ings banks, but not alone; in his Hints to the Charitable (1838), he urged the
establishment of a parish coal club, a penny clothing club, a benefit club to
help the ill—all of which would teach providence and frugality. And crown-
ing all such efforts would be quarter-acre allotments to promote industry.
For many, its impact would be miraculous.16 “It can not help but call forth
habits of prudence and forethought,” exclaimed the Sussex Agricultural Ex-
press; “habits of privation and self-control—of prudence, foresight and fru-
gality,” added Blackwood’s; “habits of industry,” echoed the Morning Herald,
and habits that kept men from public houses. It turned the “drunkard,” de-
clared the Salisbury Journal, “into a more steady worker.17

To the above institutions for developing self-reliance nearly all early Vic-
torians added the parish Sunday school and the schools of the Church’s Na-
tional Society. But although less fearful of educating the people than their
eighteenth-century forefathers, they still felt that education should be limited
largely to instruction in reading, the catechism, and the morality of deference.
They wished to encourage no undue ambition. They did not see in self-
reliance a ladder upwards. They wanted a self-reliance that aimed at correct-
ing sin, overcoming indolence, diminishing improvidence, stopping drunk-
enness, lessening extravagance, and checking imprudence—all those vices
that led to dependence on poor relief and trouble in the parish. They believed
that dependence on parish relief also further corrupted the poor, a supposed
corruption that made paternalists and many others the enemies of the old
Poor Law and the friends of the new one.
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t h e  n e w  p o o r  l a w

On May 16, 1834, on the second reading of the Poor Law Amendment Bill,
the House of Commons voted favorably 319 to 20. It was an act that imposed a
new system of central commissioners and poor law unions on the old system
of magistrates and parishes. A more severe and uniform relief was also to re-
place the generous allowances and lax administration that many claimed
turned the industrious poor into paupers. The famous report of the Royal
Commission of 1832-34 urged the central commissioners to insist that
throughout all England, no able-bodied man or woman was to receive relief
unless he or she and their family entered a workhouse—there, it later ensued,
to be separated, man from wife, children from parents. The New Poor Law
also made it more difficult for mothers of bastards to have the putative father
pay for the upkeep of the child, a severity adopted in order to teach young
girls, whom it made responsible for the upkeep of the child, to guard their
chastity. The New Poor Law of 1834 was not a mere amending act; it was a
revolutionary one, one that established a new, centralized, structure and in-
spired a much sterner policy. Although it infringed on those local interests
that defined paternalism and made the poor laws more severe, it passed over-
whelmingly. Only two Tories opposed its second reading, and only one
county member. And in 1842, when Peel’s Tory government continued this
Whig act, support was again overwhelming: 260 to 61, with Radicals more
numerous than Tories in the 61. The vote cut across party lines; supporting it
were Radicals like Roebuck, Grote, and Hume, Tories like Miles, Packington,
and Knight, and Liberals like Ward, Philips, and Gisborne. Only Radicals
deeply sympathetic to the working classes and relatively untouched by politi-
cal economy, such as Fielden, Wakley, and Duncombe, and eccentric Tories,
such as Sibthorp, voted consistently against it.18 But such Radicals and Tories
never had the numbers to significantly amend the New Poor Law. They could
not even get Parliament to denounce the workhouse test, even though many
local authorities had quietly and unobtrusively modified it.

One of the principal reasons for Parliament’s overwhelming passage and
continuance of the New Poor Law was the nearly unanimous belief that the
poor must be self-reliant. “The principle of the new law,” said the wisest of
London’s weeklies, the Spectator, “is to force self-reliance on the distressed by
. . . the meanest scale in a sort of prison.”19 There were, of course, other rea-
sons: the ideas of political economy, fear of rural violence, a desire to replace
administrative chaos with administrative order, and a desire for lower rates.
To many a critic, the political economists were the villains. Malthus favored
abolishing the Poor Law, although gradually, so great was his dread of a flood
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of paupers reducing all to misery. For some of Malthus’s followers, that dread
only led to a greater ardor for the workhouse test. The economists’ wage fund
was also invoked: all relief not requiring one to enter the workhouse squan-
dered the limited fund of capital needed for wages. There was also a basic lais-
sez-faire belief that individual enterprise and free markets, not paternalistic
magistrates and meddling vestries, best governed society.20

Just as widespread as the veneration of political economy was a fear of ru-
ral disorder. The Captain Swing riots of 1830 and 1831 in the south and east
were but the largest and most violent of a series of early nineteenth-century
outbursts of an angry, exploited, discontented, rick-burning peasantry; a
peasantry, many claimed, full of false expectations engendered by an easy,
lax, overly generous Poor Law. Only a stern, efficient, disciplining law, said
the Whig ministers Melbourne, Althorp, Lansdowne, and Richmond, could
grapple with mounting rural violence. Many in Parliament and on county
benches agreed, hence the New Poor Law.21

Other critics saw chaos in the countryside but less in riots and rick burn-
ings than in a hopelessly anarchic system based on 15,553 parishes and a vast
multitude of parish officers and magistrates, each with his own privileges,
prejudices, and inconsistencies. It was a system full of abuses, not just of
overly generous allowances, but of graft, peculation, cruelty, favoritism, arbi-
trariness, irresponsibility, and confused accounts, or no accounts at all—a
system not only abhorrent to the well-ordered minds of Benthamites but to
all those who sought the more rational and ordered society that economic
progress, political reform, and the march of mind all promised. It was a social
and intellectual force that expressed itself in many local poor law experiments
and in a flood of pamphlets, a progressive force that led the Reformed Par-
liament, elected in 1832, to pass prison, factory, municipal, lunacy, education,
tithes, enclosures, and ecclesiastical reforms.22

Another reason—perhaps the most important—for the passing of the New
Poor Law was simply the desire for lower rates. “Landowners in Parliament”
observed the Manchester Guardian in 1842, “have refused to repeal the Poor
Law Amendment Act as it saves them £2,000,000 in poor rates a year.”23 Many
dressed up the bluntly selfish cry for lower rates in the apparently disinter-
ested cry “Property endangered,” and so, of course, civilized society itself.24

Although the above forces played distinct roles in the passage and con-
tinuance of the New Poor Law, none was as frequently expressed as the moral
argument that the old laws corrupted and the New Law would reform the
pauper. The frequency of that argument is abundantly evident not only in the
report of the Royal Commission of 1832-34 and in parliamentary debates but
in the annual reports of the poor law commissioners, in the press’s endless
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accounts, and in the testimony of seven assistant poor law commissioners
appearing before the Select Committee on the Poor Law of 1837 and 1838. As
one of them, D. G. Adey, told the committee, before the New Poor Law, there
was “constant idleness” and after it “never . . . idling about.”25

In these many reports, debates, editorials, and hearings the ideas of the
economists are not very prominent. Malthus was, in fact, never mentioned in
the Commons, and only once, by Lord Brougham, in the Lords. It was a brief
mention, one quite buried in his larger moral argument that the old laws en-
couraged “idleness, vice, and profligacy.”26 No other member of Parliament
mentioned Malthus or his law of population, nor did any of the 187 witnesses
before the Select Committee, or, strangely enough, any of the three poor law
commissioners or their assistants and hundreds of local officials.

Ricardo’s theory of a wage fund did little better than Malthus on popula-
tion—only one assistant commissioner, E. C. Tufnell, in 1838, uses it and then
only briefly before a lengthy disquisition on the moral corruptions of beer
shops and the great need for the “improvement of character.”27 Not specific
doctrines so much as a general belief in a free market for free laborers charac-
terizes the economists’ contribution; a contribution whereby a deep belief in
self-reliance strengthened the early Victorians’ vision of a laissez-faire society.

A fear of rural violence and a passion for administrative order are also
weakly expressed in the debates, editorials, hearings, and reports in support of
the New Poor Law. The very cabinet that supposedly feared rural riots—
Melbourne, Althorp, Lansdowne, and Richmond—never pushed forward the
bill, drawn up for them in 1832, that called for a provincial police, a measure
certain to arouse Parliament’s hostility, as in fact it did when a watered-down
version of it came up in 1839. Neither witnesses before the Select Committee
nor editors of provincial papers expressed a fear of riots as their principal rea-
son for supporting the New Poor Law. Far more compelling was their anxiety
to end the moral corruption of individual paupers. The same conclusion also
holds for the desire for a centralized, orderly, rational administration. It was
certainly an important concern to those who constituted the Royal Commis-
sion and most particularly to the Benthamite Edwin Chadwick and the Whig
economist Nassau Senior, the actual authors of the 1834 report. Not political
economy, writes Nassau Senior’s biographer, Marian Bowley, but the “ideal
of individual freedom and responsibility” led to the New Poor Law.28 Once
established, the centralization aspect of the Poor Law was, in the press and
Parliament, far more often condemned than praised. But although verbally
abused, it was also quietly accepted, since it did save ratepayers £2,000,000 a
year.

Many, of course, did speak for the New Poor Law and most often because
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it was morally good for the poor. Although the suspicion remains that such
moral concerns were in part a rationalization of a desire for lower rates, it is
still a fact that no reason for the passage and for the continuance of the New
Poor Law can compare in frequency and urgency of utterance with the con-
viction that the poor must be disciplined, improved, and reformed—in short,
made self-reliant.

Of the 20 who opposed the second reading of the New Poor Law in 1834,
only two were Tories; of the 61 who opposed its renewal in 1842, only 27 came
from the some 355 Tories who dominated the Commons.29 Peel and Graham
and the front bench were its stout defenders. Peel was convinced that “in-
discriminant relief has the lamentable effect of destroying habits of self-
reliance and of discouraging industry” and Graham that the law’s renewal was
necessary so that the poor may be “rendered . . . a moral . . . industrious and
provident labourer in contradistinction from the idle and improvident.”30

The front bench were Peelites not a little steeped in political economy. But
what of the back benchers, many of whom detested the “dismal science”?
They too, although largely in silence, voted for the severe law. The model pa-
ternalist, Sir John Packington, told the Commons that “while the Old Poor
Law demoralized,” the New Law “promoted the welfare of the working
classes.” Even his fellow ultra Tory George Bankes, who condemned the law’s
centralization, would not “deny the general principle,” a principle that an-
other ultra, Gally Knight, admired, since it meant training “the poor to habits
of providence, sobriety and independence.”31

The moral conviction that the old laws corrupted the poor and that the
new law would lessen that corruption kept theorists of paternalism and the
Tory press alike from a full-scale denunciation of a law whose centralization
they detested. Michael Sadler called the old laws “a great demoralizer,” and
his biographer, R. H. Seely, considered the imposition of the workhouse test
on vagrants “quite right.”32 Fraser’s shared Sadler’s dislike of the old law,
“whereby pauperism and vice, indolence and imposition were encouraged.”
The Tory John Bull approved of the New Poor Law for refusing to place the
idle and improvident . . . on the same footing with the industrious and fru-
gal.”33 Blackwood’s, reflecting its Scottish home base, would have no poor law
at all, since such laws not only “extinguish discipline” but “[take] from the
drunkard, the idler and the profligate that only human guard against their
vices.” And finally the Tory Quarterly Review, in 1835 greeted the New Poor
Law with an enthusiastic account by Sir Francis Bond Head, an assistant poor
law commissioner, describing the wonders that it worked in promoting a
more self-reliant laboring class.34

That Parliament’s view of the poor and the New Poor Law was couched so



Self-Reliance 149

often in moral terms and in terms of individual failings was as evident in its
debates over Ireland as in its debates on the New Poor Law. To many M.P.’s,
an ample poor law for Ireland, by destroying self-reliance, would bring ruin.
To the marquis of Granby in 1849 a larger “relief from tax money . . . would
destroy the spirit of self-reliance” and, in the same year, Edward Horsman
opposed an Exchequer grant of £50,000, since such a grant, “in removing all
feeling of self-reliance . . . demoralized the whole population”—a view that
won both Disraeli’s and Peel’s assent, although Peel added that having already
destroyed “habits of self-reliance” by public works and loans, such grants
must be continued.35 Tories were not very generous to the Irish poor. Lord
Stanley, the future earl of Derby and prime minister, argued that tenants, not
landlords, should pay the poor rates, otherwise it “would annihilate and
deaden all exertion.”36

Irish landlords were particularly wary of a corrupting poor law whose rates
they would pay. When famine struck Ireland in 1846 its limited poor law re-
lieved only 37,000 of some 2.3 million, and workhouses were too few. For
these reasons the government, a year later, proposed a moderate expansion of
a very modest outdoor relief that would be given the pauper in return for his
labor.37 Irish M.P.’s immediately objected. “Every motive of independence
and self-reliance,” retorted Frederick Shaw, would be destroyed. “Outdoor
relief is demoralizing,” added Henry Corry, and “would corrupt as people are
lazy,” a sentiment shared by Sir William Gregory, who insisted that only a
workhouse test would teach “habits of self-reliance.” In 1847, the government
abandoned public works and special relief for a more complete Irish Poor
Law. It thus fell to Irish poor law unions to take care of hundreds of thou-
sands of famine victims. This was a task they could not do, and so, in 1849,
because so many unions in the west of Ireland were bankrupt, Parliament
proposed a bill that would require every union in Ireland to collect an addi-
tional sixpence on a pound of rateable value, the proceeds to help the most
distressed areas. The 6d. additional rate again evoked from Irish M.P.’s the
classic twin response: it endangered property and it corrupted morals. It was,
said Colonel Fitzstephen French, part of the Poor Law that “had destroyed all
the self-reliance of the people.” To Sir Lucius O’Brien, it would simply “para-
lyse industry,” while for Lord Hamilton it would check “prudence, improve-
ment, enterprise and self-reliance.”38

These hard judgments on the Irish peasantry, along with equally severe ones
made about the poor by supporters of England’s New Poor Law, reflect the
sentiment, widespread among the governing classes, that poverty had its
source in the failings of the individual and that a too generous relief only in-
creased those failings. It was one of the most pervasive of sentiments, because it
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was deeply rooted in the growth of both an earnest Victorian morality and an
individualistic, capitalist social outlook. Nassau Senior, co-author with Edwin
Chadwick of the Poor Law Report of 1834, declared in an article in the Edinburgh
Review of July 1843 that there are “clear scientific truths in moral science as in
economics.” For Senior, as for Ricardo and John Stuart Mill, political economy
dealt with the production and distribution of wealth, not with morals, a subject
that belonged to another set of scientific truths and natural laws.

One of those “laws of nature,” wrote Senior in the 1834 Poor Law Report,
determined that “the effects of each man’s improvidence or misconduct are
borne by himself and his family.”39 It was a natural law that led the moralist in
Senior to expound at length on the corrupting faults of the old laws, laws that
were not only too often overly generous with relief given outside the work-
house, but overly generous in giving outdoor relief to those already earning a
wage. Senior also wrote at length on the reforming merits of the new law,
giving a psychological disquisition far clearer and more incisive than his
confused disquisition on the relation of capital to the Poor Law.

It was a moral disquisition that would have pleased the two bishops who
sat on the Royal Commission on the Poor Law. Charles James Blomfield,
bishop of London, strongly supported the Report, because, as he wrote in his
Memoirs, the law it envisioned “would tend to discourage immorality” and
“raise the social position of the laboring class by promoting a feeling of inde-
pendence,” a moral stance quite appealing to his colleague on the commis-
sion, John Bird Sumner, bishop of Chester. This famous author of Records of
Creation pronounced “indigence the punishment which the moral govern-
ment of God inflicts upon thoughtless and guilty extravagance.” For Sumner,
nine-tenths of the world’s misery was due to sin.40 Although Sumner was the
only Malthusian on the Commission, it did not prevent him from supporting
a Report that fell far short of Malthus’s wish to abolish all poor laws. The
moral conviction that a stern law would promote virtue was far stronger than
his belief in a remorseless law of population.

Moral concerns more than economic laws defined the New Poor Law. In
1831, the year the Political Economy Club voted unanimously that Malthus
was wrong, economists were more divided over the Poor Law than were the
bishops. McCulloch, Poulett Scrope, and Colonel Robert Torrens found the
new law too harsh, while only three of the twenty-six bishops voted against it.41

The parish clergy were nearly as unanimous for the new law. On its behalf,
they wrote pamphlets, gave sermons, acted as poor law guardians, appeared as
witnesses before select committees and edited and wrote articles for religious
journals. The Reverend Thomas Spencer was the most indefatigable of pam-
phleteers. He published seven of them. To Spencer, the old laws favored “the
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profligate and abandoned” and promoted “idleness and licentiousness.” “The
best way of doing good to the poor,” he concluded, “is not making them easy
in poverty, but . . . driving them out of it.” Spencer did not consider his mor-
alistic view new but traced it to Bishop Butler’s claim in his Analogy that “all
of which we enjoy and a great part of what we suffer, is put into our own
power”42 For Thomas Spencer, who was for many years an assistant poor law
commissioner, St. Paul’s injunction that those who “would not work should
not eat” was a “very plain direction for the exclusion of the idle and profligate
from . . . the Church’s alms.”

Such a harsh policy should certainly have appalled Christian Socialists like
Charles Kingsley, yet even this Broad Church clergyman could not escape the
intense moralism of early Victorian England. Although Kingsley would ex-
cuse the deserving poor from the New Poor Law’s insistence on no relief but
in the workhouse, he would not excuse the “idle, heartless and shrewd.”43

To a quite remarkable degree, the Church of England clergy were active
poor law guardians and enthusiastic witnesses to the law’s wondrous effects.
No less than ten of them from Sussex filled many pages of the 1836 Annual
Report with testimony of its miraculous workings: idlers put to work; “moral
and religious improvement”; “greater savings,” “less beer shops, less im-
provident marriages, less bastardy”; “more respectful and civil towards their
superiors”; “discontent and insubordination subsiding”; “greater attendance
at Sunday School and penny clothing societies”; “fewer in beer shops”; a
closer union between master and servant; “paupers . . . under best possible
control”; and lower poor rates.44

None of the ten spoke of Poor Law schools, agricultural training, or the
elevation of the poor. “Best possible control” and “respectful to superiors”
reflected their sense of a self-reliance stronger in patience and perseverance
than in independence and ambition. Self-reliance had two versions, the lim-
ited, controlled form based on inevitable poverty, sinful man, and a rigid so-
cial hierarchy, and an expansive, reformist form based on progress, equality,
and independence. Champions of both versions supported the New Poor
Law, all hoping to make the poor sober, provident, industrious, and inde-
pendent.

Independence was the quality most esteemed by the Nonconformists, es-
pecially those who were the least theologically conservative. Thus, as Non-
conformity grew enormously in numbers, wealth, and liberalism, so self-
reliance as a doctrine came to mean far more than simply independence from
the Poor Law. It also meant an independence from the establishment, Angli-
canism, and paternalism. It was an independence that rested on a Noncon-
formist self-reliance, which was stubbornly individualistic and puritan.
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In 1851, for the first and the last time in British history, there was an official
census of religious worship on a given Sunday. It discovered that Noncon-
formist church attendance numbered 4,536,264 and Roman Catholic atten-
dance 383,006, together nearly equaling the 5,292,551 who attended Anglican
services. They also discovered that the church buildings and seatings of the
Nonconformists equaled those of the Established Church. Most, but not all,
of England was astonished.45

Among those not astonished were the many Methodists, Baptists, and
Congregationalists long proud of their multiplying numbers. From 1800 to
1841, the Baptists and Congregationalists experienced a threefold and the
Methodists a ninefold expansion of church buildings and sittings, while the
Presbyterians, who at the turn of the century had seen hundreds of their
churches turn Congregational and Unitarian, regrouped and revived. In 1850,
they had 848 places of worship and 58,678 communicants, a solid figure, but
exceeded by the Congregationalists, whose 808 chapels in 1812 had increased
to 1,853 by 1841—part of the “vital and irrepressible energy of our system.”
The Congregationalists, along with the Baptists and Presbyterians, were part
of the reinvigoration of Old Dissent.

The Unitarians gained little after 1800 and the Quakers even declined, but
only in numbers. In wealth and influence, Unitarians and Quakers formed
the aristocracy of Dissent. By 1850, wealth and influence also graced many a
Congregationalist and some Baptists and Methodists. Over sixty Noncon-
formists sat in the House of Commons after 1847, certainly not in proportion
to the voting power of their adherents, but a great increase over the handful in
1830.46 In municipal governments, they were a power: from 1835 to 1845, all the
mayors of Leeds and half of those in Hull were Nonconformists, and of
Leicester’s forty-two councillors and fourteen alderman in 1835, only sixteen
were Anglican.47 Nonconformists dominated the new industries and won a
larger role in the press. The Liverpool Times, Bradford Observer, Sheffield Inde-
pendent, Manchester Guardian, and Leeds Mercury were but a few of the bur-
geoning newspapers edited by Dissenters. From 1801 to 1890, under the re-
doubtable Congregationalists Edward Baines Sr. and Jr., the Leeds Mercury
enjoyed one of the largest circulations in the north of England.48

There were also innumerable publications of the Nonconformist churches
themselves. They ranged from the Congregationalists’ intellectually distin-
guished Eclectic Review to the Baptist Guardian, “undertaken . . . in entire de-
pendence upon Him who has all things at His command.” By 1840, more
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than two million boys and girls attended Sunday schools, 55 percent at Non-
conformist ones.49

These millions of Nonconformists—industrialists, bankers, editors, min-
isters, Sunday school teachers, shopkeepers, and artisans—constituted a
growing and powerful force, which helped define the early Victorians’ vision
of a laissez-faire society. While not indifferent to the truths of political econ-
omy, the sacredness of property and a wise Providence, it was self-reliance—a
sturdy, individualistic, resolute self-reliance—that formed the core of their
social conscience. The only way to achieve the godly society was to create
godly individuals, and that only by a religious awakening, a moral serious-
ness, a righteous life. It was a conviction based on two powerful experiences
common to most Nonconformists, conversion and social mobility.

The experience of conversion was the most central. In the history of Eng-
lish Protestantism, an emphasis on conversion began with the sixteenth-
century doctrines of Luther and Calvin, blossomed in English Puritanism,
lost out to the via media of late Stuart Anglicanism, and retreated to the con-
fines of a persecuted Nonconformity, only to emerge in the evangelical re-
vival that created Methodism, revived the faith of lukewarm Baptists and
Congregationalists, and won over a third of the Anglicans.

John Wesley above all saw conversion as fundamental. He exhorted hum-
ble, religiously starved miners, artisans, clerks, and shopkeepers to acknowl-
edge their sinful ways, to open themselves to faith in Christ, to the workings
of the Holy Spirit, to a grace free for all, to conversion. Bristol’s Bishop Butler
was aghast, as were most Anglicans, fearful of the emotionalism of the hum-
ble. But in those conversions lay an explosive power. It turned lions into
lambs, declared Wesley, and “drunkards into the exemplary sober.” All was
anxiety and gloom, wrote John Ashworth, a young printer’s apprentice of the
1830s, then came conversion, the end of gloom, “the unspeakable love of
God,” success in business, and one more Methodist memoir among scores
that testify to the power of conversion.50

Conversion, the fruit of an individual conscience struggling for godliness,
was a very personal matter, and one that greatly enhanced a belief in the right
of private judgment. “We began our religious life,” argued the Baptist Maga-
zine in 1842, “with an assertion of independence . . . we must act for our-
selves.” It was a view that squared with tradition. Had not the Westminster
Divines of 1644, asked the Baptist Magazine, insisted on the “necessity of indi-
vidual and voluntary assent”? It was a conviction that, in 1849, led the Rever-
end Baptist Wriothesley Noel, chaplain to the queen, brother of an earl, and
most popular of preachers, to totally immerse himself, at age fifty, and before
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2,500 worshippers. Converted and duly baptized, he thus became a member
of the Baptist Church. Noel believed that “each is bound to do God’s will as
he sees it, individually and independently.”51

“Individually” and “independently,” no two words lay closer to the heart
of early Victorian Nonconformity or more definitely underlined its vision of
a laissez-faire society. For Congregationalists, they were the summum bonum.
“All religion,” pronounced the Congregationalist Reverend James Evans,
“consists of individuality. Religion is a personal thing.” Few felt this truth
more intensely than Edward Miall, a merchant’s son, who at eighteen years of
age “solemnly dedicated” himself “soul and body unto the Lord.” He became
a Congregational minister in Leicester, but only briefly. Dismayed at the su-
pineness of the Congregationalists toward a persecuting Church and state, he
founded and edited the NonConformist, a weekly that translated the individu-
ality and independence arising from conversion and private conscience into a
social outlook. “What is Dissent?” asked Miall, and answered, “It is a mind
asserting its native claim to independence.” It was an answer with which even
the Congregationalists’ less truculent Patriot could agree. “The grand peculi-
arities of Dissent,” it declared, “are the absolute personality of man inde-
pendent of every other man and the right of private judgment.”52

The Congregationalists’ intense individualism even led to doubts about
the paternalists’ favorite metaphor, the organic. Just as jewelers value individ-
ual diamonds, wrote the Christian Penny Magazine, so Christians value
“humanity not as an organic whole but as a community of souls.” A good
Christian also disliked the use of the term “masses,” wrote the Reverend R. W.
Hamilton of Leeds in the Congregational Magazine, “as each is an individ-
ual.”53 Although conversion, private conscience, and independence were cen-
tral to all Dissenting churches, there were many theological and social differ-
ences. The Baptists had split into five branches, the Methodists into seven,
and the Presbyterians into three. The Congregationalists never split, there be-
ing no need to do so, since each congregation was already sovereign. Wesley-
an Methodists had a centralized church organization and had inherited Tory
political and social attitudes from an Anglicanism that would not resent or-
ganic metaphors. The Baptists divided over predestination, as did Congrega-
tionalists and Presbyterians.54 Unitarians and Quakers, following reason and
the “Inner Light,” were far removed from the polemics on atonement and
original sin that burdened Old Dissent’s struggle to be free of the more severe
doctrine of Calvinism.

There were even differences in social thought. The Methodists’ preoccu-
pation with personal salvation and with the life of chapels, classes, bands, and
Sunday schools expressed an otherworldliness and a group fellowship that
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distinguished them from the highly individualistic and increasingly political
Congregationalists, Unitarians, Quakers, Presbyterians, and Baptists. Yet for
all of their differences—and they should not be underestimated—none of
them seriously weakened the individualistic and self-reliant nature of the Dis-
senters’ relation to God and society. There is no real evidence that believers in
predestination were any less self-reliant than believers in a grace open to all.

There was, however, one important theological change, the gradual move
from a conservative, fundamentalist theology and an otherworldly concern
for salvation to a liberal, rational theology and a worldly concern for the
moral improvement of man and society, a change that increased the Non-
conformists’ focus on a society of self-reliant citizens. Many Wesleyans and
Baptists in the 1840s were slow to make this change. “We must trace the cause
of evil,” declared the Wesleyan’s Watchman in 1843, “to the sins of the peo-
ple.” The disorders that afflict society, echoed the Baptist Examiner, “are all
the consequences of sin.” Methodists and Baptists cared deeply for sinful
people, but it was a concern for their Godliness, their salvation, their eternity,
far more than for their release from poverty. “Our sin,” warned the Wesleyan
Reverend James Bourne in 1842, “is the cause of our being covered with thick
darkness.”55

For some Congregationalists and Baptists, that darkness was neither so
thick nor the sin so ineradicable. Even the self-styled Calvinist Dr. R. W.
Hamilton, one of Leeds’s most learned and popular of ministers, confessed
that because “each individual man is the subject of atonement,” he has “the
remains of greatness . . . [and the] pledge of restoration to that greatness.”
The Reverend Thomas Binney, as popular among London Congregationalists
as Hamilton was at Leeds, told his congregation that “the most obvious dis-
tinction of human nature is its capacity for improvement.” The Congrega-
tionalist Reverend John Ely, like Binney, was moving away from Calvinism.
Ely told his congregation at Leeds’s Salem Chapel that “there is a latent power
among us adequate . . . for the world’s restoration.” The future was bright,
because man was good. The Congregational Magazine felt no inhibition in
praise of “the dignity and perfectibility of human nature,” and neither did the
Baptist Examiner in arguing in an article on “The Dignity of Man” that man’s
fall was little compared to the “elevating influence of the Gospel” and the
soul’s “vast capabilities for action.”56

Hamilton, Binney, Ely, and the two journals reflect the power of the En-
lightenment as it wove itself around those solid Protestant traditions that
were indeed not absent at the Enlightenment’s birth. In the 1840s, Enlighten-
ment ideas inspired Nonconformists to a greater faith in man and in his indi-
viduality and independence. In 1844, the Congregational Magazine, after
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praising the Swiss educator J.-H. Pestalozzi as a great expounder of Enlight-
enment ideas, concluded that there is “no real good that may not be expected
from an enlightened community.” In Birmingham the Reverend George
Dawson preached an “earnest and heart stirring religion” that would go be-
yond evangelical preaching to “beautify and animate the world” and would
produce “a manly reliance on individual conviction.” For his zealous efforts
to elevate man as a moral, social and intellectual being he was, in 1845, given
100 guineas; and for his broad views on infant baptism and open commun-
ion, he was dismissed from Mt. Zion Chapel—only to win greater fame in
another one. He was a deep admirer of Thomas Carlyle, from whom he
learned that “it is useless to clamour about government reform without there
be reform within.”57

For many Nonconformists at midcentury, for those, for example, who had
Dawson fired, Enlightenment ideas of noble, perfectible men and a perfecti-
ble society were heretical; for others, the fusion of the two only enriched their
faith in a laissez-faire society of perfected individuals. For both, however,
those theological and philosophical convictions that enshrined individuality
and independence were powerfully reinforced by the upward mobility of the
generality of the Nonconformists.

In 1800, the population of Great Britain was around 10 million, and in 1850
around 21 million. In 1750, the middle classes constituted only 4 percent of
the population; by 1867, they made up some 12 percent—even larger if the
middle classes are defined with greater elasticity. In the same period, the pro-
portion who were in the lower middle classes rose from 9 percent to 20 per-
cent and the skilled working classes from 12 percent to 35 percent. In 1850,
Britain’s industrial product was forty-three times greater than in 1811. In 1801,
Leeds had 50,000 and Liverpool 82,000 inhabitants; a mere two decades later,
in 1831, the figures were 123,000 and 202,000.58 Neither Britain nor any other
country in world history had ever expanded like this. It is not known how
many of the 4.5 million who attended Nonconformist services in 1851 be-
longed to the enlarged middle and skilled classes, but Alan D. Gilbert esti-
mates that all but 8.6 percent of their strength came from that 67 percent of
society lying between the professions and the unskilled laborer, a not unin-
telligent guess if by profession Gilbert means physicians, barristers, and the
clergy and not land agents, warehouse supervisors, and clerks, and if the 67
percent includes the manufacturers, merchants, and shopkeepers, both opu-
lent and modest, who crowded into Baptist, Congregationalist, and Method-
ist chapels. According to David Thompson, the Congregationalists did well
among wealthy manufacturers, Baptists as smaller men of business, Wesley-
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ans as shopkeepers and small manufacturers, and Primitive Methodists and
the New Connexion as artisans and craftsmen.59

The Nonconformists were unashamed in confessing that their religion led
to success. “Godliness” announced the Reverend Dr. J. W. Massie in the Con-
gregational Year Book, “is profitableness in all things.” And because of that
fact, “multitudes from the humblest origin . . . have reached the most hon-
ored eminence.” The Congregational Year Book’s favorite illustrations of Con-
gregationalists rising in the social scale were found in its memoirs and obitu-
aries of distinguished preachers. These careers truly exemplify self-reliance:
poverty was defied, vicissitudes conquered, disadvantages overcome, and
success won. The Congregationalist Reverend William Sylvester was in youth
neglected, uneducated, vicious, and doomed to farm labor until he experi-
enced a conversion; then, “from new industry and faithfulness” came success
in business, six years of study, and a ministry in which he fought “irreligion
and godlessness.” The Baptist Magazine was also replete with memoirs of self-
educated, self-made ministers, ministers like the Reverend Christmas Evans.
His father, a shoemaker, was too poor to educate Christmas or keep him from
“utter neglect,” and at nine, he was put to work on a farm. Later, six men
would have beaten him to death but for his crying out “Jesus save me.” Saved,
converted, and self-educated, he became a Baptist preacher.60 Not all Baptist
and Congregational ministers rose from poverty, since many came from the
educated middle classes. But in the early nineteenth century, far more of
them, and of their upwardly mobile followers, could look back on fathers
who were stocking makers, weavers, farm laborers, farmers, coach builders,
upholsters, dyers, printers, and booksellers. Only a handful could look back
on fathers who were barristers, army officers, or bankers. And the Baptists
and Congregationalists, along with the Unitarians and Quakers, were the best
educated of Nonconformist ministers. In the 1840s, Primitive Methodists, Bi-
ble Christians, and Reformed Methodists were still mostly self-educated.61

Almost all these ministers, and many of their followers, experienced a signifi-
cant upward mobility, which owed much to the tough, stubborn, puritan in-
dependence of mind that defined the Nonconformist conscience and the
content of thousands of sermons.

The same conscience, although perhaps less austerely, defined the lives of
their congregations. Memoirs and social statistics speak to this upward mo-
bility. In a population that had, in one generation, nearly doubled, the middle
class had quadrupled. At the top of that class, the splendid monuments of
success won by self-reliance, were distinguished Nonconformist families: the
Unitarian Rathbones and Roscoes of Liverpool; the Cadburys and Rowntrees,
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Quaker chocolate kings of Birmingham and York; the Barclays and Lloyds,
Quaker bankers of London; and the Congregationalist City merchant Samuel
Morley. Nonconformists were not only giants of industry and commerce but,
as with the Congregationalist Edward Baines Sr. and the Unitarian John Ed-
ward Taylor, giants of the newspaper world. Baines presided over the Leeds
Mercury and Taylor over the Manchester Guardian. The careers and memoirs
of these self-made men celebrated the fact that godliness was profitable.62

Beneath these giants were a myriad of Congregational, Baptist, Unitarian,
and Wesleyan small manufacturers, wholesalers, and shopkeepers, and be-
neath them, craftsmen of all sorts and, in a belt running from Devon to Essex
and up into East Anglia, successful farmers. Innumerable Nonconformists
experienced careers of solid but modest success. The many memoirs of these
self-made men tell of how the chapel and the Sunday school and their own
passion for self-education and self-help made them increasingly prominent in
England’s manufacturing and commercial centers, centers themselves in-
creasingly active in electing Parliament. The Baptist Guardian in 1845 could
not hide its sense of newly won power: “The Baptist denomination” it
boasted, “occupies a most important and promising position at the present
time. It is fast rising in intelligence and influence.”63

That influence expanded in every direction. It expressed itself in stones
and mortar as well as in votes for mayors and M.P.’s. It also expressed itself in
imposing chapels, burgeoning schools (Sunday, day, and evening), Dissent-
ing academies, Dissent-dominated Mechanics Institutes, and Home Mis-
sions, all of which gave evidence of an irrepressible vitality and newly won
wealth. In Leeds, in 1841, finding their famous Salem Chapel too small, the
Congregationalists built the East Parade Chapel, “one of the most spacious,
substantial and complete . . . in the kingdom,” in the classical Doric style,
with “a noble portico of six fluted columns, resting on colossal steps.”
Crowned with an “enriched entablature and pediment,” it was both “grave
and grand,” and attached to it were “school rooms, a separate lecture room,
class rooms, committee rooms, vestries and a chapel keepers home.”64

To conquer oneself through conversion and godliness and then to con-
quer the world through industry, prudence, and frugality gave one the confi-
dence to preach the virtue of self-help; and such preaching in Nonconformist
pulpits, publications, and Sunday schools was uninhibited. It was a law, de-
clared the Reverend Thomas Binney, that “industry, probity, intelligence, up-
rightness, activity, labour, prudence, discretion” would bring success, just as
“folly, vice, idleness, vanity, expensive habits, neglect of business, disobedi-
ence to parents will bring failure.” “Act as a man,” commanded the Christian
Pioneer, “not as a serf or slave.” Be “active, never idle,” since “idleness always
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brings its own punishment,” preached the Baptist Pioneer. Young Congrega-
tionalists would find in the Christian Penny Magazine (circulation 35,000) an
article on “Industry Necessary to Success,” which proclaimed, “never intem-
perance, never self-indulgence, never the public house, and always frugality,
always manly dignity.” Manliness was emerging in all its Victorian robust-
ness. The Unitarians’ Christian Teacher urged that “a manly independence
replace public charity” since people must “rely on their own resources.”65

The commandment to “act as a man,” not a slave or serf, struck at that
deference so integral to paternalism. It was not the socialists or even the
Chartists who first declared war on paternalism, but Nonconformists deter-
mined on independence. Deference to God, yes, and certainly to lawful au-
thority and earned social distinctions, but not to unjust establishments and
exclusive privileges. The Congregational Magazine called “a spirit of depend-
ence on fellow creatures” an “unmixed evil.” “Hence the great object,” it
added, “is to encourage a spirit of independence.” The Unitarian Prospective
Review had only ridicule for what it called a “feudalism” in which the poor
“are to be fed, washed, dressed, housed, taught, park-ed, amused, churched.”
For society to provide for a person’s needs, it said earlier, was “to keep him a
perpetual child.”

Few could exceed Edward Miall’s acute sense of the battle between pater-
nalism and self-reliance, which informed nearly every issue of the NonCon-
formist, leading him in 1845 to urge the working classes to raise themselves to
that “position of self-reliance and self-respect which feudalism will hereafter
find it impossible to subvert.”66 But what of the myriad social problems—of
poverty, ignorance, disease, overcrowding, crime, unemployment, depres-
sions, vagrancy, prostitution, and homelessness? For the leading Noncon-
formists, the answer was self-help and the help of others universalized into a
Christian laissez-faire. “Christianity,” the Reverend Thomas Binney assured
his hearers, “certainly contains exactly those things which if they were . . .
generally carried out would cure all the disorders . . . and make society every-
where virtuous and healthy.” It was a formula that Binney’s friend in Leeds,
the Reverend John Ely, expanded on in a most sanguine manner: “If we can . . .
elevate the individual . . . we have only to calculate on its universal applica-
tion and its universal social and moral elevation will be secured.” “The work-
shop,” continued the rhapsodic Ely, “shall be the scene of profitable industry;
the market a mart of honorable exchange,” and as a result “the triumph of
righteousness and purity and goodness and mercy.” In an article denouncing
socialism, the Eclectic was so persuaded that since “past improvements have
been the result of the improvement of individuals . . . the exertion of each
leads to the social progress of all.” And for the archconservative Wesleyan
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Reverend Robert Newton, “the only thing to effect a radical reform in all
classes of society” is “the revival and extension of pure and undefiled relig-
ion.”67

The Nonconformist vision of a Christian laissez-faire society, one rooted
in individual conversion and private conscience, was for many in the 1840s
still narrowly bound by a singular concentration on eternal salvation and
original sin. The reports of Baptist and Wesleyan home missionaries (and
even of Congregational ones) speak far more of saving souls and preaching
piety and holiness than of assuaging poverty, improving slums, or educating
the poor. Quite different were the Unitarians and Quakers, and increasingly
the Dawsons and Binneys among Baptists and Congregationalists.

In between these conservative and liberal theologies lay most Noncon-
formists, in various positions of ambivalence, still persuaded of man’s wick-
edness and still concerned with eternity, but also aware that man, once
touched by grace and reason, could be improved, that society could be made
freer and more just, and that a new Jerusalem could be created here and now.
It was a position tense with differences but one in which an inner religious
individualism begot an outward independence of mind, an independence of
mind that in the more liberal Nonconformists approached that fullness and
great optimism of the true believers in self-reliance, the true believers who
saw in education the great panacea.

e d u c a t i o n :  t h e  g r e a t  p a n a c e a

For true believers in the reformed individual as the fundamental building
block of a laissez-faire society, education was the grand remedy. It promoted
self-reliance, and self-reliance promoted political stability and economic pro-
gress. Many in the 1840s shared a belief in education, although not all with the
zeal of the true believers. Some still feared it, but they were far fewer than a
generation earlier, when the French Revolution, Painite radicalism, Luddite
riots, and demagogic oratory led to a pervasive fear of education, a fear en-
hanced by Tory rhetoric. In those tense days, many in the upper classes be-
lieved that schooling only made laborers dissatisfied with their lot, seditious
in politics, and insolent in their self-reliance.

In the 1840s, some—in the rural areas many—still feared education.
“Many object to the education of the working class,” said Sussex’s Reverend
C. M. Klavert in 1841, because it makes “the humble classes dissatisfied with
their station.” Some even in manufacturing areas, said the education inspec-
tor, Alexander Thirtell, viewed education “with suspicion.”68

These fears should not be exaggerated. Although divided on how religious
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and how secular education should be and to what extent education was a
Church or public matter, no M.P. and no periodical openly opposed its ex-
pansion. A sound education made laborers industrious, provident, skilled,
sober, respectful, and self-reliant—and, if not all of these, at least less likely to
be truculent or to go on the poor rates.

Most early Victorians wished the humbler classes to be better educated
and more self-reliant, but they differed as to the extent of that education, the
degree to which self-reliance should be encouraged, and on what the conse-
quences would be. They did not divide for and against education, but instead
on how much, what kind, in what faith, and how great their expectations.
Their views formed a spectrum. At the violet end were cool, hesitant High
Churchmen and ultra Tories; at the red end, true believers. Between the two,
listing toward the violet, were ordinary Tories, Peelites, conservative Whigs,
High Church Anglicans, and the Establishment, and listing toward the red,
Nonconformists, liberal Whigs, Broad Churchmen, and the towns of the
north.

For High Church Anglicans, education was fine if it taught the poor self-
denial, obedience, frugality, and prudence, indispensable virtues, said the
Reverend William Gresley, since “the sufferings of the poor are caused by
their own improvidence and want of self-denial.” But Gresley wanted no
overeducation. A clever Chartist, he wrote, shows that “education only makes
him more mischievous.” Furthermore, “independence and perfect equality
are not good for man.” Much better were the Church’s catechism and the
simple moral lessons of Mrs. Hippisley Tuckfield’s popular Education for the
People in “habits of regular industry and self-control; of kindness and for-
bearance, of personal and domestic cleanliness . . . [and] simplicity, humble-
ness, virtue.” After extolling field and workshop for boys, and knitting and
sewing for girls, Mrs. Tuckfield warned against “the incalculable mischief” of
overteaching.69

Evangelical Anglicans all heartily agreed that the Church should teach
obedience, patience, and self-denial, but many doubted whether independ-
ence was unsuitable to a man struggling for righteousness in a society sunk in
worldliness. Nor did they worry unduly about overeducation. On the educa-
tion spectrum, many had moved toward those Nonconformists who saw
conversion and independence as central, and all education to that end as
helpful. Nonconformists also varied greatly, as did Anglicans—or Tories and
Whigs—in their enthusiasm and their hesitancies over education. The self-
educated Joseph Barker of the New Connexion Methodists had an expansive
belief in education, including the teaching of writing in Sunday schools, a po-
sition his own New Connexion denounced. Many theologically conservative
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Wesleyans, Congregationalists, and Baptists focused so narrowly on the
chapel and the salvation of souls that their educational horizons barely ex-
tended beyond Sunday schools and the teaching of Scriptures, and then only,
in the words of the Congregationalist Reverend James Griffin, if they made
“for patience and contentment.”70 More liberal Congregationalists, like Tho-
mas Binney and Andrew Reed, and the more enlightened Baptists, like
George Dawson and J. B. Mursell, had moved across the spectrum toward the
true believers’ enthusiasm for the power of knowledge. So had liberal Whigs,
such as George Poulett Scrope, Charles Villiers, and R. A. Slaney, members,
along with Liberal and Radicals, of the Central Society of Education, estab-
lished in 1839 to promote a national system of education.

These liberal Whigs, liberal Nonconformists, and Broad Churchmen
shared with Liberals and Radicals both the Enlightenment’s assumptions
about improvable man and reformable society and a greater sensitivity to the
demands of the emerging middle and working classes. The expectations of
these true believers in popular education and the advance of knowledge were
enormous. For them, human ignorance was the leading cause of pauperism,
crime, drunkenness, insanity, fever, destitution, despotism, and riots. To the
Leeds Mercury, “human ignorance,” along with human depravity, was “the
grand source of human misery;” to the education inspector J. D. Morell, ig-
norance created a “great mass of evils” including “exploited needlewomen,”
the “squalor of back streets” and “the death struggle of mere material exis-
tence;” and to the Whigs’ Lord Morpeth, “the evils of ignorance are still more
mischievous and still more fatal than those evils of destitution, of fever, of
mortality.”71

In removing the causes of these evils, an education designed for self-help
and self-reliance became the great panacea. “Education . . . is the one step,”
asserted the Athenaeum, “which alone leads to the amendment of society.”
The Westminster Review said that it was “almost impossible for even the
imagination to exaggerate” the benefits of education. W. R. Greg, a former
cotton manufacturer turned social essayist, was no less sanguine. For Greg,
the only plan for the end of destitution was “to provide instruction among
the masses by every means in our power and then leave them to work out
their salvation.” Even the staid Edinburgh Review could not resist the charms
of this sovereign remedy. “We found our chief hope for the redemption of
our country,” it declared in 1848, “on the increase of intelligence, education,
morals, and religion.” “Nothing else,” it added, “will extricate us,” an opti-
mism surpassed by the Morning Chronicle’s boast that a comprehensive edu-
cation could “in the course of a single generation reduce crime and impru-
dence and the misery . . . which attends them.”72
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As powerful as the steam engine and as revolutionary as the railroads, such
were the comparisons applied to education made by the early Victorians,
whose intoxication with the miracles of the industrial revolution carried over
to the power of knowledge. For Lady Byron, whose school for the poor at
Ealing won countless admirers, education on Pestalozzian lines would cause
“a moral revolution” that would produce “morality, religion and national
wealth . . . with as much speed as by railroads.” Education was good for all. It
was an integral part, wrote Samuel Smiles in 1842, of “the great idea of this
age—the grand idea of man,” especially since it “will teach those who suffer
how to remove the cause of their suffering.”73

The millennium was truly at hand. “If destitute children were educated,” a
buoyant Chambers’ Edinburgh Journal predicted, “prison and police officers
might almost shut up.” If learning were “generally diffused,” wrote Thomas
Bailey of the Nottingham Mercury, “progress was inevitable and civilization
knew no bonds”—and, most gloriously, “all would live three times longer.”
That education would end crime, said the Edinburgh Review was “almost a
law of nature.” That it would end pauperism was the declared belief of Whig
poor law inspectors, the Tory Robert Southey, and Jelinger Symons, the edu-
cation inspector who founded the Law Magazine. “If one half of the poor
rates were spent on education,” declared Symons, “there would be no need of
any poor rates at all.” For the Quarterly Review in 1845, it was the “sole hope
for Ireland.” Little wonder that Symons also judged education “identical with
the greatest good and the primary temporal agent of human welfare.” Chart-
ists also shared this exhilarating vision. Education, wrote their leader in Lon-
don, William Lovett, would cause “every latent seed of mind . . . to spring
into useful life,” which would in turn “enlighten ignorance, remove misery,
and banish vice.” Lovett was not alone in seeing misery evaporate before
knowledge. Writing in The Social System, the Owenite John Gray declared “we
shall have the millennium at once.”74

One of the most powerful forces increasing the early Victorians’ belief in
education as the grand remedy was the belief that man is capable of great im-
provement. It was an old idea, found in Francis Bacon’s “Knowledge is
power,” and in Thomas Hobbes and the Cambridge Platonists. And it was an
idea elaborately analyzed and developed in John Locke’s Essay on Human
Understanding (1690) and Thoughts on Education (1693; eighteen editions by
1836). It was part of the growth of rationalism that gradually and pervasively
defined the eighteenth century’s enlightened view of man as noble, rational,
and free of hopeless sin, a view that suffered some setbacks during the evan-
gelical revival and Tory repression of the 1790s and after. Yet during those
years, the Priestleys, Benthams, Godwins, Owenses, and Millses not only
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sustained but furthered the Enlightenment’s rational and optimistic view. It
was indeed a view that played a role in the outlook of some evangelicals.

In the 1830s and 1840s, the Enlightenment view that a correct and well-
designed education could teach the lower orders the virtues of self-reliance
and so promote a laissez-faire society spread far and wide. The central as-
sumption of that view was John Locke’s argument that at birth the mind is a
tabula rasa, a blank sheet, and that how it develops depends on what is writ-
ten on it by one’s sensations and by the proper (rather than improper) asso-
ciations of those sensations. Out of the British empirical tradition—Bacon,
Hobbes, and Locke—came the theory of association, a theory that David
Hartley expounded by arguing that sensations and their sequence of associa-
tions fully determined one’s thought and feelings. Hartley’s Observation on
Man of 1749 influenced Jeremy Bentham, James Mill, Robert Owen, William
Godwin, Harriet Martineau, and many others—including the young Cole-
ridge. For Bentham, it meant that the individual was so malleable that by
education he could become rational and good, and that poverty and crime
would then diminish.

Not all who gloried in the march of mind believed that all knowledge and
feelings began with sensations imposed on a tabula rasa. The great Scottish
moral philosophers—Thomas Reid, Adam Smith, Francis Hutcheson, Sir
James Mackintosh, Dugald Steward, and Thomas Brown—all argued that
everyone had an innate moral faculty, a conscience. Also innate is a rational
faculty. Although philosophers presented cogent arguments both for and
against such innate faculties, they differed much less in their belief in the im-
provability of man. Education could “mold” the moral and rational faculties,
just as they could order sensations and associations. Indeed, for some belief
in a moral faculty was quite compatible with belief in associations. “We form
our sentiments of virtue and duty,” wrote that staunch defender of the moral
faculty Sir James Mackintosh, “by means of the association of ideas.”75

There was not one single channel of Enlightenment ideas but many
branches and estuaries. To the empirical and utilitarian channel may be
added those of the Scottish moral philosophers, the English Unitarians, the
liberal Nonconformists, Whig rationalists, Broad Churchmen like F. D.
Maurice, the Oxford rationalists of Oriel—Richard Whatley, Thomas Arnold,
and Nassau Senior—and, at Cambridge, the philosophical William Whewell
and Henry Sidgwick. Nor can one overlook the many branches of the rise of
rationalism among the new historians, the groundbreaking scientists, and
intellectuals of every kind. Broad and diverse was the advance of knowledge
and the growth of rationalism, both of which promoted the idea that educa-
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tion, by creating well-trained, industrious, disciplined, and self-reliant work-
ers could remove many of the miseries afflicting the lower orders.

The utilitarians had long thought that such an education would create the
greatest happiness for the greatest number. James Mill, in his famous article
on education in the Encyclopedia Britannica of 1818, wrote so exuberantly that
an education based on the theory of association would transform the whole
human race that his son later confessed that his father had found in “the uni-
versal principle of association . . . the unlimited possibility of improving the
moral and intellectual condition of mankind.” The son was scarcely less san-
guine about the power of education. “Ignorance and want of culture” he
wrote, were “the primary and perennial source of all social evils.”76

In the 1840s, the young Mill and Bentham’s friends, John Black at the
Morning Chronicle, William Ellis at the Westminster Review, and Charles
Dilke at the Athenaeum carried forward the utilitarian faith in the generative
powers of education. Because “we consider education as lying at the basis of
our social improvement,” asserted the Morning Chronicle in 1843, it should be
our great object “to fashion and mould men.” “Education,” said Ellis, “is the
first as well as the most powerful of the instruments . . . for the promotion of
well being,” a view that the Athenaeum never tired of propounding. Although
aware of crime, the handloom weavers’ wretchedness, sanitary evils, and
“vices of all sort,” the Athenaeum turned not so much to legislation (of which
it once said there was “too much”) for a remedy as to “the improved and ex-
tended education of the masses,” to the “diffusion of knowledge,” and to the
abolition of “the most potent source” of these evils, “ignorance.” Little won-
der that the Athenaeum concluded that “education is the best surety for hu-
man progress.”77

The Westminster and the Athenaeum also promoted the educational phi-
losophy of Pestalozzi and his disciple P. E. de Fellenberg. The key terms in
their philosophy were not “sensation” or “association” but “faculties,”
“habits,” “reason,” and “nature.” Education is not the rote memory of facts
but the development of every faculty of mind and body, all of which—moral,
intellectual, and physical—form an organic whole. Successful instruction
must promote those powers of observation, intellectual development, and
habits of conduct that resist vice and promote virtue and happiness.78

Although Pestalozzi praised Locke, it was Rousseau’s ideas of a naturally
good and educable man that inspired his optimism. He saw in man’s be-
nevolence, the power of love, and sentiments of beauty and order, all virtues
that too often society distorted, but ideas that were inherent in nature itself.
Doughty Benthamites might be uncomfortable with talk of ideas inherent in
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nature, but they were far more popular in the 1840s than talk of “association.”
They certainly inspired enthusiasm for education in some Unitarians.

Unitarians, of course, did not all think alike. J. H. Thom and J. R. Beard of
Liverpool and the Christian Teacher (after 1845 the Prospective Review) were
rivaled by few in their defense of the middle class, laissez-faire, and the New
Poor Law, a defense also made, but with less rigor by William and Mary
Howitt, W. J. Fox and Southwood Smith in Howitt’s Journal and the Peoples’
Journal. All were, above all, ardent for an education that would allow the
workers to improve themselves. A larger education was needed, said the
Christian Teacher, an education that would exercise “the faculties and virtues
of the mind.” In his Spiritual Blindness, J. H. Thom, co-editor of the Christian
Teacher, told his readers of the “mightiest of all influences, the wisdom, holi-
ness and refining grace of individual minds”—minds in living communion
with the Divine.79

The Unitarians’ extraordinary faith in social progress through the educa-
tion of the individual reflected an optimism not only about the noble, divine-
touching faculties of reason and goodness but about the natural laws, prog-
ress, and harmonies of a rational universe. The writings of Southwood Smith
and W. J. Fox, along with those of the visiting American William Ellery
Channing, fused this optimism about man and nature so exuberantly that the
millennium seemed at hand. To attain it, men need only be taught what Fox
called “the eternal principles of morality,” Smith, the “simple laws of nature
and science” and Channing, “the Eternal All-comprehending Mind.”80 Be-
cause both man and the universe were rational and divine, because “knowl-
edge and virtue are so entirely the same,” because the “mind’s capacity [for]
. . . illimitable improvement” is a “law of nature,” early education can “bring
the faculties of mind to perfection.” Such were the buoyant hopes of South-
wood Smith, hopes not much different from Fox’s belief that because “all vice
has been traced to ignorance,” ignorance will fade before the “Great Law of
Progress” and a science that “pours forth a flood of glory over the globe,” thus
releasing a “self-dependence that generates . . . the power of exercising the
reasoning faculties.”

An uninhibited confidence in the reasoning faculties also informed Chan-
ning’s widely read essays “Self-Culture” and “Elevation of the Working
Classes.” It was Channing’s hope that educators who “understood the perfec-
tion of human nature” would concentrate on developing “the self-forming
power,” the “divine powers of the soul,” and the “harmonious action of all its
faculties.” If such an effort were made, and above all by the working classes, it
would “work a fundamental revolution in society.”81

Each of Channing’s two essays had five English editions between 1838 and
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1852. W. J. Fox not only wrote for the Morning Chronicle, the Daily News, the
Examiner, the Weekly Dispatch, the Retrospective Review, the Monthly Review,
the Westminster Review, and the League, but at South Place Chapel, Finsbury,
he gave sermons to overflowing crowds on “The Education of Workers” and
“The Morality of Poverty,” which quickly found their way into print. South-
wood Smith, author of A Discourse on the Human Mind (1818), Illustrations of
Divine Government (1826), and Philosophy of Health (three editions by 1847),
won fame as a sanitary reformer and member of many government commis-
sions. Few exceeded the zeal of the Unitarians for the education of the self-
reliant individual. In the late eighteenth century, they pioneered Sunday
schools, night schools, libraries, and scientific and literary societies. In the
early nineteenth century, Southwood Smith helped establish the Society for
the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge and Harriet Martineau was the indefatiga-
ble author of elementary moral and economic lessons. Unitarians gave un-
stinted support to the establishment of mechanics institutes throughout Eng-
land, and it was Unitarian manufacturers who were the most likely to have
good factory schools. At Hazelwood school, outside Birmingham, and at
Bruce Castle in London, the remarkable Hill family ran famous experimental
schools for the middle and upper classes. The Unitarian Mary Carpenter in
1850 helped establish reform schools that began a movement that promised to
reduce crime through education. Meanwhile, periodicals and a flood of pub-
lications also carried the message that education was the great remedy.

If few exceeded the Unitarians in zeal for education, few also exceeded
their zeal for a laissez-faire society. W. J. Fox’s editorials in 1846 denounced
the Ten Hour Bill; Harriet Martineau in 1851 directed a fiery blast against the
new home secretary, Lord Palmerston, for ordering dangerous machinery
fenced; the Unitarians at Manchester College in 1843 voted to oppose gov-
ernment support of education; and the Christian Teacher and its editor J. H.
Thom denounced corrupting charities and poor laws as no real answer to that
“improvidence, illness, and drunkenness” that were “the bane of the working
classes.” “Man” insisted the Christian Teacher, “should be largely left to him-
self,” since for the state to assume “his cares and responsibilities” is to “keep
him a perpetual child” and deny “the fullest development of his mental and
moral individuality.”

It was the concept of “moral individuality” that formed the core of the
Unitarians’ laissez-faire outlook. Neither political economy nor private prop-
erty was much mentioned, except by Harriet Martineau. “Manly independ-
ence,” “habits of steady sustained application,” “self-reliance,” and “the de-
velopment of all the faculties” are the bright promises that inform the Chris-
tian Teacher’s vision of a laissez-faire society and that led Thom to conclude
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that “the mightiest of all influences [is] the wisdom, holiness, and refining
grace of individual minds.”82

The vision of a laissez-faire society based on reformed, self-reliant indi-
viduals extended far beyond the Unitarians. It was held by liberal Noncon-
formists, Scottish journalists, advanced Whigs, and even that new class of re-
formers, the government’s inspectors of schools, prisons, factories, and in-
sane asylums, a class who, having confronted social evil more directly than
most, also turned to education as the grand remedy.

One of that new breed was J. D. Morell, one of Her Majesty’s inspectors of
schools. In 1833, Morell attended the Congregationalist Homerton College,
where he learned of original sin and eternal punishment. Further study at
Glasgow and Bonn, a stint as a Congregational minister, and the publication
of A History of Philosophy led to his appointment as the government’s in-
spector of the schools of the British and Foreign School Society. Morell no
longer believed that man was cursed with sin and doomed to eternal punish-
ment. On the contrary, “God has given us all faculties capable of indefinite
improvement, an entire nature evidently destined for illimitable expansion
and progress.” Morell was thus for “popular education without stint . . . for
all classes,” education requiring the “development and improvement of the
whole man” and that would “prompt them [the poor] to advance them-
selves.” Morell’s yearly reports reflected this hopeful outlook. Education, he
wrote in a Pestalozzian vein, should not be a “mere technical instruction . . .
hitherto the evil of primary education” but the comprehension of “the real
things themselves as concrete realities.” Such an education “for the whole
life” would so “strengthen purpose and self-reliance” and “habits of morality,
industry, and piety that poverty and ignorance will pass away.”83

None of the Anglican clergy who inspected Church of England schools
dared speak of poverty passing away or illimitable progress. The world of
these clergymen was more traditional and fixed, as were the National Society
schools that they inspected. Education, wrote the Reverend Henry Bellairs,
should teach the child “to conduct himself piously, honestly, soberly, and in-
dustriously” so that he would “fit properly for his situation.” In all schools,
the Reverend J. D. Norris wrote, “the pupils must be taught habits of forecast
and self-control.” The New Poor Law is admirable, added the Reverend
Henry Moseley, for lowering rates and bringing “orderliness and cleanliness.”
And most admirable of all, concluded the Reverend Frederick Watkins, are
devout teachers who assure a “Christian upbringing of immoral creatures for
time and for eternity.” A sound Anglican education was a social necessity
more than a grand remedy for transforming the lower classes.84

Morell’s only allies at the Committee on Education for such a transforma-
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tion were the other two inspectors of British schools, Hugh Tremenheere and
Joseph Fletcher, two of the inspectors of Poor Law schools, E. C. Tufnell and
Jelinger Symons, and the secretary of the committee, James Kay-Shuttle-
worth. All five came from affluent families, enjoyed a good education, and
believed in political economy, private property, and a social hierarchy. None
wished a radical change in society, only a radical improvement in its lower
orders. All but Kay-Shuttleworth had read law at the Inns of Court. Neither
Nonconformist nor Radical, these men of the Establishment yielded to few in
their zeal for education as the sovereign remedy. Although they were always
careful to call for a religious and moral education, their faith in reason, social
and moral laws, and man’s improvability reflected a secular outlook. It was
an outlook that led Jelinger Symons to insist that “selfishness is identical with
ignorance” and that “education is identical with our greatest good.”

In varying degrees, the other four agreed. Education, reported Tremen-
heere, will lessen “temptations to vice and improvidence [and] occasional
distress and permanent suffering.” For Tufnell, education “infallibly depau-
perizes,” and for Fletcher, “ending their ignorance and improvidence” and
strengthening “all the faculties of body and mind” is the great remedy. The
four inspectors would also have agreed with Kay-Shuttleworth that “educa-
tion is to be regarded as one of the most important means of eradicating the
germ of pauperism.”85

Kay-Shuttleworth wrote the above claim in 1838 to the Poor Law Commis-
sion. E. C. Tufnell, also an assistant commissioner of the Poor Law, sent in
similar memos. Both were true believers in the New Poor Law, its workhouse
test, and the moral assumptions on which it rested. Their enthusiastic reports
of the 1830s spoke of more jobs, higher wages, less bastardy, less immorality,
and greater self-reliance. For a while jobs and wages did rise, and bastardy and
immorality seemed to abate, but the depression of the early 1840s brought a
quick end to these optimistic reports, although not to their belief in self-
reliance. Self-reliance remained the key to the new Jerusalem. Unhappily, ac-
cording to Tufnell and Kay-Shuttleworth, it too often fell prey to ignorance.
The two assistant commissioners thus became the tireless campaigners for
pauper education, for better workhouse and district schools, for industrial
training (spade husbandry for the boys and sewing and knitting for the girls)
and, for all, religious and moral instruction.86 Had not Pestalozzi and de Fel-
lenberg shown in their much visited schools at Yverdon and Hofyl in Swit-
zerland that an education that developed all the faculties, mental, moral and
physical, was just what the poor required? And had not Mr. Aubin at his
school at Norwood in London showed how homeless urchins could be made
self-reliant? In the late 1830s, the Poor Law Commission appointed Tufnell
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and Kay-Shuttleworth to inquire into pauper education, and in 1839, the
Whigs made Kay-Shuttleworth secretary to the Committee in Council on
Education. By 1860, that Committee employed thirty-four inspectors and
dispensed £723,115 in grants, while Tufnell and three other inspectors worked
both to create first-rate district poor law schools and to greatly improve the
existing workhouse schools.87

A new orthodoxy had joined political economy at the heart of Her Maj-
esty’s government: the belief that education would create a trained, provi-
dent, industrious, sober, and intelligent working class—a self-reliant working
class. It was an orthodoxy also held by prison and factory inspectors. Freder-
ick Hill, Whitworth Russell, and William Crawford, three of the more promi-
nent prison inspectors, all listed ignorance as a principal cause of crime. Since
crime so visibly rose with economic distress and fell with prosperity, they also
included destitution as a cause. But when it came to the remedies of crime,
they all favored the end of ignorance. “The most effectual . . . remedy,” wrote
Russell and Crawford in 1847, is “to render education as cheap, attractive and
efficient as possible.” “Good mental, moral and religious education” said
Frederick Hill is “the great preventive.” For the sanguine Crawford and Rus-
sell, the criminal’s “lamentable ignorance” could be replaced by “habits of
order, cheerfulness, alacrity, industry, modesty . . . truth and honesty.”88

Factory inspectors also sang the praises of education and constantly com-
plained that factory owners failed to establish the required factory schools.
The dean of these inspectors, Leonard Horner, believed that if schools im-
proved “the natural faculties of the working class,” wealth and prosperity
would increase, Chartism, trade unions, and violence decrease, and every-
where there would be “useful and orderly citizens,” the consequence of “re-
ligious and moral training and habits of order.”89

By the end of the 1840s, a belief in education as the grand panacea had
spread far beyond its early pioneers. Even the Church of England, which re-
ceived the lion’s share of the government’s education grants, spoke enthusi-
astically of its miraculous effects. All of England, it seemed, realized that a
laissez-faire society required its people to be educated. This nearly universal
belief in the benefits arising from the intellectual and moral instruction of the
people reflects three powerful social facts: that education’s advance was in-
evitable, that the viable remedies for social remedies were few, and that a
public education based on sound theory had yet to be tried. Given England’s
growth in wealth, towns, and all manner of cheap publications, and given her
tradition of self-education and her religious zeal for the Gospel, no sluice gate
in the world could hold back a flood of literacy and learning. Not even the
bishops could stop the self-taught from reading Tom Paine or prevent Dis-
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sent from establishing Sunday schools. So galling was it for Charles Blom-
field, bishop of London, to see the Unitarians take the lead in Sunday schools
that he redoubled his own efforts to have the Church of England be the na-
tion’s schoolmaster. And for the High Tory John Kaye, bishop of Lincoln,
“the very existence of the Established Church rested on instructing the rising
generations in her principles.”90

Kaye not only feared Dissent, he also feared the violence and disorders
spawned by mounting social evils, evils for which he and his colleagues had
few if any remedies. Deeply averse to government interference, not happy
with corrupting poor laws, even hostile to any sanitary reform that lessened
the Church’s burial ground fees and privileges, churchmen felt even more
impelled to place their hopes in the education of self-reliant individuals.

That remedy was all the more hopeful because it was so new and untried.
Unlike a late twentieth-century public grown skeptical after many educa-
tional failures, the ebullient early nineteenth century knew only the promise
of the new and untried. England had, to be sure, its Etons and Oxfords, its
Lockes and Wollstonecrafts on education, and a myriad schools, but it had
never had a public school system for all nor theories as comprehensive and
progressive as those of Pestalozzi and de Fellenberg. Having never actually
experienced a public system nor extensively tested the new pedagogy, and
being deeply anxious for a remedy to hugely perplexing evils, the early Victo-
rians turned with vigor and alacrity to the education of the self-reliant indi-
vidual—and did so with a powerful mixture of illusions and realities.

i l l u s i o n s  a n d  r e a l i t i e s

In the early Victorians’ vision of a laissez-faire society, few convictions
were as widespread as the belief that the individual and not government was
responsible for his or her condition in life. Political economy’s invisible hand
was too recondite a concept for the multitude, which in any case did not pos-
sess enough private property and sufficient income to hold property sacred
and the world divinely providential. But nearly all, from duke to costermon-
ger, from archbishop to Methodist Sunday school teacher, believed that the
condition of most depended largely on their own prudence, industry, sobri-
ety, providence, and skills. Even the working classes themselves espoused self-
reliance far more than socialism.

That the self-help philosophy should be so widely held is a curious, even a
paradoxical, fact. It is paradoxical in the sense that it reflects two illusions and
one reality. The illusions concerned the causes of destitution and the power
of self-reliance to remove it, the reality concerned how an individual could
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best grapple with poverty. In prosperous times, self-reliance worked well, as
thousands proved by bettering themselves through industry and frugality; but
in times of depression or cholera, many of the industrious and frugal became
destitute or sick or both, belying the Spectator’s claim that “every man’s hap-
piness depends upon his own exertions.”91 That claim, although based on
eminently wise and useful admonitions, faltered in the face of economic vi-
cissitudes and the tragedy of disease. Yet the Spectator’s advice was nonethe-
less salutary, because even in depressed times, the most industrious fared the
least badly. The advocates of self-help did give sagacious advice. Yet the stern
moralists who gave that advice often based it on illusions, on the illusion that
outdoor relief corrupted and a workhouse test reformed the poor.

One of the more prominent upper-class illusions was that by means of
sermons, tracts, domestic missions, edifying stories, penny magazines, me-
chanics institutes, lyceums, schools, and exhortations, one could indoctrinate
the working classes in the virtues of self-help.

Few believed more fervently in such efforts than the women authors of
edifying tales. From the High Church Sara Trimmer in the 1790s to the Uni-
tarian Harriet Martineau in the 1830s, and including in between the evangeli-
cal Hannah More, the rationalist Maria Edgeworth and the popularizer of po-
litical economy Miss Jane Marcet. These authors played a remarkable role in
efforts to refashion the humbler orders. Their moral tales sold very well,
Hannah More’s in the thousands through the Church’s Cheap Repository
Tracts. Miss Marcet’s 1816 Conversations on Political Economy enjoyed six edi-
tions by 1839, only to be outdone by Miss Martineau’s opening sale of 5,000
copies of Poor Law Tales.

Trimmer was an enthusiast for almsgiving, catechism readings, and Angli-
can truth; More wrestled with sin and corruption and looked to the fruits of
conversion; Edgeworth expounded a progressive, rational view of a broad
education, and Marcet and Martineau found self-reforming truths in political
economy. The Unitarian Martineau was also far less paternalistic than the
four Anglicans. Instead of being content with their places, her exemplars of
virtue and political economy grow rich and independent. “The first requisite
to advancement,” she wrote, “is the self-reliance which results from self-
discipline.” Class advancement was never the goal of Trimmer, More, or
Marcet.

But although they differed on much, they certainly shared a common mo-
rality and clung to some excessive hopes and illusions about it. More might
look to God, conversion and faith and Martineau and Marcet to the law of
population and Malthus, but underneath these views runs the real message,
as it does with Trimmer and Edgeworth—one’s salvation, earthly or heavenly,
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lies in virtue and good conduct. The three greatest and most invoked of the
social virtues—industry, sobriety, and frugality—are fundamental to all these
writers, as they were to most early Victorian moralists. Marcet and Martineau
do invoke the most elementary maxims of political economy, as Trimmer
and More do the elementary maxims of Christianity, but most urgent of all is
to tell the poor to work harder, never depend on poor relief, avoid drink, and
be frugal. Marcet’s favorite character, Mrs. B, would not teach political econ-
omy to the laboring classes, but “industry . . . prudence and forethought,”
without which there can be “no amelioration of the poor,” a view not unlike
Martineau’s glorification of “indefatigable industry and frugality.”92

The moral tales of More, Marcet and Martineau sold in the thousands, but
the people of England numbered in the millions. And many of these moral
tales, paid for by the Church’s Cheap Repository Tract Society or the Society
for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge, ended up in the hands of middle-class
readers. Nor was the promise that industry and providence would bring well-
being less than illusory to hard-working agricultural laborers whose weekly
wage of eight or nine shillings allowed no savings for long winter layoffs.

But those concerns did not bother Henry Brougham and the Society for
the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge. The brilliant but erratic Brougham,
Scotsman, educational reformer, and avid Whig, had helped establish the
Society in 1826, just two years after he, George Birkbeck, John Robertson, and
Thomas Hodgskin founded the London Mechanics Institute.93

In its twenty years of existence, the S.D.U.K. published many cheap works
and periodicals, including Harriet Martineau’s. Its publisher and the author
of some of its works was the Windsor newspaper owner and publisher Char-
les Knight, who was convinced, as a man of the Enlightenment, that “what
sharpens the intellect ought, undoubtedly to elevate the morals.” Knight’s
firm supplied England’s burgeoning mechanics institutes with elevating
knowledge of all sorts—at sixpence a book, two books a week. By 1850, there
were 550 mechanics institutes in Britain. Liverpool’s institute cost £15,000 and
had 3,300 members, 850 pupils in three day schools, and 600 in evening
classes. Leeds’s institute was not quite as resplendent or well attended, but
nonetheless enjoyed steady support and moderate attendance, its support
coming from the town’s new self-made elite, who managed it for the 900
members.94 Its president in 1845 was Edward Baines Jr., the editor of the Leeds
Mercury. That mechanics institutes were “multiplying on every side” meant,
said the Mercury, that “the reign of ignorance will be at an end and society
will live under a brighter, milder, happier sway of knowledge and truth.” In
these institutes, Baines told the Leeds membership, they would learn “habits
and character” that would elevate “the condition of the many.” The Whig
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peer Lord Morpeth, the great engineer George Stephenson, the novelist
Charles Dickens, and the factory and prison inspectors Leonard Horner and
Frederick Hill all visited the Leeds Mechanics Institute and held out the same
vision of advancing knowledge and an improved and self-reliant working
class.95 It was another mix of illusion and reality. The reality was that me-
chanics institutes did educate clerks and small shopkeepers of the lower mid-
dle class and some skilled artisans of the working class; the illusion was that it
elevated an entire working class, when in fact only a small number of that
class ever attended its sessions, in which talk of religion or politics was not
allowed. The members were also excluded from governing the institutes, a
role that sometimes fell to Nonconformist clergymen, who presided as presi-
dents, enforced temperance, and viewed these institutes, according to the
Leeds Mercury, as “the auxiliary of the Temperance Society.” That kind of
virtue did not suit most workers. The workers did not support the great in-
strument of their salvation. Of York’s population of 28,000, only 150 joined
the institute.96

Successes the mechanics institutes did have, as did the tracts of Trimmer,
More, Marcet, and Martineau and the works of the S.D.U.K., but largely with
the upwardly mobile workers and with a middle class resolved to promote the
values by which it had succeeded. But none of these efforts won worker read-
ership as did William and Robert Chambers’s Chambers’ Edinburgh Journal.
First published in 1832, its circulation rose to 60,000 in the first year, contin-
ued to rise thereafter, and it became, said the Scotsman, as popular as Dick-
ens. Although the circulation of Charles Knight’s Penny Magazine exceeded
that of Chambers’ for a while, the former publication failed in 1846, while
Chambers’ won a devoted and long-lasting readership among ambitious and
literate workers. Samuel Smiles also won great popularity as editor of the
Leeds Times, lecturer at the Leeds Mechanics Institute, and author of the clas-
sic Self Help (1859).97

Chambers’ Edinburgh Journal was no less hopeful of social progress
through reformed individuals than the tracts of Charles Knight and the
speeches at the Leeds Mechanics Institute, but it expressed its belief in self-
improvement in terms less condescending and paternalist and more inde-
pendent and resolute. In an article “Self-Doing and Being Done For,” Cham-
bers’ pronounced “the energy evoked by habits of self-dependence” as a
“great force in human affairs,” which would make “men of all classes . . . in-
dependent of each other,” and, above all, end the “constant pretendings from
one class to be taking care of another, providing for it, flannel-petticoating it,
cottage and gardening it.” Man ought not to be beholden to man, it con-
cluded, but “self-dependent.”98
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Far less assertive of self-dependence were the speeches at the Leeds Me-
chanics Institute and Charles Knight’s stories in his 1831 Worker’s Companion.
In 1842, Edward Baines Jr. told his Leeds audience that education was needed
“for social order [and] the prosperity of their manufactures and commerce”
and stressed in his Leeds Mercury how supremely important these institutes
were in cultivating “a kindly union between the middle and working classes . . .
a union in which the envy of the workers would be lessened” by the rich
stooping “in order to raise up his inferiors.”99

Charles Knight would have applauded Baines’s condescending benevo-
lence. He too saw education as a force for order and tranquility. “There was
but one golden secret of happiness,” he wrote, “BE INNOCENT AND BE CON-

TENT.” Knight’s belief in the “Great Wisdom and Providence of the Almighty”
and the laws of political economy led to such an inordinate praise of capital,
machinery, factories, and strike breakers, that the London Radical Francis
Place warned him that it would alienate the workers.100

Far less alienating was the realism of the Chambers brothers and Samuel
Smiles. Smiles advocated a far less deferential role for the working class than
Baines and Knight. In his Education of the Working Classes (1842), Smiles ex-
ulted in the “grand idea of man, of the importance of man as man . . . with
noble faculties to cultivate, great rights to assert, a vast destiny to accom-
plish.” The “great rights” and “vast destiny” included not only efforts “to re-
move the cause of suffering” but the “elevating and improving of the whole
class.” As editor, from 1838 to 1842, of the Leeds Times, Smiles promoted that
destiny by condemning the New Poor Law for branding poverty as a crime,
championing universal suffrage, and lamenting the fact that “the working
classes [were] the slaves of property and capital.”101

Smiles and the Chambers brothers were Scots. So were nearly one in five
newspaper editors throughout England and Scotland, even though Scots
made up only 10 percent of Britain’s population.102 The Scots, famously self-
reliant, were also preeminently upwardly mobile. A tradition of free parish
schools, four accessible universities, and a Calvinist heritage led to such skills,
energy, ambition, and independence of mind that they never doubted the
self-help ethos. It gave to their self-reliance a tougher, more defiant, fiber
than that encouraged in an England with a powerful Establishment and a
more pervasive deference. Robert Chambers confessed as much to another
self-made, resolutely independent Scot, Hugh Miller, editor of Edinburgh’s
Witness. “My years of direct hardship,” Chambers told Miller, had led him by
the age of sixteen to a “stern and burning defiance” and a “defying, self-
relying spirit.” It was a spirit shared by many a self-made artisan and reader of
Chambers’ Edinburgh Journal.103
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One of the most radical newspapers in England and one widely read by the
working classes, the English Chartist Circular, also expressed a defiant and as-
sertive self-reliance. It hated paternalism, distrusted government, and knew
little of socialism beyond Robert Owen’s vision—itself not free from both a
strong individualism and a distrust of government. The Chartist Circular, af-
ter quoting Tom Paine that “government, in its mildest form, is an evil,” de-
nounced “the infamous and demoralizing dependence which now exists be-
tween rich and poor.” The answer to the social evils that afflicted the English,
it said, lay in “individual improvement,” in “education,” and in “the forma-
tion of early character.” The same suspicion of government and the same
faith in education informed G. J. Holyoake’s spirited monthly, The Move-
ment. Unjustly jailed for blasphemy at Cheltenham in 1847, Holyoake was
hardly confident that government would set things right. Neither, he asserted,
would the Church’s national schools, those “hotbeds of superstition,” nor
politicians full of “the cant of social reform.” Instead, he was convinced that
“the great fountain of prosperity and happiness . . . must ever be the princi-
ples of human nature . . . guiding the action of individuals,” a sentiment ech-
oed in G. A. Fleming’s The Union in an article denying that a general well-
being could be promoted by “external laws or coercive forces.” Instead well-
being would come only when “each individual would be gifted with a self-
restraining and guiding power,” when “each man is a huge colossus.” And in
reviewing Samuel Smiles’s book on The Education of the Working Class,
Fleming had only praise for that “self-dependence which ennobles man.”104

Most Chartist leaders were self-educated. Indeed, self-education had saved
from poverty leaders such as William Lovett, Henry Hetherington, John
Cleave, Julian Harney, and the later recruits Thomas Cooper and Henry Vin-
cent. For them, universal education was the grand remedy. Radicalism had
long flourished on self-education and faith in education. It was integral to the
corresponding societies of the 1790s and to the great war to free newspapers
from the four-shilling stamp tax—that prohibitive tax on knowledge. The
flourishing of an unstamped and cheap press itself was, in an England desti-
tute of public education, a part of the working classes’ self-education, as were
the proliferating coffeehouses where the radical press was read and discussed.
The Radicals’ faith in education and in self-reliance ran deep, both in the
Paine-Godwin gospel of natural rights and in their actual experience of up-
ward mobility—an experience they shared not only with the early Noncon-
formist ministers but with most early Victorian newspaper editors.

Research has shown that the fathers of 128 newspaper editors came from
more than 60 different employments. None of their fathers was a peer, bar-
onet, knight, or bishop, and only five came from the gentry. Of the 128 fa-
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thers, 13 were farmers, 8 booksellers, 7 newspaper editors, 10 merchants, 5
printers, and 4 smaller manufacturers, and dozens more in similar middle-
and lower-middle-class callings. Hailing from the working class were fathers
who were stone cutters, seamen, coopers, weavers, glaziers, porters, carpen-
ters, dyers, saddlers, farm laborers, and mole catchers. Of families about
whose father’s calling nothing is known, many were recorded as “in narrow
circumstances.” And quite overwhelming in obituaries and memoirs of these
editors are accounts of their self-education, which led men like Thomas Lat-
imer, editor of the Western Times, to “visualize . . . the world as consisting of
individuals self-sufficient like himself.”105

It is a vision that the leading moral-force Chartist, William Lovett, fully
shared. “Education,” he wrote, “will cause every latent seed of mind . . . to
spring into useful life” and so will “alleviate misfortune, remove misery, and
banish vice.” Misery and vice persisted, but in Chartist lecturers, Owenite
Halls of Science, Sunday schools, and countless improvement societies, self-
education nonetheless flourished. In Leicester, Thomas Cooper, a self-edu-
cated Methodist turned Chartist, told adults in his Chartist Sunday school to
read William Channing’s Self Culture (a book also recommended by the
Chartist Henry Vincent). Later in 1851, after Chartism had failed, in Eight Let-
ters to Young Men in the Working Class, Cooper cautioned his readers, “Do
not direct your poor brother to the rich man for help if you have the slightest
power to help him yourself.” He also warned against “improvidence and ig-
norance.”106

Of the many institutions teaching self-reliance, few were closer to the
working class than those Sunday schools and teetotal societies where work-
ing-class men and women taught reading and writing and lectured on the evil
of drink. They did so with a reality and effectiveness far exceeding the conde-
scending platitudes of Hannah More or Jane Marcet. Thomas Laqueur has
shown in Religion and Respectability: Sunday Schools and Working Class Cul-
ture (1976) both how numerous and effective Britain’s Sunday schools were
and how much they had became part of working-class culture by the 1840s.
More than 20,000 Sunday schools taught nearly two million pupils. Classes
lasted four and more hours a Sunday, and the average child attended for
three, four, or five years, learning to read, write, and do some arithmetic.
Their teachers in the 1840s came from the same working class as the pupils.
The paternal supervision of Anglican and Nonconformist clergy, so crucial to
Sunday schools of the late eighteenth century, was much eroded, but not the
morality of self-improvement. “Sunday schools with their accoutrements of
reading clubs, libraries, and improvement societies,” writes Laqueur, “offered
a road to the twin ends of self-help and respectability.” Self-help, he adds, was
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“replacing. . . older views of deference.” Workers were appropriating the self-
reliant ethic that they saw brought success—a success recorded not only in a
rising literacy but in scores of memoirs and biographies. For some, the ladder
upwards also involved membership in a temperance society.107

The temperance movement, while smaller than the Sunday school move-
ment, had much in common with it: both originated in upper-class, church-
centered efforts to improve the morals of the lower orders, both increasingly
slipped into the control of the workers themselves, and both saw the workers
appropriate the self-help morality. As Brian Harrison concludes in Drink and
the Victorians (1971), the nineteenth-century temperance movement was “the
movement, par excellence, of the self-made man . . . against a corrupt pater-
nalism.” In the British and Foreign Temperance Society, established in 1831,
bishops, peers, and distinguished evangelicals hoped to wean all classes from
the heady intoxication of spirits. Beer and wine in moderation were parts of
civilized life, wine of the communion itself, but gin and whiskey and brandy
were evil.108 This London-based, upper-class, paternalist attempt at a moder-
ate reform of drunkenness never worked. It erred in not seeing what Joseph
Livesey, a cheese factor in Preston, Lancashire, saw so clearly, namely, that
beer and wine were just as harmful, especially beer, to the working class.
Livesey was an entirely self-made man. He spent seven years of his youth in a
cellar weaving for long hours for a pittance and educating himself in the brief
intervals. In 1832, as a strict Baptist, sturdy Radical, and leader of an adult
school, he persuaded six other workers to sign the total abstinence pledge and
thus began the Total Abstinence Society, which enjoyed a vigorous growth in
the north of England, unaided by the British and Foreign Temperance Soci-
ety. It taught self-help, said a weaver who rose to be mayor of Chester, which,
he added, “is the best of all help, the best because it brings with it manly sat-
isfaction.” Lilian Shiman, in Crusade Against Drink in Victorian England, de-
scribes the huge impact of the teetotal movement on those of the working
class most determined on self-improvement. At Bradford in Yorkshire, 2,000
joined, 500 of them being reclaimed drunkards. Teetotal societies built halls,
established improvement societies and Sunday schools, ran endless tea par-
ties, sent missionaries all over England, and in 1848 held a meeting of 180 men
of the cloth, 151 of whom were Nonconformists.109

In one temperance meeting after another, abstinence was seen by the
workers themselves as the first and greatest step in the reform of the individ-
ual—the only reform, said Livesey, that really counted. Most workers, of
course, liked their beer more than abstinence, and most were not heroic in
pursuit of frugality, industry, and sobriety. But many did realize that some
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education, some skills, even if acquired at dame and day schools or in the
streets of London, would prove useful.

In the hugely varied patchwork of English education, thousands of private
schools, often labeled “common day” or “dame” schools, accommodated
more than a third of the children of the working class, charging about nine-
pence a week. For Anglican promoters of National Society schools and for
rationalist and Dissenting supporters of nonsectarian British and Foreign So-
ciety schools (both aided and inspected by government) these day and dame
schools were “inferior,” “worthless,” “dens of ignorance,” “nurseries of inac-
curacy and superficiality.” They were taught by untrained men and women
who could earn a living no other way, who knew nothing of “correct method”
and utterly neglected morals and religion.

The critics of dame and day schools were correct that the teachers came
from the working class, that classes often met in kitchens or living rooms,
that teachers taught little religion and only a few moral rules, knew no meth-
ods, and preached little self-help. But in these small classes, they nevertheless
taught much reading, some writing, and a little arithmetic, and taught them
to children who could attend at hours and days suitable to their part-time
work. Rudiments, practical rudiments, were learned, and beyond that, ac-
cording to those benefiting from these schools, self-education might take
over. Dame and day schools were, like Sunday schools and temperance halls,
part of working-class culture, as were improvement societies and halls of sci-
ence. They were popular because they taught the reading and writing and ci-
phering needed for later skills. In 1861, more working-class children went to
dame or day schools than attended National and British Society schools, the
ratio remaining much what it had been in 1831.110

An unaided self-reliance also characterized the street people and laborers
of London. In 1849, Henry Mayhew began an investigation of their condition,
which he published in 1861–62. He discovered many astonishing things, not
the least being how at the bottom of the social scale, often from sheer neces-
sity, the very poorest adopted the philosophy of self-help. Mayhew was no
romantic idealizer of the working classes. He was a realist who, in his collec-
tive portrait of London’s 45,000 street people, did not overlook their faults—
their cheating on sales, love of drink, thefts, fraud, and bouts of idleness. But
far more common are the stoical virtues involved in their survival. Distress,
misfortune, illness, misery, and homelessness afflicted these fallen gentlemen,
jobless mechanics, redundant artisans, orphans, widows, cripples, drunkards
and ex-paupers, who became costermongers, herring hawkers, onion sellers,
shrimp sellers, balladeers, patterers, water carriers, bone grubbers, scavengers,
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sweeps, and rat catchers. They did just about anything rather than beg or steal
or go on parish relief. They responded, reports Mayhew, with “fortitude and
courage and perseverance,” “general sagacity,” “precocious sharpness,” “stub-
born self will,” and “an honorable pride—even in privation.” “The heroism of
the unknown poor” left Mayhew in awe of the inner resources, the patience,
and the good conduct of London’s poorest, a class that many an upper-class
moralist insisted were poor because they lacked self-reliance.111

For the London poor, self-reliance was, in fact, a necessity in the struggle for
existence. Mayhew admitted that some of their misfortunes were “brought on
by their own imprudence or sluggishness,” but he also saw that they were of-
ten caused “by a series of misfortunes . . . beyond their control.” But, for
whatever reason, the surmounting of these misfortunes depended not on so-
ciety or government but on the skill and energy and resolve of the individual.
For London’s street folk and casual laborers, as for those who escaped poverty
through Sunday, dame, and day schools, or temperance halls and improve-
ment societies, industry, sobriety, and providence were essential for survival.

So powerful was that reality for those who succeeded that it obscured the
fact that the self-reliant did not always prosper. Great numbers of the indus-
trious, provident, and sober not only did not prosper but suffered much des-
titution and exploitation. The refusal to admit this fact constituted the great
illusion involved in the early Victorians’ belief in self-help. From 1839 through
1842, and briefly in 1847 and 1848, economic depression threw millions out of
work. Samuel Smiles, who in Self Help argued that “great social evils will for
the most part be found to be only the outgrowth of our own personal life,” was
editor of the Leeds Times in 1841. That year, his paper noted, “of 19,936 indi-
viduals, only 3780 persons were at work and they at an average of only 11 and
1/2d a week.” They were “willing to work, but with no work to do.” Half of
Stockport’s and Oldham’s mill hands were jobless, and two-thirds of London
tailors. In Bolton 60 percent of mill workers, 84 percent of carpenters, and 97
percent of bricklayers looked for work in vain. In Newcastle and Leeds, J. G.
Kohl, a German visitor, found many beggars whose “respectability, industry
and order” showed that their plight arose from some deeply rooted evil in the
social system and not from their own fault—a fact that the Leeds Society for
the Suppression of Mendicity confirmed. Of 1,233 cases of distress investigated
in 1842, 960 occurred from want of employment, 96 from sickness, 64 from
loss of relatives and only 6 from “want of character.”112

Economic depression was not new in 1839. Distress had swept Britain in
1801, 1811, 1816, and 1826. The depression that ran from 1839 to 1842 should not
have appeared so exceptional and perplexing, yet it did.113 The nearly complete
closing of textile mills in Paisley in Scotland greatly perplexed Sir Robert Peel
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but left him publicly unmoved. In 1836, Peel had insisted “that when industry
was combined with good moral character there was a certainty of [the work-
ers] providing for their own subsistence.” In 1842, despite mass unemploy-
ment in Paisley, which, being in Scotland, had no compulsory poor law, Peel
opposed any government relief, because “the poor of that town will be taught
to look . . . to the legislature, which can not apply any effective aid.”114

Low wages, as much as depressions, made calls for self-help empty. The
Reverend Sydney Godolphin Osborne at first did not admit this fact. In 1838,
he opposed all injudicious charity, since “poverty arises from habits of waste
and extravagance.” A good paternalist, he urged landowners to sponsor
penny clothing funds, coal funds, and benefit clubs so that waste and extrava-
gance would yield to frugality and providence. In 1844, after helping the gov-
ernment investigate women and children in agriculture, he published A View
of the Low Moral and Physical Condition of Agricultural Labour. He found the
wages of laborers were 6s. 6d. to 8s. a week in Dorset, with most below 8s.,
and with single men at 6s. a week. Hopes of clothing and coal funds quickly
evaporated, and “a very large proportion of the agricultural labourers have it
not in their power to rear their families in the common, decent habits of civi-
lized society.” Indeed, he could not understand how they even existed.115

Godolphin Osborne’s awareness of the actual plight of the agricultural
poor led to doubts about the New Poor Law’s basic assumption that easy re-
lief had corrupted the poor—an assumption at the core of many an early
Victorian’s illusion about self-reliance. Two M.P.’s who were skeptical were
John Fielden and Thomas Wakley, both of whom sat on the Select Commit-
tee of 1837 and 1838 on the New Poor Law. Witnesses who airily talked of the
corruption that would result from demanding that those seeking relief per-
form some labor, rather than enter a workhouse, were asked to name names,
to give examples. When a witness failed to do so, Fielden expostulated, “If
you can name not one what good [are your claims]?” The contention that
outdoor relief corrupted seldom survived close examination. Fielden’s fellow
Radical Thomas Wakley asked the Commons in 1846 why if, from 1837 to
1844, outdoor relief to the able-bodied had far exceeded relief given them in
the workhouse, it had not demoralized the poor?116 Edinburgh’s sagacious Dr.
W.P. Alison had long pondered the question. Scottish self-help philosophers,
led by the popular Thomas Chalmers—who was happy Scotland had no
compulsory poor law—never tired of claiming that poor laws led to idleness
and improvidence. “The facts,” wrote Alison in 1846, “distinctly refute this
since . . . the nations most celebrated for industry have long had poor laws.”
When there was no demand for employment, he added, destitution was not
due to “misconduct of any kind.”117
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These observations in no way dented Chalmer’s opposition to a compul-
sory poor law, a position he also applied to Ireland, and one that elicited an
indignant response from the bishop of Kildaire. To Chalmers’s claim that aid
to the aged would undermine thrift, the bishop replied that Ireland’s “enor-
mous deep, wide misery made such moralism a mockery.”118

Chalmers was not alone in moralizing about Irish laziness and improvi-
dence. Scores of M.P.’s and editors discoursed on the corrupt character of the
Irish at the very moment when the fault lay with diseased potatoes. That all
poverty came from a lack of self-reliance had become a grand illusion, an illu-
sion applied not only to Irish peasants, of whom the M.P.’s and editors knew
little, but to the English poor, whose stoical self-reliance only a few like Henry
Mayhew had explored.

There are many reasons why the propertied classes indulged in such illu-
sions. They wished, of course, to avoid the expense of caring for the destitute.
But powerful in justifying that avoidance was the eminent usefulness of the
self-help ethic in the lives of countless men and women. It really had worked
for millions. Among the reasons for holding an illusory views of self-
reliance’s great powers, one struck Hugo Reid as especially revealing. In his
1848 pamphlet What Should Be Done For The People, he wrote that “It is a
common opinion of those who by superior energy and talent or fortunate
chance, have made their way in the world . . . that all may do as they have
done.” It was an assumption that led to the belief “that those who do not at
least maintain themselves have themselves to blame, deserve to suffer and
ought to be sharply dealt with as a terror to evil doers.” It was a harsh doc-
trine, since there are “thousands, hundreds of thousand, in deplorable cir-
cumstances . . . [who have] no possible chance.”119

To these charges, many an early Victorian would have replied that those in
deplorable circumstances would not suffer excessively, since hospitals and
charities would help them. The admirable outpouring of altruism, energy,
and charity that was part of the larger, more diverse, many-sided, and perva-
sive movement called voluntarism was just as crucial as the belief in self-
reliance to the early Victorians’ vision of a laissez-faire society.
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c h a p t e r  8

Voluntarism

�

A basic assumption that defined the early Victorian vision of a laissez-faire
society was voluntarism, especially in its charities, a safety net for the desti-
tute. It was invoked when paternalism was found wanting and when the
harmonious working of the invisible hand, Divine Providence, and inviolable
property broke down, and self-reliance itself could not meet adversity. It was
also invoked in defense of religious liberty. It took many forms and had vari-
ous definitions. “The word ‘voluntary,’” exclaimed Alderman Luccock to the
Leeds Town Council, “does not convey . . . a very clear idea.” It did not, said
Edward Miall, England’s most enthusiastic voluntarist, because “the devia-
tions from it in practice [have] so misled the public as to its true nature.” Its
true nature was of course religious, a fact that Miall’s fellow Congregational-
ists at the Patriot were quick to observe. “The voluntary principle,” they
noted, “is a vague expression . . . [except] as applied to religion.”1

That all churches should be entirely free of the state constituted the purest
and most intense form of voluntarism. Since government was worldly and
churches spiritual, the state should never interfere with religion. “Corrup-
tion” pronounced the Baptist Magazine, “comes into government schemes
but not voluntary schemes.” For the more radical among Dissenters that
meant that the Church of England should be disestablished, a proposition
that became the aim of the British Anti-State Church Association, which was
founded in 1844.

In the first meeting of the Anti-State Church Association, the Reverend
Joseph Fox declared “the unhallowed and adulterous union of church and
state as the greatest evil that ever affected Christianity.” At a quite different
meeting in 1849, at a meeting of the Church of England’s National Society,
the Reverend George Denison announced that “the conflict between the
church and the world is a perpetual conflict admitting of no armistice.” Both
Fox and Denison also condemned state aid to schools, institutions that
should be entirely religious and entirely voluntary.2 Fox was a Congregation-
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alist and Denison a High Church Anglican. Both detested that Erastian secu-
larized Church of England whose ruling bishops were appointed, after 1830,
by worldly and latitudinarian Whigs. In 1833, Whig ministers had persuaded
Parliament to reduce the number of bishops in the established Protestant
Church of Ireland, bishops shunned by a Catholic majority in Ireland. The
act also created an ecclesiastical commission to make more efficient use of
the bishops’ revenues.

Later Whig governments established another ecclesiastical commission to
reform the Church of England. Acts of Parliament also ended the Church’s
monopoly over registering births, performing marriages, and presiding over
burials, created a commission to commute Church tithes, and even tried,
unsuccessfully, to excuse Dissenters from paying Church rates for the main-
tenance of parish churches. Finally, in 1839, the Whigs not only proposed
that government inspectors visit Church schools but urged the establishment
of a teachers’ training college with nonsectarian religious instruction. Such
meddling in and reforming of the venerable Church of England by such
known rationalists as the Whig Lords Melbourne, Russell, Palmerston, and
Lansdowne proved too much for High Churchmen.3 In 1833, Oxford’s John
Keble, in a sermon on “National Apostasy,” expressed alarm over the Whigs’
abolition of some Irish bishoprics, their creation of an ecclesiastical commis-
sion, and the commission’s plan to divert cathedral incomes to needy urban
livings. The sermon marked the beginning of the Oxford, or Tractarian,
Movement, which, in its dread of a secularized, government-influenced
Church, listed toward voluntarism. In 1838, one of its more enthusiastic fol-
lowers, Richard Hurrel Froude, urged that a disestablished Church of Eng-
land rest on its own resources. By 1845, the High Church Christian Remem-
brancer insisted that all schooling be Church of England schooling and be
based “on that voluntary agency, the free gift of private men.”4 Having found
as much “mischief” as “advantage” in the union of Church and state, the
editors of the High Church Oxford and Cambridge Review declared in 1845
that “they were not among those called Establishmentarians.” Furious at an
Erastian Establishment full of Broad Church and evangelical bishops, the
Tractarians talked boldly of voluntarism. But the always perceptive Spectator
was, in 1845, quite dubious of the “High Churchmen saying that they prefer
voluntarism to general endowment . . . [since they] are all for one Church
endowment.” Government grants to the Church of England, yes; to any
other church, no! The Oxford and Cambridge Review in 1845 revealed the
same ambivalence by denying that it was Establishmentarian, yet still prais-
ing the union of Church and state because such a union made it clear that
the Anglican faith was right and the Dissenters’ faith wrong.5
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The only consistent, unvarying voice for a pure religious voluntarism
came from the radical section of Dissent. That Dissent gave rise to the most
vigorous expression of religious voluntarism is not surprising. The Dis-
senters’ theology was highly individualistic; their experience of persecution
long, harassing, and ever present; their veneration of the Bible and the early
Christians’ voluntarism deep and intense; and, most important, their early
nineteenth-century growth through voluntarism quite astonishing.

For Congregationalists and Baptists, the most militant of voluntarists, re-
ligion came not from the sacraments of an Established Church but from
within. It was by the “regeneration from fallen man and sin through grace,”
as the Reverend R. W. Hamilton told his Leeds congregation, that man be-
came “voluntary” and so “morally responsible.”6 If not voluntary, then not
truly godly. There was “little vital Godliness” said the dean of Congregation-
alist theologians, Dr. Pye Smith, in a state Church. “Let civil government
keep to its own provinces, [and] let religion be left to its own energy,” espe-
cially since such a religion, one that lay “in the hearts and conscience of
men,” became “a system of divine benevolence.”7

Many an Anglican evangelical, while finding religion and benevolence in
the “hearts and conscience of men,” could agree neither that the state Church
lacked godliness nor that the union of state and Church was “adulterous,” and
that the Church was a “painted harlot,” “a wen on the body politic.”8 Devout
Anglicans had not experienced a past full of persecution, of exclusion from
Parliament, town councils, and universities, and of their marriages and burials
being performed by alien priests. The Dissenters’ liberties, to be sure, had
improved with the repeal in 1828 of the Test and Corporation Acts and the
passage in 1836 of two acts that allowed marriages to be performed and reg-
istered in Dissenting chapels and civil, not just Church, authorities to register
births. But Dissenting pastors still could not read burial services in parish
cemeteries, and young Dissenters could not win degrees from Oxford and
Cambridge. In the countryside, Anglican landlords ejected Dissenting tenants
and refused to buy from Dissenting tradesmen. Most vexing of all was the fact
that Dissenters had to pay Church rates for the upkeep of Anglican churches.
In 1839 and 1840, a Chelmsford shoemaker, John Thorogood, and a Leicester
shopkeeper, William Baines, refused to pay the rate. Both were imprisoned, a
fate other martyrs also suffered, although to the applause of an expanding
world of Nonconformist periodicals, which never tired of telling their readers
of the coercive tyranny of a Church that was not based on the voluntary
principle.9

The fact that most of the Dissenters’ grievances were not, by the 1840s, of
great magnitude, made little difference. The Dissenters were now powerful
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and they were now proud, and they found Church rates and exclusion from
the universities insulting. A new force, a voluntarist force, had risen to con-
front the Establishment. The Census of 1851 revealed that Dissenters consti-
tuted nearly half of all churchgoers. The more than 8,000 churches that the
Dissenters attended had all been paid for by voluntary contributions, as were
thousands of Sunday schools, scores of academies, divinity schools, temper-
ance halls, and periodicals. These voluntary institutions, said the Leeds Mer-
cury, constituted “The Glory and Hope of England.” “The principle of relig-
ious zeal,” added its editor, Edward Baines Sr., “had done everything in
Leeds.” For his fellow Congregationalist Edward Miall, editor of the Non-
Conformist, the principle of voluntarism lay at the heart of Christianity, so
much so that he confessed, “I would give up Christianity itself if it is to be
compulsory.”10

Not all Dissenters felt so strongly. Some even preferred to work closely in
philanthropic societies with Anglican evangelicals who believed with Burke in
the value of an Established Church and with William Wilberforce and Tho-
mas Chalmers in the power of both voluntary societies and an Established
Church. Chalmers thought that education should be the task of a state
Church and poor relief voluntary. As the High Church Oxford Movement
became stronger within the Church of England, evangelicals became more
ambivalent about the idea of an Established Church and tended increasingly
to voluntarism.

The evangelicals’ ambivalence deepened and their voluntarism grew
stronger when a Scottish court of law determined that not the congregations
of the Church of Scotland but the lords who were the patrons of the parish
churches had the final say on the appointment of ministers. In 1843, the quar-
rel over the appointment of ministers led nearly one-third of the Scottish
clergy, including Thomas Chalmers, once strong for the Establishment, to se-
cede and form the Voluntary Secessionist Church of Scotland. This had been
the aim of Sir Culling Eardley Smith, M.P. and many other Anglican evan-
gelicals when they formed the Voluntary Church Association in 1839.11 They
were, however, a minority. The power, influence, wealth, prestige, and vener-
able history of the Church of England kept most evangelicals, as it did most
High Churchmen, within its comfortable and wealthy confines.

But for those, whether the Congregationalist Miall or the High Church
Froude, of a deep, intense, all encompassing and dogmatic faith, a faith that a
state Church might corrupt, the answer was a voluntary church. How else
could error and heresy be excluded? It was in such religious experiences that
the first and most powerful form of early Victorian voluntarism had its roots.

Not as dramatic or intense was a second, less obtrusive, although quite per-
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vasive form of voluntarism, a political one, which proposed to answer the evils
of a laissez-faire capitalism not by laws but by voluntary arrangements. The
Radicals Joseph Hume and John Bright were for a shorter workday for bakers
and mill hands, if “voluntarily” arranged; Bingham Escott and Thomas Wak-
ley were for allotments, but on the “voluntary” principle; Lord Lincoln and
Colonel Sibthorp were for tenants’ rights, but only if “voluntarily” accepted;
Lord Grey was for emigration and the duke of Buccleuch for better sanitation,
but not if compulsory; and the bishop of Exeter condemned prostitution and
Charles Adderly the cruelties of the game laws, but opposed any laws against
these evils whose removal must be by “voluntary” action. And surpassing all
in a faith in voluntarism was Sir Robert Peel, who applied it to emigration, al-
lotments, education, game laws, and Scottish and Irish poor relief.12

The press also liked the voluntary, not the coercive, principle. John Bull
would leave sanitary reform, emigration, and a shorter working day to private
efforts, and the Economist, whose laissez-faire outlook only Miall’s NonCon-
formist could rival, added to the economists’ harmonious laws the wisdom of
voluntarism, which it called “the good old English custom of managing our
own affairs.” It was a custom so widespread that it ran from the staunchly
paternalist John Bull to the Unitarians’ staunchly individualistic Christian
Teacher. For the “knottier problems,” said the Christian Teacher, the “remedy
is still voluntarism.”13

A third form of voluntarism, a most idealistic one, was that of individual
benevolence. If neighborly benevolence were universal, it would do much to
assuage the evils of excessive self-interest. There would be a laissez-faire of
kindliness; or, as the Patriot put it in 1848, “a free trade in kindly feelings and
human offices,” which it hoped would render poor laws unnecessary. The
North British Review and the Eclectic agreed, looking for the just society in
“the general and earnest application of the Gospel to our dealings with each
other” and in the working of “the highest moral and spiritual elements into
all arrangements of society.” The North British Review even saw in “voluntary
benevolence” a “check and corrective to self-interest.”14

Neither the Patriot, North British Review, nor Eclectic were Anglican, and
all reflected, in preaching self-reliance and voluntary benevolence, the keen
individualism of Nonconformity. But such benevolence was also extolled by
the earl of Chichester in the Tory Sussex Agricultural Express and by the
Owenites in the New Moral World. We must rely, said Chichester, “on our
private capacities to promote religion and virtue” and look to the “individual
efforts of good men for the suppression of crime.” The New Moral World in-
sisted that progress would arise from man’s “nobler properties” and those
“affections that lead to attachment to others.”15 Be manly, said Carlyle, re-
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peatedly; do good and be virtuous, said Coleridge, as did the sermons of hun-
dreds of clergymen of every faith, who all hoped that voluntary kindness in
the fields and workshops and markets would create a truly Christian society.

Yet there would still be epidemics, ill health, orphans, penniless widows,
and the aged and destitute, and since sin is original and ineradicable, so
would there be prostitution, theft, blasphemy, vagrancy, and a host of crimes
and immoralities. To meet these many inevitable evils, a fourth form of vol-
untarism arose, the philanthropic society. Individual acts of kindness were
not enough. Those blessed with wealth, power, position, learning, and Chris-
tian faith must organize to remove or alleviate the distress and misery of the
down-and-out, the lost, and the bereft. When Queen Victoria ascended the
throne in 1837, the age of philanthropic societies was in full swing, and they
already constituted a most pervasive form of voluntarism, one that expanded
its efforts beyond a jealous defense of religion, beyond the mitigation of
capitalist exploitation, and beyond the promotion of individual kindness. It
expressed itself in hospitals, dispensaries, soup kitchens, home missions, sis-
ters of charity, visiting societies, model lodging houses, orphanages, mechan-
ics institutes, athenaeums, ragged schools, industrial schools, baths and
washhouses, female emigration societies, houses of refuge, temperance halls,
libraries, and many more such societies, all private, all voluntary, and all ex-
pressive of the principle of association.

If the upper class could employ the principle of association to mitigate
misery, why could not the working class do likewise? In the rapid growth of
benefit and friendly societies and cooperatives and unions, the workers an-
swered, yes, we can, and their answer pleased many in the upper class. How
admirable that a few pence a week to a society would guard the poor against
illness and unemployment and would pay for burials. But less pleasing to the
upper class was the workers’ enthusiasm for associations that sought to con-
trol shops and workplaces or build socialist communities and cooperatives.
Such efforts constituted a fifth form of voluntarism—that of working-class
associationism.

In an England deeply hostile to government, voluntarism, as Miall said,
took “many deviations.” This contributed to its spreading widely and be-
coming one of the most powerful forces underlying the early Victorian quest
for a laissez-faire society. Voluntarism inspired powerful elements both of the
Church of England and of Dissent to oppose state education, for example,
although at different times and in different ways. Just as the United States and
European nations were creating systems of public education, England be-
came entangled in an inept and inadequate compromise between a voluntary
and a public system.
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In 1839, the Whig government proposed to give £30,000 in grants to ele-
mentary schools that belonged to the Church of England’s National Society
and the nondenominational, but Protestant, British and Foreign School Soci-
ety. The government also created a committee in council on education, ap-
pointed two inspectors of schools to supervise the grants, and established a
normal school to train teachers. Although this went beyond the £20,000 that
Parliament had in 1833 granted the two societies to build schools, it certainly
did not envision a national system of rate-supported schools. But some sys-
tem was needed. The chaos of private, Church, and charity schools fell far
short of educating the young. More than half of those aged between five and
fifteen attended no school at all, and the education of those who did was lam-
entably deficient because they spent only a few years at school, and the
schools taught little more than reading and a bit of writing—and that not very
well because classes were huge and teachers untrained.

Despite the profound need for a system of public education and the mod-
esty of the Whig proposal, the Church of England nevertheless denounced
the scheme. Behind the denunciations lay a mix of Establishmentarianism
and voluntarism. The High Church part of the mix was the most avowedly
voluntarist. High Churchmen had no fear of that word. Britain did not need a
“colossal system of state education,” declared the British Critic in 1837, but
rather “education voluntary and unfettered.” In 1838, it praised voluntarism
in education, and in 1839, it called the idea of a public system of education
“unEnglish and Prussian.” Oxford University’s Thomas Mozeley was editor
of the Christian Remembrancer in 1846, when it too came out for voluntarism
in education. After insisting that no government, Whig or Tory, should apply
public money to education, Moseley argued that education belonged to “that
voluntary agency, the free gift of private men . . . the only channel from which
these things can come.” The concept of the Church as a “voluntary agency”
was not new, said William Sewell, in his classic statement of paternalism,
Christian Politics; it had always been “recognized and maintained by the Cath-
olic Church.”16

In Parliament in 1839, Young England, Disraeli’s knights errant in the
cause of High Church ideals, condemned the education scheme. A govern-
ment that “had not formed a single road, made a single bridge or dug a single
canal,” argued Disraeli, could certainly not educate. Education should be left,
not to government, which should be weak, but to the individual, who should
be strong. It was a sentiment his fellow Young Englander John Manners ech-
oed when he warned that government schemes of education would supersede
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that “system of private munificence” on which Church and charities were
founded.17

Endowments were central to High Church voluntarism. The centuries-old
Anglo-Catholic Church had been built by the private munificence of volun-
tary gifts, a sacred endowment that neither bureaucrats in Whitehall nor radi-
cals in parish vestries should endanger. The government might, of course, in-
crease it. No meticulous consistency ruled out such grants. “The voluntary
principle” wrote William Sewell, “touches not the question of tithes . . . nor
Church rates”; nor was it inconsistent with a grant of public funds to the
Church.18 The idea that such a Church-centered system, one resting not only
on private munificence but also on compulsory tithes, Church rates, and
Treasury grants for Church extension could be voluntary would certainly
have left both militant Dissenters and political radicals dumbfounded.

Even Anglican evangelicals were astonished. They, too, had a strong strain
of voluntarism, one centered not on endowments but on voluntary societies.
In 1839, the evangelicals also denounced the government’s education
scheme.19 They possessed great confidence in that outpouring of voluntary
energies and wealth that had founded and sustained the Pastoral Aid Society,
the Bible Society, the Religious Tract Society, and the District Visiting Soci-
ety. In 1838, much enthusiasm and energy—and not just from evangelicals—
went into the Church of England’s National Society for the promotion of
education. It led to the creation of twenty-six diocesan and subdiocesan
boards of education, the appointment of Anglican school inspectors, and the
establishment of teacher training colleges and many schools whose instruc-
tion centered largely on reading the Bible and committing to memory the
catechism and related doctrines. The National Society wished to prevent the
government from creating schools with an undue amount of secular learning
and any religious instruction not purely Anglican.20

William Howley, archbishop of Canterbury, and Charles Blomfield,
bishop of London—neither of them either an evangelical or a High Church-
man—led the attack on the Education Minute of 1839. They succeeded in
killing the normal school because its nonsectarian religious instruction was
anathema to those devout Anglicans who were utterly convinced that only
Anglican instruction, doctrine, and catechism could provide a truly religious
and so safe education. But they did accept grants to National Society schools
and their inspection—although not before gaining great—some felt domi-
nant—influence on the appointment and control of the government’s in-
spectors of national schools.21

To many Anglicans, the compromise involved in this “concordat” only
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furthered voluntarism. The Christian Observer expressed the cheerful hope
that government grants would allow the Church to promote religious educa-
tion “upon the principle of voluntarism.” But the purer voluntarists, the
Times included, saw in the Whig scheme only the baleful hand of despotic
government.22 For Blomfield and Howley, the Church of England was the Es-
tablished Church of all Her Majesty’s subjects. It represented voluntary zeal,
even though it possessed rights to tithes, Church rates, Treasury grants, po-
litical privileges, and legal jurisdictions. If the Church no longer enjoyed that
monopoly of political and military offices that it had enjoyed before the 1828
repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts and the Catholic Emancipation Act
of 1829, it was nevertheless still a power—although not a power wealthy
enough to educate all. It needed both government money and independence
in its use in order to ensure an exclusive education in Anglican doctrines. It
thus entered into the concordat. It negotiated a compromise, a settlement re-
flecting the blend of voluntarism and establishmentarianism that had long
been the genius of the Anglican via media.

It was a blend Sir Robert Peel supported. Peel often expressed a decided
liking for the voluntarist answer to social problems, to distress and emigra-
tion, and to railways and education. In 1841, having become prime minister,
he announced that in education, “it is on local voluntary exertion that the
great reliance must be placed.”23 Two years later, however, Peel reversed him-
self. In 1843, he accepted a bill put forward by his home secretary, Sir James
Graham, for rate-supported factory schools in which there would be Anglican
religious instruction, but with a conscience clause exempting Dissenters, if
they chose to use it. The bill created local school boards of seven trustees
chaired by an eighth, ex-officio trustee, always the local clergyman. Since two
of the trustees had to be church wardens, two appointed by magistrates, two
mill owners, and one the donor of the site, the probability was overwhelming
that Anglicans would dominate the board. It was a domination made more
certain in that the local bishop had to approve all schoolmasters and religious
instruction had to be Anglican. Dissenters could opt out only if their parents
were bold and informed enough to request exemption.24

The bill was too much for the Dissenters. Even the quiet Quakers, aloof
Unitarians, and Tory Wesleyans petitioned against it. Leeds’s leading Unitar-
ian, Homer Stansfield, claimed that it would create “conflict . . . between vol-
untary principle . . . which admits . . . all the power the Creator has blessed us
with, and the protective principle, which by shackling and counteracting
those powers, wars on Deity.” Confronted with 15,873 petitions and 2.6 mil-
lion signatures, Peel withdrew the bill. Not only were all Dissenters furious
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against it, but the Times and many bishops opposed it, including the bishop
of Ripon, who concluded that the Church must now depend “chiefly on her
own resources and voluntary contributions.”25

James Kay-Shuttleworth, the secretary of the Committee on Education
that supervised Treasury grants, knew that the still formidable Church of
England would not abide a national system of rate-supported schools im-
parting nonsectarian religious instruction. He also knew that a rising,
wealthy, numerous Dissent would not abide a national system of Anglican
rate-supported schools. The only alternative was government grants to those
Anglican and Dissenting (and in 1847 Catholic) schools that in fact reflected
the pervasiveness of voluntarism among all classes and in all walks of life.
Kay-Shuttleworth hoped that the marriage of government grants and inspec-
tion with local voluntarism would be England’s unique way of educating her
people. Under Peel, Parliament did little to further this compromise, because
1839’s meager £30,000 in grants had become only £40,000 by 1844.26

Not until the return of the Whigs in 1846 and grants totaling £150,000 did
the fusing of government grants and voluntary giving and management re-
ceive a fair trial. The minutes of the Committee in Council on Education of
December 21, 1846, proposed to give government grants of from £10 to £20 a
year to pupil teachers. The best of these apprentices would receive yearly
scholarships of £20 or £25 for further training at a normal school. Govern-
ment grants would also enhance the salaries of those teachers whose certifi-
cate of merit qualified them to supervise the pupil teachers or to attend nor-
mal schools. Government money would also finance pensions for retired
teachers. It was a proposal that substantially increased the role of government
in education.27

When, on February 5, 1847, the government announced this increased
role, militant Dissent and political Radicalism erupted in anger. It was un-
constitutional! Despotic! Prussian! It undermined voluntarism and so chilled
benevolence. It created a monstrous bureaucracy. Its proposed 80,000 pupil
teachers would form an army of government hirelings, part of the prolifera-
tion of Whig patronage. And the increasingly Tractarian Church of England,
which received nearly seventeen out of every eighteen grants, would reign su-
preme.

The leading organs of Dissent, the Eclectic, the Patriot, the Christian Wit-
ness, the Baptist Magazine, and the NonConformist were unequivocal in con-
demning the minutes of 1846 and 1847, as were the Leeds Mercury, Manchester
Times, Economist, Sheffield Independent, Cheltenham Free Press, Plymouth and
Devonport Journal, Evangelical Magazine, and other journals wedded to vol-
untarism.28
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Not all Dissenters shared this militant voluntarism. Dissent split on the
question of public education. Quakers and Unitarians either resumed a quiet
neutrality or a quiet support of the government scheme.29 The Wesleyans
signed on—for a paltry 1½ percent of the grants, complained critics, with 88
percent going to Church of England schools. And most disturbing of all, the
London Congregationalists under Robert Vaughan and Thomas Binney sup-
ported the government, while some Lancashire Dissenters helped form the
Lancashire [later National] Public Schools Association in order to demand
the establishment of local, rate-supported, nondenominational schools.30 But
although the Dissenters did divide, the periodicals, debates, meetings, and
pamphlets of the time make it clear that militant Dissent was the most vocal,
active opponent, its meetings and petitions the most numerous, and its pure
voluntarism the most intense and complete.

Three powerful emotions lay behind this intense outburst of voluntarism:
fear, pride, and piety. Fear of a state Church was nourished not only by
memories of past persecution but by knowledge of present harassments.
Baptist and Congregational periodicals, in particular, never relaxed their
vigilance. The Baptist Pioneer painted the story of Anglican landlords refusing
to license a Dissenting chapel in the harshest colors, and the Congregational
Magazine told of a Puseyite clergy who insisted on compulsory baptisms and
refused workers not attending Church of England services the right to an al-
lotment. To the Baptist Guardian, the greatest threat came from “a multiform
priestcraft” that constituted “the hydra of persecution,” while to the Baptist
Magazine, the proposed pupil teachers meant only “a system of spiritual des-
potism.”31

The Baptist Magazine also invoked our “forefathers’ struggle for a free con-
science.” Dissent of every persuasion was proud of its past struggles and past
achievements—and most particularly of its cherished voluntary principle.
“Nothing in history can be compared to it,” exclaimed the Leeds Mercury,
“for furthering religious and benevolent ends.” It was, it added, “one of the
splendid discoveries of modern times.” It was so splendid, asserted the Con-
gregational Magazine in 1842 because of its “vital and irrepressible energy,”
which since 1835 had built 528 chapels. Voluntarism, reported the Congrega-
tional Yearbook in 1851, had “wrought the most miraculous change in human
society ever recorded—it is competent to meet all spiritual exigencies.” Cer-
tainly, the Christian education of the young was a spiritual task easily accom-
plished by voluntarism, which had not only built chapels and Sunday schools,
formed myriad societies, and spread learning, but produced world-famous
Manchester, Liverpool, and Leeds and many of their great inventors, indus-
trialists, traders, and philanthropists? Who would doubt that such a volunta-
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rism could educate a nation? Certainly not Leeds’s Reverend John Ely, who
told his congregation, “Oh there is a latent power amongst us . . . for the
world’s renovation.”32

Pious Dissenters also had no doubt that all education should be relig-
ious—and religious according to the Gospel! These devout Dissenters be-
lieved deeply in their form of Protestant truth. Like their High Church coun-
terparts, they were trapped in a simple syllogism: education should accord
with their religious truth, government schools would never teach that truth,
ergo, churches not government must educate. It was a logic that drove the
deeply devout, whether Anglican or Dissent, to believe in voluntarism.

Also promoting voluntarism was the parallel emergence of a laissez-faire
economics and a growing hostility toward all monopolies. Few expressed this
general exhilaration in advancing freedom more than the Congregationalist
Reverend Andrew Reed: “We ask, in short, that we shall be free; in labour,
free; in trade, free; in action, free; in thought, free; in speech, free; in religion,
free—perfectly free.”33 If the agitation against the Corn Law monopoly could
win out in 1846, why couldn’t the attack on the Church’s threatened educa-
tion monopoly?

For all its enormous energy, hundreds of meetings, flood of periodicals and
pamphlets, and petitions signed by thousands, the voluntarists’ attack failed.
Government grants increased, pupil teachers and certificated masters multi-
plied, training colleges expanded, and the number of Her Majesty’s inspectors
of schools rose from two in 1839 to eighteen in 1849. The main reason for the
failure of the Dissenters’ attack was the inherent weakness of the voluntary
principle. People simply would not give to build and run schools as they did to
build and run chapels and churches. The Wesleyans and Congregationalists
did not even establish boards of education until 1839 and 1843, and the Baptists
did not create a national school society until 1848.34 In 1844, the Congregation-
alists raised £70,000 from 1,000 churches, a paltry £70 per church. In 1846, they
sent out 1,159 education questionnaires. Only 671 were returned, and 532 of
them reported that the local Congregationalists had done nothing. In Leeds,
the Congregationalists had only one public day school, and the much vaunted
Leeds Sunday School Union in 1845 had a total budget of £170. It could teach
nearly 10,000 only because its teachers taught without pay.35

The battle over the 1846 and 1847 educational minutes did galvanize
greater efforts, but they soon subsided. “The voluntary principle,” concluded
the Westminster Review, “is fickle”; “desultory, uncertain, irregular and spo-
radic,” added the Leeds Intelligencer; “sporadic and spasmodic,” said the Athe-
naeum.36

Even those voluntary efforts that government grants hoped to encourage
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proved inadequate. Anglicans were no more inclined than Dissenters to pay
for schools. Only £50 was given to the schools in a district with a population
of 10,000, of whom the twenty-five wealthiest had £50,000 a year in net in-
come; the average income of each of the 105 schools in another district was a
meager £81 14s., one out of four teachers was untrained, and the average
number of pupils per teacher was over 100; and in a third district, the trustees
of only 33 out of its 136 schools met to examine what progress was being
made. These dismal reports came from two of Her Majesty’s inspectors of
schools, Henry Moseley and Frederick Watkins. Moseley admitted that the
public “has little faith [and] no money” for education, and Watkins that
“liberality among the lay is rare.” Little wonder, then, that the Oxford Dioce-
san School Board reported in 1846 that “at no time has the lay agency been
less effective.”37 The result of such apathy was that the expansion of education
by the combination of government grants and voluntarism failed to keep
abreast of the growth of population. Between 1839 and 1856, although Church
of England schools were built for some 495,000 pupils, the number of chil-
dren of school age—that is, between five and fifteen years old—rose by nearly
a million. Since Dissenters built far fewer schools, it is clear that England’s
voluntary efforts were not keeping up with population. Even Lord John Rus-
sell, the co-author of the schemes of 1839, 1846, and 1847, was disappointed—
although not sufficiently disappointed to support W. J. Fox’s bill for a na-
tional system of rate-supported schools. Like Arthur Roebuck’s and Thomas
Wyse’s scheme in the 1830s, Fox’s bill garnered only a handful of votes in
Parliament.38 Although voluntarism had fallen far short of its educational
goals, it was still preferred to a larger government role in education, and not
just by Dissenters and High Churchmen, but by quite a few Radicals. Fol-
lowing William Godwin and Joseph Priestley, Radicals like Cobbett, Hether-
ington, Hodgskin, Lovett, and Collins so feared the despotism of government
that they sought to promote education, which they believed in ardently, by
Owenite halls of science, Chartist schools, people’s colleges, and, in Lovett’s
vision, a national association of district halls with schools, field gardens,
workshops, museums, and baths.39

Middle-class Radicals and Liberals like Samuel Smiles, William and Mary
Howitt, and Birmingham’s Reverend George Dawson were also ardent for an
educational system independent of government. In 1847, Howitt’s Journal
championed a national, not a government, system since government educa-
tion would “mould the people to a patient acquiescence,” whereas education
needs “perfect freedom.” It also urged the people to take the question of edu-
cation into their own hands and establish a people’s college in London, an
idea that Samuel Smiles saw enshrined in the Sheffield People’s College and
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that the Reverend George Dawson said promised “a manly reliance on indi-
vidual conviction.” For Mary Leman Gillies, a frequent contributor to How-
itt’s, such colleges presented the “collective self-culture doing its work.”40

In Smiles, Dawson, and Gillies, a strong voluntarism was interwoven with
an equally strong belief in self-reliance, just as the economists’ idea of free
trade was woven into the voluntarism of the Reverend Andrew Reed and
other Nonconformist ministers. Indeed all three—voluntarism, self-reliance,
and free trade—combined to block the development of a system of public
education. Great was the enthusiasm for education on the part of Whigs, Lib-
erals, and Radicals, but their advocacy of a viable scheme was tepid. The Ed-
inburgh and Westminster reviews and the Athenaeum, Spectator, Morning
Chronicle, and Weekly Chronicle were all eloquent on the need, but silent on
the means, of educating the working class.41

The religious difficulties, of course, were formidable. In 1849, although it
was clear that nearly nine-tenths of government grants had gone to National
Society schools, the High Churchmen John Keble, Henry Manning, Archdea-
con Sinclair, and the bishop of Salisbury, led by the crusading George Deni-
son, archdeacon of Taunton, demanded, at the annual meeting of the Na-
tional Society, that the management agreements that gave Anglican laymen
dominance on most school committees be replaced in the smaller parishes by
agreements giving that dominance to the clergy. When defeated, they again
raised the cry for an entirely voluntarist scheme of Church education. Al-
though the pure voluntarism of these High Churchmen was defeated as deci-
sively as was the voluntarism of militant Dissent, the quasi-voluntarism of the
moderates was not. It was, for example, voluntarists, pure and quasi, who
defeated the 1852 Manchester and Salford Public School Bill, a bill for fi-
nancing church schools from local rates, with schools of each faith offering
their own religious instruction. In 1853, voluntarists also defeated a bill for lo-
cal, nondenominational rate-supported schools offering comprehensive re-
ligious instruction; and 1855 saw five bills for some form of public education
collapse.42 The 1853 bill was the product of that National Public Schools Asso-
ciation, founded in Lancashire in 1847, largely by Dissenters. The wiser
among the Dissenters perceived that if education remained largely voluntary,
the wealthiest would predominate, and the wealthiest of all were Anglicans
backed by the Established Church and the government. A nonsectarian,
scripture-based religious instruction, the only one suitable for rate-supported
public schools, also better fitted the Dissenters’ Bible-based faith. It was,
however, anathema to Anglican divines.

A truly public system of public education was not to be until 1870. Al-
though religious jealousies were the primary reason for this delay, widespread
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faith in voluntarism was also a powerful cause. It was a faith nourished in part
by the Whig schemes of 1839 and 1847, schemes whose marginal grants cov-
ered up the profound inadequacies of voluntary giving.

There was also much confusion and inconsistency, if not cynicism, in the
various positions taken. In 1838, Edward Baines Sr. told the House of Com-
mons, “Education ought to be attended to by the state.” However, in 1847, in
his Leeds Mercury, he condemned all government education as unconstitu-
tional, despotic, and unchristian. Nor was Peel any more consistent. After
being explicitly voluntarist in 1841, he went on to propose rate-supported
factory schools in 1843. Peel was a voluntarist on many issues, but when John
Bright asked that Church rates be voluntary, he replied, “Never!”43 Volunta-
rism was often a rhetorical garb that was assumed whenever a sacred institu-
tion, especially a religious one, was threatened.

For many among the truly Christian, of course, voluntarism was also the
best means of helping the poor. Had not Christ commanded his followers to
visit the poor, feed the hungry, and clothe the naked? To carry out that com-
mand, voluntarism created home missions and district visitors and entered
into the very hovels of the poor.

v i s i t i n g  t h e  p o o r

Each week in the 1830s and 1840s, thousands of British men and women
visited the poor as members of dozens of societies anxious to help the sick and
distressed, the erring and the lost. Many were part of the home mission socie-
ties of Baptist, Congregational and Presbyterian churches; others were part of
the Unitarian domestic missions in Liverpool and Bristol and other large
towns. The greatest of them all was the interdenominational, evangelically in-
spired, London City Mission. There were also district visiting societies in
Cheltenham, Norwich, Birmingham, and many other towns, part of that Gen-
eral Society for the Promotion of District Visiting that Anglicans and Dissent-
ers established in 1828. The variety of voluntary organizations visiting the poor
was prodigious. Visitors from the Indigent Blind Visiting Society read the Bi-
ble to the physically blind, while agents of the Bible Society, Religious Tract
Society, Christian Knowledge Society, and the Church of England’s Reading
Association exhorted the spiritually blind. The Stranger’s Friend Society in
Leeds and London and elsewhere helped the worthy poor who fell ill, while
visitors from the Society for the Repression of Mendicity gave to the deserving
and refused the undeserving.44 Just as numerous and energetic as any of these
visitors were those from temperance societies; and rivaling them were those
who helped prostitutes or were active in forming clothing and blanket clubs.
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Visiting the poor, that is, their own poor, was a solemn duty for Method-
ists. Their pastors, deacons, class leaders, Sunday school teachers, and all be-
lieving members formed a grand family, whose mission, said the Wesleyan
Times in 1849 was to spread godliness.45 It meant much visitation, even by the
barely literate and nearly poor, a fact that greatly disturbed the Church of
England.

For most Anglican clergymen, Christ’s injunction to visit the poor was a
duty incumbent not so much on the layman as on those ordained of God. It
was a manageable duty in small rural parishes and a key element of rural pa-
ternalism. But what of a parish nearly the size of Leeds? Its vicar, the Reverend
W. F. Hook asked Parliament to divide it into seventeen subparishes, each
with a curate, who could visit the poor. The High Church Hook denounced
the evangelicals’ Church Missionary Society, Bible Society, and Pastoral Aid
Society for bypassing the rule that only those ordained of God should give
spiritual help. All High Churchmen and many other Anglicans agreed. But,
by 1839, the Church Pastoral Aid Society had declined to five curates and
three laymen, and the regular clergy did little about the half of England that
lived in godlessness or wretchedness or both.46

Meanwhile, great were the boasts of London’s City Mission and Leeds’s
Town Mission Societies and the Baptists’ and Congregationalists’ home mis-
sions. The London City Mission in 1850 employed 340 missionaries, each vis-
iting more than 500 families a month. By 1855, it had grown even larger, and
they made 1.5 million visits and distributed 2 million tracts. In Leeds, in 1848,
the Town Mission, largely supported by Baptists, Congregationalists, and
Wesleyans, made 80,915 visits and distributed 254,593 tracts. The Baptist
Home Mission had 100 agents and 300 subordinates, and the Congregation-
alists had 130 agents preaching in 624 villages and towns. The Stranger’s
Friend Societies in London and Leeds also performed a division of labor with
the home missions by caring for the temporal wants of those among the
worthy poor who fell ill. In London, in 1840, the Stranger’s Friends distrib-
uted £2,500 to the sick and distressed, and in 1847, they visited 2,100 cases and
spent £480 to relieve 1,600 of the poor in Leeds; in both cities, this was done
only after careful investigation.47

Evangelical Anglicans and Dissenters had much more success with their
town missions and district visitors than did High Churchmen and strictly
orthodox Anglicans who bridled when they heard of laymen who were not
ordained by a bishop preaching the Gospel. But the High Church and ortho-
dox also believed in visiting the poor both to console them in their inevitable
lot and to make those marginal improvements allowed to sinful man. High
Churchmen like John Keble, Edward Pusey, and Lord John Manners hoped,
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as did Robert Southey, that sisters of mercy would visit the poor, with Pusey
adding the idea of celibate priests penetrating mines and mills. Devout, cru-
sading Anglicans, like Harry Inglis, M.P., also wanted parliamentary grants
for more churches and more clergy.48

The visitation of the poor was immensely popular. It covered the entire
spectrum from the Unitarians’ domestic missions to the Tractarians’ sisters of
mercy. It was a popularity that reflected the age’s earnest religious belief. Ra-
tionalism had yet to assert its most eroding effects. Both Anglicans and Dis-
senters still hoped to convert each other: the Oxford and Cambridge Review
foresaw a time when Dissent would be no more and the Church would “again
‘fold the nation.’”49 Conversion was central to visiting the poor. Also impor-
tant were three basic assumptions that defined the outlook of these home
missionaries and district visitors: that man is sinful, that Christianity reforms
and renews, and that Christ demands that the rich help the poor.

That man is ineradicably sinful was, except for Unitarians and Quakers
and some advanced Congregationalists and Broad Church Anglicans, a
commonplace among early Victorian Christians. It was also widely accepted
that sin underlay social evils. It formed part of the political philosophy of
Burke and Coleridge and was fundamental to two of the most read of relig-
ious writers, the evangelicals J. P Sumner and Thomas Chalmers. It also per-
meated Dissent. The Watchman, in commenting on the physical suffering in
cities, concluded that “we must trace the cause of evil to the sins of the peo-
ple.” “The disorders that afflict society,” affirmed the Baptist Examiner, “are
all the consequence of sin.” Sin also, of course, imperiled one’s soul for all
eternity.50

But there was hope in Christianity, not only for eternity, but in terms of
assuaging social evils. Although they differed in theology, church organiza-
tion, and who should preach to the poor, all the churches, each in its own
way, developed a laissez-faire social vision, more pervasive than that of the
economists, based on a belief that sinners could be redeemed by Christianity
operating through the voluntary exertions of individual Christians. And since
social evil arose from sin, social good would surely flow from Christian grace.
Social evils could be purged “by Christian truth,” the Baptist Examiner said;
they could be removed, in the Christian Remembrancer’s words, by “the holi-
ness which Christianity produces.”51 Inspired by Christian holiness, truly
Christian individuals would feed the hungry, clothe the naked, visit the poor,
and lessen those social evils that legislation and government could only make
worse.

It was a vision developed in the 1820s by Thomas Chalmers in A Christian
and Civic Economy, a detailed account of his work in St. John’s parish, Glas-
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gow, which offered a blueprint on how pastors, deacons, elders, and wealthy
Christians should visit the poor, teach them self-reliance, bring them to god-
liness, teach respect for the Sabbath, urge the children to attend school, and
inculcate a Christian neighborliness, all of which would lessen poverty and
ignorance and crime. Visitation would spread the reforming power of the
Gospel.52

By the 1840s, this vision of individual Christians voluntarily remaking and
defining society had spread widely. In 1844, Chalmers was still preaching it in
the North British Review, although in an even more voluntarist form since he
had left the Established Church of Scotland and joined the Secessionist
Church. More than ever, he believed that the “Christianity of the people is the
sovereign cure for all social and all political disorders.” His colleagues on the
North British Review, Edward Maitland and Lord Moncrieff, spelled out how
that “sovereign cure” would solve society’s social problems. Christianity, ar-
gued Maitland, would become an all-pervading principle of human life. Be-
lievers would constitute a distinct religious society, with a government of its
own and social duties and responsibilities incumbent on its members. The re-
sult would be a “vast physical amelioration.” His colleague Moncrieff, who
saw religion as “the great regenerator of society, the grand reformer, the in-
strument of redressing every social evil,” was just as sanguine.53

The evangelicals of the Secessionist Church of Scotland were not alone in
seeing in the visitation of the poor one key to social reform. No theologies
were so far apart as the Unitarians and the Tractarians, yet both saw in their
domestic missions and sisters of mercy and celibate priests answers to the
misery and destitution of the poor. J. H. Thom, editor of the Prospective Re-
view, saw in “the wisdom, holiness and refining grace of individual minds . . .
the mightiest of all influences.” And by its work “in the relations of society . . .
all the woes of man” shall be relieved.54 In Liverpool, Bristol, and Manchester,
the Unitarians’ domestic missions carried out their “individualistic” mode of
preaching self-reliance, just as in Leeds celibate priests and in Plymouth, De-
vonport, and London sisters of mercy carried out their “corporate” mode of
bringing “wisdom, holiness and reforming grace” to the poor.55 Both High
Churchmen and Unitarians confronted the ills of society with the trans-
forming power of religion, as did, on a larger scale, Baptists, Congregational-
ists, Methodists, and evangelical Anglicans.

The Congregationalists’ belief in the transforming power of the Gospel was
spelled out at great length in Dr. Campbell’s spirited Jethro. “Everywhere
Godlessness! everywhere drunkenness and crime! everywhere destitution!” he
exclaimed, and so little done. The answer: the Home Mission Society and its
lay missionaries. “Lay power,” declared Dr. Campbell, “may be likened to
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steam power.” The Home Mission Society was indeed high on the Congrega-
tionalists’ agenda. It brought evangelical truth to the multitude, and such
truth, said the Reverend J. W. Massie, “improves the personal, the social and
oft times the domestic position of its recipients.” By it, he added, society will
be “regenerated from the roots.”56 Both the Methodist Reverend James Dixon
and the Anglican bishop of Chester shared Massie’s grand hope. “The solu-
tion awaiting the social and political world is,” said Dixon, “the acceptance of
the Gospel as the basis of society.” The Gospel, which “elevates men,” said the
Bishop of Chester in 1841, was the “only remedy of that spiritual destitution
which is the cause of the temporal,” just as “Christian charity” is the remedy
for moral and physical evils.57

That Christianity could transform individual lives and so lessen society’s
worst evils only heightened the sense of a mission commanded in the Sermon
on the Mount. Visit the poor, said Jesus; feed the hungry and clothe the na-
ked. Taken literally, it was an embarrassment to all, whether Unitarian, Trac-
tarian, or evangelical. It was embarrassing because they believed that giving
meat to the hungry or clothing to the naked could corrupt the poor. “Giving
to beggars” said Archbishop Whatley, “leads them to live in idleness and
filth.” “Public charities,” insisted the Unitarians’ Christian Teacher, “are
bounties to indolence and imprudence.” And according to the Eclectic, “alms
corrupt and pauperize.”58 The leading evangelical journal, the Record and the
greatest of the visiting societies, the London City Mission, following Chalm-
ers, opposed the distribution of relief. The fear was fraud practiced by the
poor and corruption flowing from charity.59 The only answer, since Christ did
command the feeding and clothing of the poor, was to visit them and distin-
guish between the deserving and undeserving.

Feeding and clothing was also by no means the main aim of visiting the
poor. The voluntarists’ true zeal was to save souls. As the governing commit-
tee of the London City Mission announced, “Its greatest design is to SAVE THE

SOUL.” For most home missions, the great evil was irreligion. To the Baptist
Magazine, “infidelity will prove the hydra-headed monster.” The great evil for
the North British Review was “ungodliness,” and for the Congregational Maga-
zine, “false religion, indifference, intemperance, and irreligion.”60 The jour-
nals and memoirs of Methodist preachers are obsessed with the overriding
need to save lost souls. It was a powerful obsession, one that also informs the
literature of the Bible Society, Religious Tract Society, and Christian Knowl-
edge Society. High Church priests and sisters of charity, while speaking little
of conversion, were no less persuaded of the paramount necessity of spread-
ing the saving grace of a sacramental Christianity.

A second goal was to console, comfort, and counsel the afflicted, to give



202 t h e  v i s i o n  o f  a  l a i s s e z - f a i r e  s o c i e t y

them sympathy and so assuage their earthly woes. The sick and dying, above
all, deserved consolation, as did poor widows and all those pitiable cases that
could persuade every Christian to be his brother’s keeper. The Stranger’s
Friend Society, in particular, gave solid if modest material help to those of the
destitute who fell ill. In fact, many of the poor were so desperately destitute
that the Congregational Magazine urged its missionaries to “minister to them
food, cordials and clothes,” and many Church of England district visitors
helped with coal and clothing clubs.61

Emerging as a third and most compelling goal was the moral reform of the
lower orders. While the saving of souls for eternity remained the summum
bonum of home missions and district visitors, their reports increasingly re-
flected their moral conviction that the basis of a better society lay in individ-
ual reform. For Unitarians, whose recognition of eternity was not obsessive,
their domestic missions became instruments of social reform. The third re-
port of the Liverpool Domestic Mission Society urged its visitors to set up
savings banks as a check on “recklessness and improvidence” and create ju-
venile gardens to encourage “habits of forethought, religion, industry . . .
[and] love of nature.” The Bristol Mission urged its visitors to teach “self-
improvement as the means of bettering their condition.” Since the Unitari-
ans’ Prospective Review condemned public charities and generous poor relief
as corrupting, it urged that Unitarians’ own voluntarist activities promote
self-reliance. Their domestic missionaries insisted on the education of both
children and parents. “The age of reason” declared Leeds’s leading Unitarian
minister, the Reverend Charles Wickstead, “must come to them.”62 Although
the arrival of the age of reason was not an idea that the Oxford and Cambridge
Review welcomed, its editors did consider that it was the function of those
visiting the poor to instruct them “to fear God, honour the Queen and to love
thy neighbour as thyself.” Moral instruction writ large emerged as the grand
object of the visitations. “Instruct his mind,” enjoined the Baptist Examiner;
“open their eyes, renovate their hearts,” declared the Congregational Maga-
zine; teach them, urged the Wesleyan, that “every man ought to be . . . his
brother’s keeper.” Instruct, reform, foster independence, and make the poor
self-reliant, such moral injunctions year after year were joined to the other-
worldly goal of saving souls. “We must,” said the Congregational Magazine,
whose concern for moral reformation increasingly rivaled its concerns for
salvation, “encourage a spirit of independence.”63 Many and various, of
course, were the motives and goals of myriad home missionaries and district
visitors. Besides their concern for eternal salvation and for the consolation
and reform of the poor, there was a desire for social order, for a more inte-
grated society, for secure property, and for closer-knit families.
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The results of these great efforts were mixed. At first glance, they were pal-
try—paltry because of want of funds and paltry because the gulf between rich
and poor was so great and the number of poor so vast. In 1861, Henry May-
hew pronounced the religious, moral, and intellectual degradation of Lon-
don’s poor to be “positively appalling”—and this after decades of dedicated
work by the London City Mission and many others.64 But dedication was no
substitute for funds. In 1845, for their mission and visiting work, the Baptists
of England raised only £5,000 and the Congregationalists only £7,000. In the
wealthy West Riding of Yorkshire, the home mission raised a meager £900. A
London drive to help the General Visiting Society netted only £250, a scan-
dalously low figure, declared the famous evangelical Reverend Edward Bick-
ersteth, compared to the £3.5 and £8.2 million collected from the taxes on to-
bacco and spirits.65

Home missionary efforts also fell far short of converting the multitudes. In
1840, at a large meeting, the Leeds Town Mission could boast of 32,632 visits,
“2,000 meetings for reading and exhortation,” and visits to workhouses and
prisons, but only 100 conversions; and in 1846, “after 56,258 visits, 39,593
tracts, and 2,301 meetings attended by 79,000,” only 84 joined a church. There
was a superficiality to these visits, even those by the Stranger’s Friend Society.
To aid 1,600 worthy poor who fell ill in 1843, the Society spent £482, or about
3s. 7d. per person, certainly a distinct help, but not for an illness of any
length.66 However grim the ordeal of applying to the Poor Law authorities for
medical relief, it at least had the resources to continue its aid. Voluntary be-
nevolence, although often more sensitive and personal than bureaucratic re-
lief, suffered in its visitations to the poor what voluntarists suffered in man-
aging schools, a want of funds.

A want of funds, a reflection of early Victorian niggardliness, and the fail-
ure to win converts should not obscure the psychological value of many a
visit, although this is difficult to measure. Some at least of the thousands who
answered the knocks at the door must have felt their world was a little less
dark, a little less friendless. The utilitarian Westminster Review, although in-
tellectually removed from the largely evangelical visitors of the poor, was still
full of praise for their work. “The present age,” it declared, “may be called an
age of religious sectarianism.” Evangelicals now had much influence, espe-
cially among the lower orders. “They have gone to them in their . . . abodes of
poverty, distress, and disease . . . and made the lower orders decent, sober and
orderly.” And, it added, “sects are now more liberal.”67

The morality of the utilitarian was as filled with self-reliance and self-
improvement as was the morality of the sects. Both also valued the voluntary
efforts of private individuals and associations in furthering that morality.
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Mayhew’s general observation does not provide the best measure of the im-
pact of the thousands of visits—an impact measured far better by the minor-
ity whom they had helped, if only a bit, to climb into the artisan and lower
middle classes, there to become part of a huge sea of voluntary societies.

a  s e a  o f  v o l u n t a r i e s

In 1851, a London barrister, Sampson Low, published The Charities of Lon-
don. It presented both a familiar and an astonishing picture: familiar because
it described old and widely known charities, astonishing because of their great
numbers and variety. Low described nearly 600 in London alone. They
ranged from charities providing drinking fountains to those providing life-
boats.68 Although a few charities received supplementary aid from the gov-
ernment and more than a few existed on endowments from the past, the
greatest number existed by yearly voluntary subscriptions. It was, as the battle
over education and the story of home missions and district visitors has
shown, the heyday of the voluntary society. The paternalism of landed estates
and rural parishes had few remedies for the evils faced by mushrooming
towns and cities, while a government “in itself evil” was still considered too
dangerous as a solver of social ills. The great solver of social ills thus became,
from 1840 into the 1860s, voluntarism. “Every improvement that is really
valuable,” declared Bentley’s Miscellany in 1840, “must be voluntary.” There
was little it could not cover. “A new belief has arisen” announced the Athe-
naeum in 1847, “hence baths and washhouses . . . education, literature for all
the people.”69 The High Church alone disagreed—but only for a while. As
true paternalists, they feared that voluntary societies endangered the Church’s
paramountcy. “The several offices of the Church,” warned the British Critic,
“are all usurped by self-constituted bodies,” bodies like the temperance and
district visiting societies, bodies that deists joined, “discordant agencies” con-
stituting “a quagmire.” It was a quagmire that the Christian Remembrancer
could not abide. “All schemes . . . of charity, allotment, emigration . . . are like
quack medicine . . . ; education even, which is another of the panaceas that do
very little good.”70 Other High Church journals agreed: for the Englishman’s
Magazine voluntary associations were “dangerous” because they engendered
“feelings of independence”; for the Quarterly Review’s High Church reviewer,
the Reverend John Armstrong, because “Churchmen are everywhere heard to
reprobate and condemn the voluntary system”; and for the Tory Standard,
simply because “We abhor voluntarism.” Henry Phillpotts, bishop of Exeter,
expressed his abhorrence by making no Christmas gift to Plymouth’s chari-
ties.71 Yet voluntarism was too pervasive, and for the moment too appealing,
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to be totally dismissed by High Churchmen, particularly since they also dis-
trusted the Whig government. One, the Reverend William Gresley, admitted
that “some voluntary associations are better than others.” For Pusey, New-
man, W. F. Hook, and the Christian Remembrancer, the better were the sisters
of mercy, the Incorporated Society for Church Building, and the celibate
priests who plunged into the slums of Leeds. Some reviewers—not High
Church—were also strong voluntarists. In 1846 and 1847, the Quarterly Re-
view had one of the giants of that species, Lord Ashley, write on behalf of rag-
ged schools and model housing for the working classes.72 The wave upon wave
of voluntarism could not, in fact, be checked. It flooded Britain, creating a
veritable ocean of societies. They came in every form and size and kind. But
great as was their variety, they were enough alike to fit into six classifications.

The first and wealthiest were the religious societies that sought to save
souls; the second were the educational and religious institutions that sought
moral reform. The British and Foreign Bible Society and the Religious Tract
Society are examples of societies that concentrated on saving souls, and Sun-
day schools and temperance societies of institutions that focused on the
moral reform. The Bible Society had 2,500 local associations, an income of
over £100,000 and over 10,000 agents. The Bible Society did not stand alone
in believing that infidelity was the great evil and Christian conversion the
great good. It was joined by the Christian Instruction, Christian Knowledge,
Scriptural Readers, and Tract societies, as well as by visiting and home mis-
sion societies. In 1861, Sampson Low listed eighty-one Bible and home and
foreign missionary societies in London. He also listed thirty-one charities
aiding schools, twenty for “maintaining and educating children,” fourteen for
orphans, twenty-two houses for penitent prostitutes, and sixteen reformato-
ries and refuge institutions.73 Moral reform now rivaled the saving of souls in
the vast world of voluntary societies. Indeed, by 1861—since Low omitted
mechanics institutes, athenaeums, and improvement societies—societies to
promote moral reform no doubt exceeded societies to save souls. Evangelical
home missionaries and Tractarian sisters of mercy would deny that saving
souls excluded moral reform. Tractarians, for example, poured much selfless
energy into Magdalen houses for penitent prostitutes. So did the evangelicals.
In 1850, London had nearly thirty penitential homes, and such homes also
graced the larger towns in the provinces. The passion to save and to reform
sinners and potential sinners ran deep in Victorian piety and led to ragged
schools for the near savage children of the destitute, industrial schools for
youth on the edge of crime, reformatories for those falling over the edge, and
even charities for discharged prisoners.74

Convinced Christians, like Lord Ashley and the Glaswegian Congregation-
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alist Reverend Ralph Wardlaw, saw no clear-cut line dividing theological truth
from moral reform and moral reform from social improvement. Yet insensi-
bly, the theological gave way to the moral and social. Lord Ashley’s orthodoxy
was impeccable, but it plays no explicit role in his moving article on the need
for ragged schools. The 1846 article, which appeared in the same Quarterly Re-
view that had in 1840 criticized voluntarism, opens by praising “the efficacious
virtues of the voluntary principle” and closes on the need to civilize “these
wild colts of the pampas.” In the entire article, there is not a word about the
soul’s eternal life. The Reverend Ralph Wardlaw’s Lecture on Female Prostitu-
tion of 1842, although strictly puritan and full of dubious statistics, does pro-
vide a moral and sociological study unencumbered by concerns for eternity. It
ends with a plea for the voluntary support of houses of refuge, a plea as mov-
ing as Ashley’s for ragged schools.75 If the orthodox Ashleys and the devout
Wardlaws found their voluntarism enveloped in the earnest morality of the
early Victorians, what of founders of industrial schools and reformatories like
the rationalist Matthew Davenport Hill, the Unitarian Mary Carpenter, the
Quaker William Allen, and the progressive Lady Noel Byron, in all of whom
morality constituted an even larger part of their religion?76

That morality, in addition to the advances of science, also greatly increased
a third type of voluntary societies—those caring for the ill and handicapped.
They too enjoyed an exuberant growth. Foremost in that growth were vol-
untary hospitals and infirmaries, many founded in the eighteenth century,
which flourished not only in London but in the larger towns. In 1863, they
numbered 117 and had more than three times as many beds as they had had in
1800. Most of them also had dispensaries for outpatients, dispensaries that,
along with those that were independent of hospitals, probably did more good
than the hospitals. They dressed wounds, mended limbs, gave drugs, taught
hygiene, and generally buoyed up the spirits. In 1838, while 17,000 became in-
patients in Britain’s twenty-one provincial hospitals, 50,000 were outpatients,
and even more received treatment in London’s dispensaries and hospitals.77

Specialized hospitals also emerged to treat the frequently excluded: lying-
in hospitals for pregnant mothers, houses of recovery for fever patients, lock
hospitals for those with venereal diseases, eye and ear hospitals, lunatic asy-
lums, and schools for the blind and deaf and dumb. Almost all of these hos-
pitals, infirmaries, and dispensaries were supported by the annual donations
of subscribers, who could vote for the trustees, attend annual meetings, and
give out tickets of admission to the deserving poor.78

From 1850 to 1860, no other form of charity grew so rapidly. Like Bible so-
cieties seeking conversion and institutions promoting moral reform, hospi-
tals and dispensaries did not corrupt one’s morals. “Charities lead to drunk-



Voluntarism 207

enness and idleness,” said the Metropolitan Magazine in 1834, “but not hospi-
tals and dispensaries.” The sentiment was echoed by John Hamilton Thom,
who, after noting that “almsgiving charities create the very evil they profess to
cure,” went on to say that “hospitals and dispensaries are fountains of healing
. . . producers of wealth.” For Henry Melville, infirmaries and dispensaries
“encourage industry by renovating health.”79 Thom was a Unitarian, Melville
an Anglican, and both saw a real danger in generous relief to the poor. So did
Congregationalists, Methodists, economists, Whigs, utilitarians, and pater-
nalists. “Certain charities,” said the Congregationalist Wardlaw, fostered “the
idle and lazy . . . and dissolute.” “Charities,” declared the Methodist Benjamin
Love, “in some instances induce improvidence.” The economist John Burton
said that charities had “a virulent effect on independence . . . industry, energy
and self-restraint.” “Pauperized and demoralized . . . London,” argued the
Whig secretary of the Treasury, Charles Trevelyan, was “due to charities.”
“Charity only hurts” added the utilitarian Westminster Review; and the pater-
nalist Arthur Helps insisted that “philanthropy and charity” were too often
“unthinking and indiscriminant.”80

It was only “certain” and “some” charities that corrupted—the indiscrimi-
nate kind—not hospitals or Magdalen houses or orphanages. It was above all
material aid, especially money, that worried the voluntarist. For the Wesleyan
Watchman, it posed the dilemma that, although the warning that charity cor-
rupts was everywhere voiced, the Bible commands it.81 It was a dilemma that
helped lead to a fourth classification of charities, those seeking to relieve im-
mediate and dire want. Christian Victorians could not let the destitute starve,
hence soup kitchens, night asylums, relief committees, strangers’ friends so-
cieties, societies to suppress mendicity, and metropolitan visiting and relief
associations. Soup kitchens were easily the most popular way to solve the di-
lemma. Soup, it seems, did not make the poor idle and improvident. It kept
them alive during depressions and other dire emergencies. When the market
for textiles collapsed and joblessness mushroomed, the Manchester Society of
Friends distributed, from January to September of 1842 over 160,000 gallons
of soup and rice to some 4,000 of the destitute at a cost of £3,500. The Church
of England’s Manchester and Salford Charity also distributed soup, paid for
by contributions from London evoked by a Queen’s Letter. In Leeds, affairs
were more ecumenical and modest: the Congregationalist Edward Baines Sr.
moved that the High Church Reverend W. F. Hook preside over the General
Committee for Relief, which in the grimmest months of 1842 issued 16,000
tickets a week for 16,000 quarts of soup.82

In 1847, soup kitchens in the Highlands won from the Scotsman—a de-
clared enemy of corrupting charity—the terse judgment that they were
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“among the best devises . . . for the temporary relief of the needy.” The Irish
famine, of course, dwarfed all other crises. The Society of Friends once again
opened soup kitchens, but because the desperately hungry far exceeded its re-
sources, it turned the kitchens over to the government. In 1847, the govern-
ment spent £1.7 million on them and then abandoned the program.83

Relief, if the emergency was desperate and temporary, was allowable, but
only if given in kind. Hence to soup kitchens were added night asylums, va-
grant shelters, and refuges, all temporary accommodations for the homeless.
Allowable too, for some, was aid to the deserving poor, to whom clothing or
bedding or coal might be given. Manchester’s District Provident Society, after
examining 889 cases, found only 379 deserving of tickets of relief.84 Relief of
sorts also came to the dirtiest of the poor in the bath and washhouse move-
ment of the 1840s and 1850s. Baths and washhouses were also a civic im-
provement—as were cleaner Londoners and Mancunians. Baths and wash-
houses thus fall into a fifth classification of voluntary societies, those flatter-
ing the pride and aiming at the well-being of towns, such as those that spon-
sored parks, walkways, museums, athenaeums, music halls, symphony or-
chestras, recreation grounds, and drinking fountains. Joseph Strutt won re-
nown for giving Derby public walks and a splendid arboretum, a munificence
the duke of Norfolk emulated for Sheffield. As Peter Bailey shows in Leisure
and Class in Victorian England, however, such benefactions were not very
numerous before 1860.85

Proud as early Victorians were, however, of these societies for saving souls,
reforming character, improving health, relieving the starving, and promoting
civic amenities, it was the sixth kind of voluntary institution that held out the
greatest promise. Provident societies, which are discussed in the next section,
combined the virtues of self-reliance and voluntarism, and the early Victori-
ans saw in them the perfect answer to social ills.

There were, of course, more than six kinds of voluntary societies. There
were also cricket clubs and political economy clubs, peace societies and
committees to emancipate slaves, and societies for retired clergy and jobless
governesses. But these did not grapple directly with the formidable problems
of irreligion and destitution, homelessness and ignorance, vagrancy and
crime that came with the dramatic urbanization that, along with increasing
prosperity and growing moral and religious seriousness, was one of the three
most important wellsprings that fed the ocean of voluntarism.

That urbanization led to a flood of voluntary societies is almost axiomatic.
Many and serious urban evils presented challenges that demanded answers,
and a vigorous growth of urban wealth and an urban and learned class pro-
vided the means. And since government was distrusted, what better means
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than voluntary societies, societies most acceptable to early Victorians whose
moral earnestness had been heightened by the great religious revivals of the
evangelical and High Church movements. Broad Churchmen, too, contrib-
uted, as did rationalists of every persuasion, whose mechanics institutes, halls
of science, and farm and industrial schools constituted a vigorous, though to
many dangerous, part of the flood of voluntarism. Scientific advances, the
spread of literacy, and the rise and spread of rationalism must therefore be
added to urbanization, religious revival, and the growth of wealth as forces
that made the voluntary society the Victorians’ favorite panacea.

But was it a panacea? Although oceanlike in its vastness, buoyant in its
hopes, and prodigious in energy, did voluntarism, in fact, substantially lessen
the wretchedness of the poor and the myriad evils plaguing British cities and
towns? No, the Spectator said. “Charitable societies grow like mushrooms,” it
observed in 1843, “yet misery in the squalid rooms of the poor continues.”86

That the mushrooming charities did not reduce the numbers of the able-
bodied poor was, as already noted, in part because of the formidable barrier
to their work constituted by the ubiquitous fear that charity, like outdoor
poor relief, was corrupting.

Few voluntary societies, of course, even thought of attacking destitution
and squalor head-on; their aim was to mitigate poverty’s harshest blows, to
bandage its worst wounds, to assuage, to ameliorate, and to provide the
young some prevention through education. The goal of night asylums, soup
kitchens, orphanages, hospitals and dispensaries, and ragged schools and re-
formatories was not to end destitution but soften its harshest edges.

But even in that restricted field, the results were disappointing. The vol-
untary hospitals, so lavishly extolled in charity sermons and annual banquets,
fell far short of offering adequate medical care to the poor. In no city in Brit-
ain was voluntarism praised more enthusiastically than in Leeds, yet its vol-
untary hospitals and dispensaries offered free medical care to only 2.2 percent
of its population. That the Poor Law gave medical care to another 4.5 percent
certainly helped, although that left 93.3 percent to fend for themselves. Man-
chester and Liverpool did much better, their medical charities covering 20 to
23 percent of their citizens—the highest percentage, indeed, in all Britain.
Lincoln covered only 1.8 percent, Bradford, 3 percent, and Carlisle the lowest
percentage. Dr. H. W. Rumsey told the 1844 Select Committee on Medical
Relief “that most towns ought to provide not less than 3/5 of the population
with medical care, but in fact most fell far short.” He also found overcrowded,
dirty, and poorly ventilated hospitals, hurried, two-minute examinations, and
not a little illegality.87

It was a grim report, but it in no way dampened the festivity of balls held
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to raise money for hospitals and infirmaries. At Chichester, the ball on behalf
of the infirmary was “crammed with the fashion and elegance of the neigh-
bourhood,” and a ball on behalf of the dispensary held in the Assembly Room
of the Royal Hotel, Wigan, in Lancashire, was attended by “the nobility of the
countryside and gentry of the town . . . [with] the ladies richly attired.”88

The management of voluntary societies often left much to be desired.
Some could not even spend their funds. The Metropolitan Visiting and Relief
Association raised £21,000 for its Christmas fund of 1843 but despite the Yule-
tide work of its 1,000 visitors, left £14,000 unspent, a ratio not unlike the
Highland Destitution Fund, which raised £117,000 but left £7,000 unspent.
Mismanagement had, of course, also plagued endowed charities, which al-
though not dependent on annual subscriptions were nevertheless a part of,
and often an embarrassing part of, the world of voluntarism.89 Endowments to
ransom the captives of Barbary pirates or to toll St. Sepulchre’s bells before an
execution at Newgate were the work of private munificence, just as were the
some 300 endowed schools in London, many of which had atrophied by 1850.90

While not remotely as anachronistic or mismanaged as endowed charities,
the most promising of the new voluntary societies still fell far short of their
goals. According to Mary Carpenter, an ardent advocate of industrial schools
and reformatories, Lord Ashley’s ragged schools, although numerous, popu-
lar, and well intentioned, were “utterly ineffective.” Their statistics, as was
frequent with voluntary societies, were impressive: from 1844 on, the Ragged
School Union had established 85 ragged schools in London, employed 1,392
voluntary teachers to instruct 5,353 evening pupils and 10,439 on Sundays.
The goal was admirable, but the actual education was meager.

The need was certainly great. Lord Ashley told the readers of the Quarterly
Review in 1846 that of 1,600 pupils, 162 had been in prison, 253 lived by beg-
ging, 249 had never slept in beds, 101 had no body linen, 170 came from
lodging houses, and 68 were the children of convicts. They constituted “a wild
and lawless race,” too ragged and uncouth for regular schools. But their
teachers were untrained and unpaid, their curriculum consisted mostly of the
Bible and Pilgrim’s Progress, and the attendance of over three-quarters of
them, in itself exceedingly irregular, was restricted either to Sundays or to one
or two evenings a week.91 And the singular reward for sticking it out for five
years was a one-way trip to the colonies.

Meager, too, were the results of another of Lord Ashley’s noble efforts, the
scheme to provide the homeless with model lodgings. From 1844 to 1853, he
and Prince Albert, Charles Dickens, Angela Burdett Coutts, and a host of
wealthy and distinguished Victorians contributed to these working-class
houses. Again statistics were paraded forth. We have spent, Lord Ashley told
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the Commons in 1851, £20,750 on new buildings and £2,250 renovating old
ones, all at a return of 5½ percent; and in the same Quarterly Review where he
earlier had praised the “efficacious virtues of the voluntary principle,” he now
promised that his model lodging houses would not be based on
“eleemosynary principles” but on profit to investors. In fact, both investment
and donations played a role in the erection in 1846 of three buildings and the
renovation of a fourth. The four served 20 families and 30 single men. In 1847,
another lodging house was built to hold 104 men. In 1851, the five-story
Streatham building, offering 47 apartments was completed, along with a
common lodging house at Drury Lane accommodating some 100 male tran-
sients for a night or two. While, from 1846 to 1851, the buildings erected by
Lord Ashley and his friends housed 600 of London’s homeless, London’s
population increased by some 30,000 a year, and thousands remained with-
out housing.92

The Achilles heel of the voluntary societies was the eternal “want of funds.”
In Manchester, in the midst of a depression, the soup kitchen closed “from
want of funds.” In Exeter, the dispensary treated a third fewer patients because
of “want of funds.” In Leeds, when “inadequate giving” left the dispensary in
debt, “a renewed appeal seemed hopeless”; it was therefore cancelled, and the
soup kitchen was “nearly paralyzed from want of funds.” In Ireland, the
Friends turned the soup kitchens over to the government, and a year later the
government closed them because the Irish, who were to pay for them, had
“want of funds.” “When the poor are left to voluntary charity,” wrote Scot-
land’s Dr. William Alison, “they are miserably neglected.” And most tragic
was the want of funds that allowed more than a million Irish to die of famine.93

A most appealing and often necessary means to overcome a want of funds
was to make the society in part self-supporting. When the Manchester Lying-
in Hospital found its funds low, it charged a fee. That the number of patients
fell by one-quarter was regrettable, but not too regrettable, said the proposers
of the fee, since fee-paying encouraged providence and forethought. Such
morale-building fees in fact made up—in the form of the school pence—a
greater part of the funds of most voluntary schools than the donations of the
rich. Pupils also earned money. Two of the most admired schools for the
poor—Mrs. Davies Gilbert’s at Wallington, Sussex, and Richard Dawe’s at
King’s Somborne, used their workshops and fields not only to educate in
skills but, from the sale of their produce, to pay the bill.94 But of all the self-
supporting voluntary societies, the most promising of a world free of pauper-
ism and destitution were the provident and friendly societies and savings
banks and building societies that brilliantly combined self-reliance and vol-
untarism.
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s e l f - h e l p  v o l u n t a r i s m

Self-reliance and voluntarism were two of the most important attitudes
defining the early Victorians’ vision of a laissez-faire society. How solid, then,
would institutions be that rested on both of those attitudes; institutions that
encouraged thrift, forethought, and the avoidance of poor relief, and did so
freely in associations of working men where all gave mutual support to one
another. Such an institution was the friendly society, sometimes also called a
benefit or benevolent or provident society. It was a society in which all its
members paid a weekly fee of four or five or six pence into a fund from
which, if they fell sick, they received 10s. a week and, if they died, £10 was pro-
vided for a respectable burial. Some societies even gave a modest sum to tide
them over a period of unemployment. It was not a negligible institution. The
best-informed guesses in 1848 estimated that there were over 25,000 friendly
societies in Britain, with over a million members. Also numerous were its
cousins, the burial, the collecting, and building societies and the savings
banks—the latter, in 1844, with 999,543 depositors and £27.6 million in de-
posits.95 Yet although the self-help and voluntarist pedigree of the friendly so-
ciety was beyond question and its extent significant, it does not loom large in
the editorials, sermons, pamphlets, and speeches that in the 1840s defined the
social conscience of the Victorian governing classes. The middle and upper
classes in fact took an ambivalent position toward this most authentic of
working-class responses.

That journals of a paternalist outlook were silent is somewhat paradoxical,
since friendly societies were not only nearly as old and traditional as rural
paternalism, but many paternalists had, from 1780 to 1850 encouraged them.
It was in the seventeenth century that laborers began to pay a few pennies a
week for relief when ill and burial when they died. By 1800, there were over
7,000 friendly societies, with some 700,000 members, and the hope even
spread among the clergy and gentry that these self-help societies would teach
the laborers such ways of thrift and providence that poor relief would be
greatly reduced, even abolished.96 Friendly societies in the first third of the
nineteenth century became part of the paternalist program. The Reverend
Legh Richmond urged clergy and gentry to establish such, although he in-
sisted that they never meet in public houses. The Reverend Godolphin Os-
borne urged that “benefit clubs” for illness and burials be established along-
side clothing funds and coal clubs. The Reverend John Saunders in Paro-
chialia urged that all “benevolent persons should promote benefit societies.”
The Reverend Charles Girdlestone urged the same, and “with no drink al-
lowed.” And the Reverend Thomas Dale encouraged clothing funds, savings
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banks, and provident societies.97 Landowners also established county friendly
societies, including Mr. T. H. S. Sotheran in Wiltshire and Charles Adderly in
Staffordshire. Both clergy and gentry helped form county societies in Essex in
1818, Hampshire in 1825, and Kent in 1828—with more following in the 1830s
as the New Poor Law compelled laborers to be more provident. These county
societies, as the smaller ones under a clergyman or landowner, had “honor-
able members,” those among the wealthy who both ran the society and who
contributed the funds needed to make a society of laborers earning eight or
nine shillings a week solvent.98

But despite the role of the gentry and clergy in many rural benefit socie-
ties, the great Tory newspapers in the 1840s devoted scarcely a single editorial
to their support. Neither the Morning Herald, Standard, Morning Post, John
Bull, nor the Peelite Morning Chronicle devoted editorials to working-class
societies that promoted voluntarism and self-help. The Christian Socialists’
Politics of the People, a journal more paternalist than socialist, said little of the
people’s most participatory institution; nor did the Michael Sadler and R. B.
Seely school of paternalism highlight friendly societies. A Morning Post edito-
rial might offer a clue for this want of enthusiasm. After noting the “offensive
strain in the poor’s demand for independence,” it concluded that “the best
system for the poor is a system of protection.”99 Girdlestone’s Wiltshire soci-
ety no doubt provided such protection, but not those competing friendly so-
cieties that ranged from small ones that innkeepers established in order to in-
crease business or by societies formed by the workers themselves to increase
camaraderie at public houses. More effective were the large affiliated orders
such as the Manchester Unity of Odd Fellows, with its 4,200 lodges, and the
Order of Foresters, which was especially strong in rural areas. By the 1840s,
most friendly societies in the countryside and almost all in towns were estab-
lished and run by the workers themselves. By 1848, the Odd Fellows had a
membership of 260,000. “We are in every town,” said their grand master,
“and almost every village.” Yet in the agricultural areas, the Foresters outdid
both the Odd Fellows and the county societies of clergy and gentry, hardly a
palatable fact to the paternalist press.100

It also seemed of no great interest to the more individualistic, Whiggish,
Liberal and Radical press. How curious that these great preachers of thrift,
perseverance, and self-help were as silent on the virtues of friendly societies as
was the paternalist press. Throughout the 1840s, the NonConformist, Eclectic,
Congregational Magazine, and Baptist Magazine showed no more enthusiasm
for friendly societies than did the Whiggish Globe and Edinburgh Review. The
Leeds Mercury, unstinting in its admiration of voluntarism, lists under its
editorial on “The Glory and Hope of England” Bible societies, hospitals, col-
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leges, Sunday schools, and temperance and missionary societies, but not
friendly societies.101

Three failings, said the middle and upper classes, disfigured the friendly
societies: secret rituals, financial instability, and too much conviviality and
drink. Tory paternalists, while admitting the societies’ loyalties, saw in the se-
cret rituals of 26,000 Odd Fellows and in those of thousands of the Foresters
and smaller societies, a potential for subversive activities. Why secret pass-
words, handshakes, and ritualistic initiation? Why so many lectures and
graveside orations?—lectures possibly subversive and orations that took the
place of a clergyman’s blessing. And all these ominous doings from organiza-
tions run by workingmen! Such were the questions asked by peers of the
realm in the Lords Select Committee of 1848 on Friendly Societies.102

The committee also asked about the financial instability of those myriad
societies ranging from the giant Odd Fellows to a handful of men in a pub.
Could their weekly contributions of five or six pence cover, as many societies
promised, 10s. a week for three months of illness and 5s. a week thereafter if
the illness persisted? And could they also cover a £6 or £10 burial? The best
actuaries told the Lords and the Commons select committees that they could
not. Hundreds of small societies did, in fact, collapse, either from inadequate
fees or bad management or fraud. The witnesses for the Odd Fellows and
Foresters denied the charge and showed themselves abreast of the best actu-
arial studies, which, while not so mistaken about the incidence of illness, had
yet to create correct tables for mortality, old age payments, or unemployment
relief. Critics also found it financially and morally harmful to spend money
on club nights, annual banquets, and drink. The societies answered that do-
nations and expenditures for conviviality were increasingly kept in a separate
fund, and that without such gregarious evenings, few would join.103

Not a little of the criticism of bad finances overlaid a deeper moral disap-
proval of drink and banquets. It led Nonconformists and political economists
to prefer savings banks as voluntary self-help institutions. The Congregation-
alists’ Eclectic, the Unitarians’ Christian Teacher, and the Scottish Free
Church’s Christian Witness and North British Review all joined the Leeds Mer-
cury to praise the savings bank. Such banks, wrote the Christian Teacher, in-
creased habits of self-help,” and they provided, said the North British Review,
“the means of the most “perfect independence.”104 Savings banks for laborers
became a popular idea at the end of the eighteenth and beginning of the
nineteenth centuries. Mrs. Priscilla Wakefield founded one at Tottenham in
1798, and the Reverend Henry Duncan one in Ruthwell, Dumfriesshire, in
1810. George Rose adopted the idea for the Society for Bettering the Condi-
tion of the Poor, Robert Southey praised it in the Quarterly, and the S.D.U.K.
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pronounced it “character building.” Bentham, who found friendly societies
actuarially unsound, outlined an elaborate set of plans for “Frugality Banks.”
The great idea was to save in good times so as to need no poor relief in bad
times. More than one advocate, including Malthus, hoped savings banks
would even replace the poor law.105 And since the decision to open a savings
account was a very individual one, it appealed to the individualism of Non-
conformists and political economists.

The much-heralded savings banks were neither as wholly self-help nor as
independent and successful as were the friendly societies. Middle- and upper-
class trustees, not laborers, ran the show. At Ruthwell, Duncan even fined
those who, having enrolled, did not regularly deposit. The government also
helped. The National Debt Commission paid a subsidized rate of interest on
savings bank funds invested with them. The rate was ½ percent above the
market rate. It was a good bargain. But very few workers became depositors,
except some servants whose free board and room allowed modest deposits.
Of the nation’s 999,000 depositors, most were tradesmen, clerks, or well-off
craftsmen. “Operatives don’t save in such banks” reported Manchester’s
Benjamin Love; and only a small percentage of artisans did so, added Shef-
field’s Dr. Calvert Holland. A considerable amount of the £27 million depos-
ited did, however, come from laborers, but only through their friendly socie-
ties, and it was not enough to keep the savings banks growing after the finan-
cial crisis of 1847.106

Laborers also formed only a small part of building societies, although at
their inception, they formed a rather larger part of these self-help societies.
From the eighteenth century on, workers formed clubs of twenty or so sub-
scribers, clubs whose pooled resources, along with some loans, enabled them
to buy land and build houses. A ballot was used to determine who obtained
the first house. After all had received their houses the society was disbanded.
Although many building societies failed, by the 1840s, they were quite exten-
sive. But then, after 1850, the more solid and middle-class permanent build-
ing societies replaced the working man’s building clubs. The permanent
building societies did not build houses but received deposits, gave loans for
the building of houses, and paid interest. A few workers participated in the
election of the trustees of the Leeds Permanent Building Society, but its trus-
tees mostly served both that “class . . . slightly superior in station” to the
workers and the solid middle ranks.107

Friendly societies, more than savings banks or even building societies,
were genuinely of the working classes, a fact that the Radical press celebrated.
Howitt’s Journal, the People’s Journal, and the Manchester Times praised this
most authentic of workers’ self-help societies. At the White Horse Inn, ac-
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cording to the Manchester Times, the chairman of the meeting proudly an-
nounced to more than 200 Odd Fellows: “We . . . nourish and cherish all our
sick, succor and assist all our poor members, render . . . assistance to all our
artisan brethren who . . . travel to seek employment; [and] allow ample funds
to our deceased brethren.” They also cared for their widows and orphans.
With one-fifth of all adult males in Manchester belonging to the Odd Fellows
and another fifth to the Foresters, Druids, or Rechabites, such aid and succor
was no little thing. Indeed, for Howitt’s Journal, the Odd Fellows was “one of
those self-helping societies, exclusively . . . supported by the working class,
which marks the advancing spirit of the age,” one of “self-help, independence,
mutual aid and cooperation.” Even Tory journals vouchsafed them some
praise. The Mirror devoted four articles to societies that “raise the labour
population . . . to a degree of independence they have never known.”108

The spirit of self-help was very much alive in Leeds. “By far the best part of
what is doing for the people in Leeds,” wrote Samuel Smiles in the People’s
Journal, “is being done by themselves.” The people, he added, through their
own mutual assurance societies contributed no less than £15,000 a year to
their brethren. Smiles himself joined both the Odd Fellows and Foresters as
an “honorable member,” as did many of the middle classes, who contributed
without requiring payments in return—contributions that could prove the
margin of the order’s solvency. A Scotsman, a doctor, and an editor, Smiles
knew his working class, knew how deeply they feared weeks of poverty-
stricken illness or a pauper’s burial, and knew too the value of camaraderie
and a pint of ale to lives of hard, grinding work. In 1875, in Thrift, Smiles
doubted friendly societies would have endured had they not offered ale and
fellowship.109 To fellowship and security, these friendly societies added a feel-
ing of pride and independence. In 1831, a Glamorgan farm laborer and
friendly society member announced: “Poor as I am, I am obliged to no man
for a farthing, and therefore I consider myself as independent as any gentle-
man.” Although less immodest in tone, such independence of mind marks
the testimony of many of the witnesses who in 1848 and 1849 testified before
the select committees on friendly societies. Exceedingly well informed and
sensible, these actuaries, grand masters, and secretaries put to rest fears of se-
cret oaths and sedition, or of gross fraud and extravagant drunkenness. In-
stead, they advertised the workers’ skill and competence, pride and inde-
pendence. We infuse, said the Grand Master of the Odd Fellows, “Feelings of
Self-Respect” and “a Certain Degree of Pride.” Drunkenness was fined, tem-
perance was common, accounts were very sound, there were no oaths, many
clergy belonged, management costs were limited, and the best actuarial tables
were used; such were the responses of the Grand Master, culminating in the
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audacious, we meet in pubs in order to be more independent and “are better
managed without the influence of the gentry.”110

Better managed without the gentry! The press of the governing class had
good reason to grow silent about an institution some of them had once pa-
tronized as an alternative to a poor law. Like Sunday schools, the friendly so-
cieties had, on reaching maturity, declared their independence. The working
classes found in these many societies of mutual assurance, from the smallest
village club begun by a publican to the grand affiliated order of Odd Fellows
and Foresters, an answer to immediate, practical needs, and an answer that
depended entirely on themselves and not on patronizing superiors. Like Sun-
day and dame and day schools, people’s colleges, and many temperance and
improvement societies, the friendly societies were constituted of, by, and for
the workers.

Some workers hoped that cooperative stores and workshops and socialist
communities—in partnership with middle-class progressives, and all based
on self-reliant voluntarism and the principle of association—could not only
better their lives but remake society. Voluntarism, too, had its formula for
utopia.

t h e  p r i n c i p l e  o f  a s s o c i a t i o n

It is a measure of the remarkable pervasiveness of voluntarism that it could
envelop socialism. It was not, of course, the socialism of the twentieth cen-
tury. It was not the socialism of government planning, government welfare,
and government ownership, three features that would have appalled those so-
cialists of early Victorian England, to whom government was hateful and fear-
some, the handmaiden of the propertied class.

Not a tyrannical, corrupt government, but free, voluntary, collective self-
help was the basis of their socialism. Not the triad of government planning,
welfare and ownership, but the triad of village communities, producers’
workshops, and cooperative stores—all voluntary—defined early Victorian
socialism. The new principle was “association,” a term used far more often
than “socialism,” a principle that meant mutual cooperation and sharing, not
ruthless competition and profit, a principle embodied most purely in socialist
communities, producer-owned workshops, and cooperative stores, but a
principle also embodied in charities, schools, mechanics institutes, joint stock
companies, and dock and canal companies—all associations, all voluntary.

The principle of association enjoyed a broad popularity. Infidel Radicals
and pious Christians both praised it. In 1847, scores of churchmen, “many
powerful and distinguished Tories,” filled Exeter Hall, the temple of the evan-
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gelicals, to hear John Minter Morgan expound his scheme of Church of Eng-
land villages organized according to the principle of association. In his Revolt
of the Bees (1826), Colloquies (1837), and Christian Commonwealth (1845),
Morgan had already described his communities of 400 families working to-
gether cooperatively, not competitively, on 1,000 acres.111

A far different meeting was held in May 1840 at the Music Salon on South
Parade Street, Leeds. Hundred of Owenite socialists gathered at their annual
conference to raise a fund to help purchase 530 acres in Hampshire for the
founding of Queenswood, a community based on the cooperative principle.112

Between the devout of Exeter Hall and the rationalists of South Parade lay
many greatly different versions of the widely held principle of association. It
flourished in the Chartist Julian Harney’s Democratic Review and Red Repub-
lican, journals full of extracts from Louis Blanc on “the associative system,”
praise of the great Robert Owen, and Harney’s exuberant “good speed to
every association”—the favorite idea of social reformers. The progressives,
along with the Conservatives were, according to the journalist Hepworth
Dixon, divided between “the Economists and the Associationists.” Dixon
added that while the economists were in the ascendant, “the profoundest
minds of the age are deeply impressed with the principle of associationism.”
In 1850, there was a Journal of Association and a Society for Promoting
Working Men’s Association.113

Association was not solely an English idea. From France in the 1820s and
1830s came Charles Fourier’s idea of phalansteries, where, despite keeping
property private and a hierarchy of four classes, communities would be
formed on the principle of mutuality, sharing, and harmonious association.
Also from France came Claude-Henri de Saint-Simon’s idea of a universal as-
sociation extending throughout the world, one in which women would be
equal with men, one’s status a reflection of one’s capabilities, one’s rewards a
function of one’s work, no inheritance, the rule of the most educated, and
cooperation replacing competition. There would also be a revived rational
Christianity, with Saint-Simon its second Christ. Fourierism led in the 1840s
to a London paper, The Morning Star, and to Hugh Doherty’s organization of
Fourierists, while Saint-Simonian missionaries influenced not a few intellec-
tuals, including the paternalist Thomas Carlyle, the utilitarian John Stuart
Mill, and the Christian Socialist Vansittart Neale. Carlyle soon became disil-
lusioned, as in a lesser way did Mill, although later, in his Autobiography, he
confessed that Saint-Simonian ideas more than any other, brought him “a
new mode of political thinking.” His friendship with Harriet Taylor furthered
that new mode, a mode most distinctly associationist, a mode that made him
a friend of cooperatives, both consumer and producer, and ardent for em-
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ployer-employee partnership and profit sharing—all without government
interference, all voluntary.114 William Thompson, friend and disciple of Ben-
tham, appalled both by the ruthlessness of capitalism and the tyranny of gov-
ernment, joined Mill as another utilitarian straying from economic ortho-
doxy toward cooperative associations. In his Labour Rewarded (1827), he
“sought total change in the present principle of society” through an “associa-
tion” of “capitalist-labourers” that would manage the entire economy. The
Owenite John Bray believed that this associationism was perfectly embodied
in the joint stock principle, whereby “the united working class could [com-
mand] the work, the commodities, the child care, the health—in a word the
happiness” of the nation.115

Most Radicals, zealous for associationism, were not utilitarians—at least
not strictly so. The People’s Journal and Howitt’s Journal were their main
platforms. Some of their contributors, like Dr. F. R. Lees and Goodwin
Barmby, were Owenites; some, like Hugh Doherty, Fourierists; others, like
Samuel Smiles, apostles of self-help; and the Howitts, William and Mary,
were Quakers.116

In Britain, the largest number of believers in the principle of association
were followers of Robert Owen. “Owenism is at present,” said the Westmin-
ster Review in 1839, “in one form or another, the actual creed of a great pro-
portion of the working class.” Robert Owen, in 1839, at the age of sixty-eight,
the grand patriarch of British socialism, had made a fortune in his cotton mill
at New Lanark, Scotland, the largest in Britain. He also made New Lanark a
model factory, published an account of its grand principles, and welcomed
2,000 visitors including the tsar of Russia. The children were well schooled,
the workers well-housed and well-paid, the conditions clean and safe, and, if
more paternalist than cooperative, it was still a first step toward a rational so-
ciety, one in which a correct education, free of superstition, would so form
the next generation’s character that people could live in harmony in those
communities where cooperation and kindness and not competition and self-
ishness ruled. In these communities of from 500 to 1,500, all property would
be held in common. In the 1830s and 1840s, 250 Owenite societies talked
hopefully of this utopia, 50,000 attended Owenite halls of science, and even
more read some dozen of its periodicals. Like their periodicals, however, the
Owenite communities lasted but a short time.117

These failures did not lessen the early Victorians’ fascination with the
principle of association. In 1848 and 1849, Frederick Maurice, professor of
theology at King’s College, London, Charles Kingsley, writer, clergyman and
journalist, and John Ludlow, an English writer raised in Paris on Fourierism,
joined with Thomas Hughes, a favorite pupil of Thomas Arnold, and Vansit-
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tart Neale, a wealthy businessman, to form the Christian Socialists. All were
disturbed by the selfish competitiveness of capitalism and the wretchedness
of the workers. The Christian Socialists established two periodicals, Politics of
the People and the Christian Socialist, and were indefatigable in publishing
tracts, lecturing, and organizing workers’ associations. In 1850, the Christian
Socialist announced that “a new idea” and “a new force” had “gone abroad
into the world,” the new idea being “socialism” and the new force “associa-
tion,” a force “which combined the interests of producers and consumers by
fair price and equality of exchange.”118

Among the developments that explain the popularity of this new idea and
new force, three were most prominent: (1) the actual existence of innumer-
able associations, (2) a moral revulsion at capitalism’s harshness and political
economy’s selfishness, and (3) an entrenched voluntarist distrust of govern-
ment. The first of these developments, the existence of so many associations,
raises doubts on just how “new” that force was. John Stuart Mill found it far
too extensive to be new. “The country is covered with associations,” he wrote
in 1836, citing only those among the working class as a “novelty.” Later, in his
Political Economy (1848), he added the American clipper ships and Cornish
mines as examples of “profit-sharing companies.” In 1849, the Westminster
Review found “the principle of association” in proprietary schools, mechanics
institutes, sick clubs, building societies, and “joint interests in a ship or mine
or canal.” Howitt’s Journal added natural history societies, reading rooms,
and libraries, and the People’s Journal, railways, banks, assurance companies,
infirmaries, industrial schools, and night asylums. To this list, John Ludlow
added Bible, missionary, and tract societies, while James Hole of Leeds’s Re-
demption Society included friendly, educational, and mutual improvement
societies—all part of a “host of voluntary activities . . . to further the elevation
of the people.”119

The principle of association was remarkably comprehensive and elastic.
Cotton mills and landed estates run on paternalist lines were nonetheless as-
sociations of men and women that owed nothing to government, and such
paternalist mills and estates had a powerful impact, not only on the commu-
nities and cooperatives of John Minter Morgan and the Christian Socialists
but also on the Owenites’ Queenswood, a paternalist-run community that had
neither property in common nor practiced full democracy and equality.120

The second reason for the popularity of associationism was its moral supe-
riority to capitalism. Victorian capitalism, so remarkably productive, could
be cruel, just as political economy, so remarkable in advancing knowledge,
could be heartless. Such cruelties and heartlessness led many morally sensi-
tive Victorians, from Coleridge and Arnold to Carlyle and Ruskin, to con-
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demn capitalist exploitation. Their ethical revulsion against capitalism and
political economy, combined with a bewilderment as to any viable alterna-
tive, led them to look both to the moral improvement of the individual and
to a society in which sharing would replace selfishness.

The Christian Socialists and the followers of John Minter Morgan, in par-
ticular, saw in a new morality the basis of a better society. “Socialism,” wrote
James Hole in the Christian Socialist, is the “attempt to introduce kindness
and justice into social relations.” Owenites, of course, envisioned more rev-
olutionary changes toward a society without private property and inequali-
ties, but they nonetheless sought progress through the reform of character.
“Disinterested benevolence,” declared the New Moral World, “will become
the master spring of society.”121

The new world of associationism—the world of cooperative stores, pro-
ducers’ workshops, and village communities—preserved that individualism
dear to many early Victorians, even a self-reliance that was no less sturdy for
being collective. Cooperative policy, wrote George Jacob Holyoake, “has a
distinctly English character, which means . . . self-help not state help.” It was
such a spirit of self-help that Christian Socialists expected would inspire their
producer cooperatives of tailors, shoemakers, bakers, and printers to work
hard, balance their books, repay loans, and share equally. Self-reliance, like
paternalism, wove its powerful way into working-class associations. “The
people would remain miserable,” William Howitt told the Cooperative
League in 1847, “until they had learned to help themselves.”

It was a sentiment that would have pleased John Stuart Mill. Few Victori-
ans wrote more powerfully on behalf of individuality, yet few were more en-
thusiastic for associations, two views that were not really inconsistent, be-
cause for early Victorians the principle of association implied a loose, volun-
tary, free, very private, and personal arrangement.122

That self-help associations were always voluntary is the third reason for the
popularity of the principle of association. Whether a producer’s workshop, a
cooperative store, or a village community, they demanded nothing from gov-
ernment but the same protection of their finances as friendly societies and
joint stock companies enjoyed—a protection they won in the Friendly Socie-
ties Act of 1852. Christian Socialists such as Frederick Maurice and Owenite
socialists such as George Jacob Holyoake would have little to do with gov-
ernment. Maurice in 1839 even opposed the government inspection of
schools, while Holyoake found Karl Marx’s 1848 socialism “disfigured by . . . a
pernicious State point sticking through them.” For Holyoake, government
“in the province of doing evil,” was “almost omnipotent.”123

In an England full of associations that worked, and full also of the hope
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that such associations would both replace vicious capitalism and be free of
despotic government, the principle of association was bound to have thou-
sands of adherents, many of whom looked with the greatest favor on one or
more of three particular forms of association, village communities, produc-
ers’ workshops, and cooperative stores. Of the three, it was the village com-
munity—free, self-supporting, voluntary, and with equality for all—that ex-
cited the greatest zeal. It promised an utopia. It promised freedom from the
claims of greed and competition. It promised, said the People’s Journal, “self-
supporting societies in which the selfish principles which produce devotion to
private property and the unsocial and unchristian competition will be un-
known.” It was a promise that led the Quaker philanthropist William Allen,
not only to outline a scheme for “the voluntary association of benevolent
persons” in his Colonies at Home (1827), but also to purchase a few acres near
Brighton and start a village community of twelve cottages, a bakehouse, a
piggery, and washhouse—later a school on Pestalozzi principles.124 Zeal for
such communities burned even more intensely in Leeds in 1848, when James
Hole persuaded the Leeds Redemption Society to purchase land in Wales for
a “self-supporting village society.” Houses and workshops were built, and
fourteen people moved in. The Chartist Thomas Cooper was also enthusiastic
for communities. Praising Fourier for his “theory of association,” he declared
himself a fervent believer in “the free and voluntary association of hands,
lands, and capital.”125

Robert Owen, of course, had long and tirelessly preached the gospel of
“villages of cooperation” and helped establish them from Sussex to Indiana.
“For nearly 30 years,” writes John Harrison in his The New Moral World, “a
steady succession of Owenite communities spread over England, Scotland,
Ireland and Wales.” At Orbiston, near Glasgow, in 1823, Owenites turned a
five-story stone building into a place of communal living and communal
work; at Ralahine, in Ireland, in 1831, fifty Owenites combined agriculture and
manufactures in their desire to create a self-supporting community; and at
Wisbech, in Cambridgeshire, Owenites created Manea Fen, a grand experi-
ment in mutual self-help. All failed. But failure seldom extinguishes the uto-
pian zeal of true believers. In 1841, Owen himself, as president, joined other
investors in purchasing many acres and many impressive buildings for the
creation of Queenswood, a community that also failed.126

The main reason for these failures was their excessively optimistic expec-
tations of an easy and superabundant productivity, expectations encouraged
by an equally optimistic view of scientific and technological advances. A sec-
ond reason was their ambivalence about authority and property and class.
John Minter Morgan’s scheme in Christian Commonwealth was undisguisedly
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paternalist, hierarchical, and Anglican, which explains why it was never at-
tempted. Owenites preached instead the abolition of private property, class,
and Church, but, in practice, at Queenswood, they kept property, kept
classes, and even sought to transform rationalism into a religion.127

To believe that 500 to 1,000 could live in these free associations, and that
thousands of such associations could constitute a nation, was to be extraor-
dinarily sanguine about the viability of the principle of association. The term
“association” implies a loose grouping, a free and voluntary coming together,
a relationship of trust and mutuality and not authority and discipline. It was a
principle perhaps better suited to small producer workshops.

John Stuart Mill certainly held this view. So did most of the Christian So-
cialists. Based in London, which was full of exploited tailors, shoemakers,
bakers, printers, and builders, they looked to the cooperative workshop as the
means of substituting Christian sharing for capitalist exploitation. In 1850, the
Christian Socialists established the Society for Promoting Workingmen’s As-
sociations, which in turn helped set up twelve workers’ associations of bakers,
builders, printers, tailors, smiths, piano makers, and other trades. Two dec-
ades earlier, Owenites had encouraged both “union shops”—those set up by
craft unions or benefit societies—and the workshops of cooperative societies,
both of whose products could be exchanged at labor exchanges for other
goods or for Labor notes, a proposed currency based on units of labor.128

Workers’ associations were briefly in vogue. In the Edinburgh Review in
1845, John Stuart Mill urged that employers and employees either be partners
or that the employees themselves run the business. In his Principles of Political
Economy (1848), Mill looked ahead to the time when, through “profit shar-
ing” and the “co-operative or joint stock principle,” “the workmen and capi-
talists would shade into each other,” and in 1850, he told a committee of the
House of Commons that the laws should give these workers’ associations the
same limited liability and legal protection enjoyed by friendly societies and
joint stock companies. “There is no way,” he added, “that the working class
can make so beneficial a use of their savings . . . as by the formulation of asso-
ciations to carry on the business with which they are acquainted.” Robert
Slaney, chairman of the Select Committee was as strong for such associations
as was Charles Babbage, the inventor of the first calculating machine, who
made highly explicit proposals for sharing profits, a practice already custom-
ary among some fishermen on the south coast and Cornish miners, and in a
few New England mills and the People’s Mill of Leeds.129

Few workers’ associations for the cooperative production of goods lasted
long. The ruthless competition they sought to replace was too ruthless for
them. An ambivalence about authority also plagued them—especially with
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those associations fostered by the Christian Socialists, in which investing
promoters insisted on control. Endless wrangling and considerable arbitrari-
ness ended with the Christian Socialists dissolving the entire program. To the
acerbic Chartist George Julian Harney, the entire effort was pathetic. How
could a handful of small cooperative workshops with only twenty or thirty
workers prevent the exploitation of millions of miserably paid and over-
worked workers?130

Millions miserable? Yes, admitted Mill and many social reformers, but
later, more and more would be less miserable if morally improved by such
voluntary self-help organizations as producers’ and consumers’ cooperatives.
Mill told a Commons committee that although producers’ cooperatives did
not greatly lower prices, they did elevate the workers by giving them respon-
sibilities. Furthermore, the consumers’ cooperatives would make significant
savings, Mill said, because the profits of England’s many layers of distributors
were extravagant. In 1844, twenty-eight citizens of Rochdale in Lancashire
won fame by establishing the most significant and lasting of the three forms
of cooperative associations, the cooperative store. The Rochdale cooperative
was founded on the principle that all profits would be divided among the
consumers in proportion to the amount of their purchases. The consumers
were also the owners and, through an elected committee, the managers. It was
a voluntary and collective form of self-help.131

Consumers’ cooperatives arose from both economic distress and political
disappointment. The severe depression of the early 1840s so drastically re-
duced the incomes of the poor that they found the high prices and extrava-
gant profits of stores—particularly company owned stores—intolerable. They
were also disappointed in the failures of both village communities and pro-
ducer workshops. Half of the twenty-eight founders of the Rochdale coop-
erative were Owenites who had not only read of the debacles of Orbiston,
Ralahine, and Queenswood but knew that Robert Owen, seeing the millen-
nium at hand, was quite uninterested in small cooperative stores. The
founding of the most successful and lasting of the three forms of cooperatives
sprang, as did Sunday, day, and dame schools, and friendly, building, and
mutual improvement societies, from the working class, and for eminently
practical purposes. In 1876, the Rochdale store showed a profit of £50,668, and
those in Halifax and Leeds profits of £19,820 and £34,510 respectively. Coop-
erative stores in time spread throughout Britain and the world. They were, as
their stoutest champion and first historian, George Holyoake, said, all “self-
created, self-fed, self-sustained, self-growing and daily growing,” and without,
“a light of charity or paternal support . . . but a luminous, inextinguishable,
independent light.”132 The principle of association, so disappointing when
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embodied in village communities and producers’ workshops, thus finally had
a measure of success. The results of associationism, like the results of volun-
tarism, present a very mixed picture, one in which successes and failures in-
termingle, perhaps with the latter prevailing. The principle of association
would provide no miraculous cure for Britain’s many and deep and painful
social problems.
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The early Victorians took an ambivalent view of philanthropy. Some were ar-
dent devotees, some scathing critics, and some—perhaps most—of mixed
mind. Quite unmixed, though, was recognition of its vigor and ubiquitous-
ness. With its hundreds of societies, myriad committees, and thousands of
visitors, fund raisers, organizers, and contributors, it displayed an unparal-
leled zeal in attacking every evil—social, moral, and religious. Leading phi-
lanthropists, such as William Wilberforce, Elizabeth Fry, Thomas Fowell
Buxton, and Lord Ashley, became the heroes of the age. Had they not ended
slavery, reformed prisons, relieved Spitalfield weavers, and freed children in
factory and mine? And innumerable were the lesser heroes who saw in phil-
anthropic societies the only hope for the removal or amelioration of the
frightful evils of an urban, manufacturing and capitalist society. Paternalism
had not penetrated inchoate Manchester, Leeds, and London; capitalism had
not brought the general and lasting prosperity it promised; self-help, so won-
drous to the upwardly mobile, did little for the downtrodden; and almost all
saw government as evil.

Having found paternalism, capitalism, self-help, and government unable
to redress the evils of industrial society, early Victorians thus turned with zeal
to philanthropy, which was, in many respects, the other side of the voluntarist
coin of self-reliance. Philanthropic societies of every kind were established:
societies to help penitent prostitutes, penniless governesses, distressed wid-
ows, oppressed chimney sweeps, the homeless, vagrants, drunkards, orphans,
the imprisoned, and, if deserving, the destitute.

Beyond these philanthropic societies lay two equally vast spheres for doing
good, the area of religion, where a multitude of societies preached the Gospel
to the lost, and the area of education, where a large variety of institutions,
ranging from ragged schools for London urchins to Oxford and Cambridge
for the privileged, attempted to enlighten the nation. And then, most practi-
cal, most desired, and most alive and expanding, there were also medical
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charities of all kinds: hospitals, dispensaries, infirmaries, and asylums for the
insane. It was, as the historian Thomas Babington Macaulay said in 1823 and
the barrister Sir James Stephen in 1846, “the Age of Societies.” There were so-
cieties “for the redress of every oppression,” Stephens told the readers of the
Edinburgh Review, “there is a public meeting . . . for the diffusion of every
blessing [and] . . . a committee.”1 Bright and radiant were the hopes that phi-
lanthropy would be the grand social remedy. “Thank God,” said the Method-
ist Watchman, that philanthropic societies were “increasingly so numerous.”
Even the stern Economist rejoiced that “benevolence and philanthropy have
now taken the place of bigotry and class love.”2 And from the evangelical pul-
pit there was unending enthusiasm: the Reverend Henry Melville called phi-
lanthropy “the very perfection of the social system”; the Reverend R. W.
Hamilton praised its “vast capacity”; and the Reverend William Stowell re-
joiced in its power “to check the ravages of society.”3

Given such bright hopes and so many actual good works, why did so many
treat the idea of philanthropy so unkindly? Why, for example, did Britain’s
leading novelist, Charles Dickens, and its sternest prophet, Thomas Carlyle,
satirize and denounce it?

In “The Ladies’ Societies” and “Public Dinners,” two of his Sketches by Boz
(1838), Dickens recounts the bitter rivalry between “the ladies’ bible and
prayer-book circulation society” and “the ladies’ childbed-linen monthly
loan society” and describes a lavish and indulgent banquet held by the
“Indigent Orphans’ Friends’ Benevolent Institution.” Both sketches are lov-
ing and amiable in tone, although, in the end, the foolish vanities of the ladies
and the vulgar pomposity of the banqueters leave a picture of philanthropists
just as self-involved and vainglorious as those Dickens caricatures in Bleak
House (1850). Mrs Jellyby and Mrs. Pardiggle in Bleak House are parodies of
noisy, pretentious, self-righteous do-gooders; Jellyby is so absorbed with Af-
rica’s Borriboula-Gha tribe and her vast correspondence that she leaves her
family “in a devil of a state,” while Mrs. Pardiggle is an indefatigable visitor of
the poor whose “volubility—on the unruly habits of the poor” is unrivaled.
Both inhabit a world where benevolence is “spasmodic” and charity “restless
and vain in action, servile . . . to the great.” Dickens’s final parody of philan-
thropy occurs in Our Mutual Friend (1865) with its caustic portrait of a ragged
school in “a miserable loft—oppressive and disagreeable—crowded, noisy
and confusing,” packed by “a hotbed of flushed and exhausted infants,”
whose instruction amounts to only a “lamentable jumble” and a “monoto-
nous droning.”

Ragged schools, banquets for orphans, ladies’ prayer-book circulating so-
cieties, and foreign missionary societies all had their faults, as well as their
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virtues. Nowhere in Dickens’s novels are the virtues underscored, everywhere
the faults are magnified, a curious fact, since Dickens was not only an ally of
Miss Angela Burdett-Couts in managing Uranus, a home for reclaimed pros-
titutes, but, as Norris Pope has shown, was active all his life in a vast number
of philanthropies.4 In fact, it seems, Dickens, like so many early Victorians,
was ambivalent about philanthropy.

So was Thomas Carlyle, although not in his chapter on “Model Prisons” in
Latter Day Pamphlets (1850), where he calls philanthropists a dangerous breed.
“Most sick am I, friends,” he writes, “of this sugary disastrous jargon of phi-
lanthropy.” He could not endure “this universal syllabub of philanthropic
twaddle . . . a phantasm . . . fashioned out of extinct cants and modern senti-
mentalism.” Such sentimentalism was part of “a blind loquacious prurience
of indiscriminant philanthropy,” substituting itself “for the silent divinely
awful sense of Right and Wrong.”5

Dickens’s parodies and Carlyle’s fulminations were part of a much wider
disquietude with philanthropy. In using the term, the periodicals of the 1840s
often surrounded it more with negatives than positives. A reading of some
100 periodicals of the 1840s reveals a motley list of pejoratives: they call it
feigned, quixotic, blind, saccharine, morbid, unctuous, false, luxurious, clam-
orous, dreamy, claptrap, misdirected, blundering, fussy, bustling, prying,
noisy, stealthy, selfish, vainglorious, indiscriminant, utopian, passive, intoler-
ant, pernicious, virulent, dangerous, raw, sanguine, quackery, and petti-
coated. Flattering terms also occur: enlightened, sound, practical, true, real,
Christian, comprehensive, genuine, enlarged, benign, warm, earnest, zealous,
pure, exalted, judicious, and enterprising. In number and frequency, how-
ever, the negatives quite outdo the positives, especially when the three most
common pejoratives, pseudo, spurious, and specious, are added to the list,
adjectives that contrasted with the three most frequent positive ones, true,
genuine, and Christian, a contrast reflecting a deep ambivalence. The early
Victorians were skeptical of philanthropy, especially of charities and societies
that were too pretentious and pontificating. Their ambivalence was in a sense
discriminating, since many were aware that philanthropies did in fact come in
all sizes and kinds and varieties, with the genuine jostling with the spurious.

v a r i e t i e s  o f  p h i l a n t h r o p y

Of the seven different definitions of ‘philanthropist’ in the Oxford English
Dictionary, three are particularly revealing. One, taken from the Tory Anti-
Jacobin Review of 1791, simply cites in illustration: “Tom Paine, the Philan-
thropist.” One from 1829 quotes Isaac Taylor on “the spirit that should actu-
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ate a Christian philanthropist.” By 1878, however, a philanthropist had be-
come one who has “astonished the world by giving a large sum of money.”6

The three definitions point to three prominent species of philanthropist, the
reforming rationalist, the earnest evangelical, and the wealthy benefactor.

The reforming rationalists were steeped in the eighteenth century’s belief
in universal benevolence, the triumph of truth and virtue, the limitless power
of education, and the liberation of mankind. Although many shared Paine’s
assumptions, the heroes of most radical reformers, after 1800, were William
Godwin and Percy Bysshe Shelley. A few might even have supported Shelley’s
“Association of Philanthropists” proposed in 1812. For Shelley, as for Godwin,
the philanthropist was one who loved all mankind, all fellow creatures. The
aim of the “Philanthropic Association,” proclaimed Shelley, was “a radical
reform of moral and political evil . . . by diffusing virtue and knowledge, by
promoting human happiness,” a hope not unlike Godwin’s promise that the
“advance in science and useful institutions” would so fuse “individual will
with abstract justice” that there would be “general happiness.”7

Although only a few turn-of-the-century rationalists agreed with the Uto-
pian and anarchical visions of Shelley and Godwin, most of them agreed in
varying degrees that reason and knowledge did lead to virtue and the public
good, that the public good should encompass all mankind, and that it could
do so because man was either innately good or could be greatly improved by
education. Godwin saw in man a permanent “disposition to promote the
benefit of another.” Jeremy Bentham, occasionally called a philanthropist,
saw in self-interest a far more basic and pervasive disposition, but he does, in
his Deontology (1834), emphasize “effective benevolence,” “extra-regarding
prudence,” “universal benevolence,” and “a beneficence [that] consists in
contributing to the comforts of our fellow creatures.” “To do evil for its own
sake,” he added is not “in the nature of man.”8

These optimistic views also occur in the Scottish moralists, in Dugald
Stewart, Sir James MacIntosh, and Thomas Brown, and formed a foundation
for a rationalist philanthropy. “The general principle of benevolence,” wrote
Dugald Stewart, “disposes us to promote the happiness of others . . . [and] to
relieve their distress.” Stewart’s fellow Scotsman Thomas Brown was even
more ebullient, quoting Erasmus Darwin’s enthusiastic verse: “And now,
philanthropy, thy / rays divine / dart around the Globe.”

Erasmus Darwin’s vision was reiterated in the 1788 report of the recently
established Philanthropic Society, with its “plan which has a common and
universal claim upon all men . . . [that will] produce beneficial effects on the
community at large,” a plan the editor called “full, rational and forcible . . .
and in the spirit of philanthropy.”9
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The French Revolution, the rise of large towns, the emergence of proletari-
ats and the coming of religious revivals not only made the sanguine visions of
a Shelley and Godwin, or even the more moderate hopes of a Bentham, seem
fanciful and shallow but threw doubt on the rational philanthropists’ belief in
the goodness of man and the power of reason and knowledge. But however
deep the Tory repression and however pervasive religious revivals, a rational-
ist philanthropy persisted. In the 1840s, it was anything but routed. “The spirit
of the age,” said the English Chartist Circular in 1842, “is emphatically philan-
thropic, knowledge and benevolence are inseparable.” “The goal . . . of the
more enlightened and warm hearted philanthropy,” concluded the Owenite
New Moral World, is “the removal of MOST of the evils . . . in the social state of
man and the mitigation of all.”10 R. H. Horne in his Spirit of the Age insisted
that “philanthropic principles” influenced “the first intellects of the time.” No
evangelicals made Horne’s list, a list headed by intellects such as Dickens,
Southwood Smith, Alfred Tennyson, Harriet Martineau, and Thomas Car-
lyle.11 In 1844, a new journal, The Provident Philanthropist, said its aim was to
promote a union for benevolence, and in 1842, the newly formed “National
Philanthropic Association” resolved to promote “Social and Salutiferous im-
provements”—which meant bath- and washhouses, model lodgings, soup
kitchens, and sanitary reform.12 Owen and Bentham were still popular. There
was no more “genuine philanthropist,” proclaimed the People’s Journal, than
Robert Owen, while Howitt’s Journal praised Bentham for opening up a “lim-
itless field for the exercise of philanthropic philosophy.”13 The rationalist
George Holyoake found in Owenite communities “the philanthropy of these
reconstructors of the world.”14 Owenite communities proved ephemeral, but
not so Bentham’s “philanthropic philosophy,” which embodied itself in end-
less rational reforms of all kinds, all based on the greatest happiness principle,
a principle universal in its application. Yet, in fact, in the 1840s, Bentham’s
philanthropy was largely limited to law, prisons, and educational reforms,
and even in these areas, his ideas were part of a crowded scene. Rationalist
philanthropists were many and diverse. In law, the great Italian criminologist
César de Beccaria was the most widely cited, and on prisons and reformato-
ries, the authorities were Gibbon Wakefield, Frederick Hill, and Captain Ma-
conochie. When it came to education, they were innumerable, including Jo-
seph Lancaster, founder in 1809 of the Royal Lancastrian Association (later
called the British and Foreign School Society); George Birkbeck, who in 1812
established the first of many mechanics institutes; Thomas Hill, founder in
1812 of Hazelwood, one of the first progressive schools in England; and Sam-
uel Wilderspin, founder after 1819 of countless infant schools. Following their
pioneering efforts came Lady Noël Byron, William Allen, and many others
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who began farm and industrial schools, as well as the numerous unnamed
founders of Owenite halls of science and experimental schools of all kinds. It
was a movement that was supported by a flood of writings, ranging from
Maria Edgworth’s didactic tales and James Mills’s definitive Essay on Educa-
tion to Lady Byron’s What De Fellenberg Has Done for Education and Thomas
Hodgskin’s Popular Political Economy.15 Rationalist philanthropists domi-
nated the advance of popular education in the early nineteenth century, a
domination that led the seriously religious to redouble their efforts—and all
in that voluntary spirit, free of government, that fit the philanthropic spirit.

It was not, of course, all rationalism. William Allen, who ran a farm
school, was a Quaker, as were Joseph Lancaster and Thomas Clarkson, the
most ardent of philanthropists . All three reflected a blend of rationalism and
pietism. Allen, who edited the Philanthropist from 1810 to 1811, was secretary
to the Lancastrian society for education and worked closely with James Mill
and Henry Brougham in the Society for the Promotion of Useful Knowl-
edge.16 Education was the rationalists’ preeminent field of philanthropy, a
field wherein their belief that knowledge leads to virtue and virtue to social
betterment made them far more zealous for popular education than the
evangelicals, with their belief in original sin and a divinely ordained poverty.

The Unitarians, the sect that most doubted original sin and most rejoiced
in reason, greatly strengthened the ranks of rational philanthropists. Mary
Carpenter, of Bristol, and Thomas Hill’s son Matthew, of Birmingham, both
raised as Unitarians and both educated by fathers who admired Priestley and
Hartley, were the two most active philanthropists in laying the basis for the
reformatory movement. Mary Carpenter established ragged schools and re-
formatories, and in Birmingham in 1851 and 1853, Matthew Hill, the city’s re-
corder, organized the two national conferences that led to the Juvenile Of-
fender Act, which allowed the government to give grants to voluntarily run
reformatories.17 In their zeal for education, the Unitarians even discovered
philanthropy in a poor law’s assistant commissioners’ report. In 1840, the
Unitarian Christian Teacher praised the education report of Kay-Shuttleworth
and Tufnell for its “judicious, enterprising philanthropy.”18

A rationalist philanthropy had its opponents and rivals. The Eclectic,
Blackwood’s, and Quarterly Review all warned their readers against it. Beware,
said the Eclectic, of “those philanthropists who see in the progress of civiliza-
tion . . . the solving of political and social evils”; do not be beguiled, cau-
tioned Blackwood’s, with “visionary consequences pursued by the humane
and philanthropic”; and, said the Quarterly Review, shun Bentham’s “philo-
sophico-philofelon-philanthropy.”19 The Quarterly Review’s political writer,
John Croker, later confessed, “I have done with theoretical benevolence and
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philanthropy,” a view the Tory Mirror shared when it denounced the philan-
thropy of the rationalists as an “idle dream” that “vanishes in barren specula-
tion [and] universal sympathy” and “terminates in visionary schemes,”
schemes that the Leeds Intelligencer called “selfish” and full of the “ecstacy
[sic] of universal philanthropy.”20 These Tory papers would certainly have
agreed with the Christian Remembrancer that “the sympathy of your universal
philanthropy is gloriously obscure, indefinite, impractical and cheap.”21 The
Remembrancer was High Church, but High Churchmen were not the only
ones suspicious of a rationalist philanthropy. “Do not be deceived,” warned
the Reverend John Giles, a Baptist, by the socialists’ philanthropy.22

The right system for Giles was the philanthropy of the evangelicals, whose
two giants, William Wilberforce and Thomas Chalmers, realized that the
philanthropy of the rationalists was a rival to their own. Wilberforce told his
readers to avoid “the greatest stir about general philanthropy,” since it pro-
moted acts that arise “from worldly motives,” acts that were “very neglectful
of those close to them.” The imperious Chalmers simply dismissed out of
hand the “universal schemes” and “designs of magnificence” of the “raw and
sanguine philanthropists.”23 Both Chalmers and Wilberforce realized that
philanthropists of a rationalist outlook were their rivals. But both also felt
that, seductive as were the rationalists’ philanthropic schemes, they would
weigh little against that far more formidable force, a triumphant evangelical
philanthropy.

t h e  p h i l a n t h r o p y  o f  t h e  e v a n g e l i c a l s

So formidable was philanthropy of the evangelicals that it led David Owen
in his English Philanthropy of 1964 to conjecture that “in the public mind the
world ‘philanthropist’ became all but synonymous with ‘evangelical.’” It was
a conjecture with which many early Victorians would concur. Even R. W.
Church, a member of the Oxford Movement, and its later historian, admits
that “the evangelical religion which led Howard and Fry, to assail the brutali-
ties of the prisons . . . and Clarkson and Wilberforce to overthrow slavery . . .
[provided] an impetus to countless philanthropic schemes.” It provided such
an impetus, said Thomas Gisborne, one of the evangelicals’ favorite philoso-
phers, because Christ’s essential message was a “universal benevolence” that
was part of a “genuine and benign philanthropy.”24 For the evangelical Rever-
end Thomas Dale, “Philanthropy without religion is just talk,” and the Chris-
tian Observer pronounced “the religious philanthropist . . . the best benefac-
tor of his species.” The Congregationalists, no friends of the hidebound
Christian Observer, but still evangelical, agreed, since “to the direct or indirect
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influence of Christianity all the genuine philanthropy in our world may be
traced.”25 However dubious it might be that all genuine philanthropy in the
world derived from Christianity, few doubted that in Cheltenham, all phi-
lanthropy derived from the evangelicalism of the incumbent Reverend Fran-
cis Close and the corps of evangelical curates who presided over the many
churches and schools that he had built in a thirty-year reign that began in
1830. Close was omnipresent and omnipotent. There was not a charity whose
meetings he did not chair, not a Christian cause he did not espouse, not a
Whig or Dissenter he did not denounce, not a Puseyite he did not condemn,
not a theater he did not close, nor a school to whose piety he did not attend.
He was a sabbatarian, an enemy of horse racing, and a foe of strong spirits—
but no teetotaler. Loudly compassionate about the poor, he nonetheless ex-
coriated Chartists, socialists, and trade unionists and preached obedience. As
great as was his zeal for African colonization, the Church Missionary and the
Newfoundland societies, so was the energy he poured forth into the Christian
Knowledge, Church Pastoral, and Church of England Reading societies. His
proprietary appetite was all inclusive. He boasted of “our charitable societies,
our Hospitals, our Orphan asylums, our District Visiting societies, our
schools, and various benevolent institutions.”26 His “our” like the “our” of
many evangelicals, reflected an attempt to corner the market in philanthropy.
To make all philanthropy “Christian philanthropy” in Cheltenham was one
thing, but to do so for all England was quite another. Yet Ford K. Brown, in
Fathers of the Victorians, presents a powerful case that, led by William Wil-
berforce and the group of Low Church social reformers known as the Clap-
ham Saints, the evangelicals made such an attempt. Brown not only lists 345
societies in which the evangelicals were active but enumerates ninety-one
wealthy and titled evangelicals who each belonged to fifteen or more philan-
thropic societies.27 Equally impressive are those great achievements that
ranged from the freeing of slaves to the rescue of children from factory and
mine and including the spread of the Gospel abroad and at home.

The Quakers, who were themselves not untouched by evangelicalism, were
among the evangelicals’ greatest and most productive allies in the emergence
of a Christian philanthropy. Few would rival the zeal and effectiveness of Jo-
seph Lancaster in education, Thomas Clarkson on slavery and merchant sea-
men, Elizabeth Fry and Sarah Martin with prisons, Joseph Gurney on slavery,
capital punishment, and distress, Joseph Sturge on temperance, William Al-
len on slavery, law reform, and education, Samuel Hoare on factory children,
and Thomas Fowell Buxton on slavery and law reform and the destitute. All
were Quakers—even Buxton and Clarkson, who were also members of the
Church of England—and all devout Christians.
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But although devout and touched with evangelicalism, they were also heirs
to the Enlightenment. William Allen, chemist, lecturer on science, intimate
of James Mill, Henry Brougham, and Robert Owen, was founder of the Phi-
lanthropist, a journal whose “sole object” was not to spread the Gospel but
“to stimulate to virtue and active benevolence . . . and [to] render material as-
sistance in ameliorating the condition of man.” Convinced that the “prodi-
gious” advance of knowledge had promoted “the happiness of our species,”
Allen established a farm school in Sussex, worked for the British and Foreign
School Society, and urged that American Indians be taught that “the Great
Spirit of Infinite Power” is “goodness itself.” In his Memoirs, he says not a
word about original sin, conversion, or atonement, but speaks only of the
“Divine Good” and “Supreme Source of Good.” The religion of Wilberforce’s
Clapham Sect was not Allen’s religion, so it is not surprising to find Allen’s
Quaker friend Richard Reynolds writing him about “the ignorance of Wil-
berforce of [the Quakers’] principles as a religious society.”28

The Christian Observer, once the Clapham Sect’s main organ, felt the same
way about Elizabeth Fry, Joseph Gurney’s sister. They praised her good works
but had great doubts about her religious principles. And although the Ameri-
can Quaker evangelical William Savery awakened the twenty-year-old Eliza-
beth Gurney to “a state of enthusiasm” and the “blessing of immortality,” she
had made her revealing confession “I love to feel for the sorrows of others, to
pour wine and oil into the wounds of the afflicted” three years earlier, not
long after what she called her “Deistical phase.”29 Neither do her Memoirs
speak of original sin, atonement, or conversion.

Thomas Fowell Buxton also had deep ethical impulses. His favorite passage
from the Scriptures was “Except your righteousness exceed the righteousness
of the scribe and pharisees ye shall in no case enter the kingdom of heaven.”
Buxton’s yearning for righteousness occurred before he encountered the
evangelicalism of the Reverend Joseph Spratt, and before the illness at the age
of twenty-four that marked his “ascendancy to religion.” Although he had
been baptized as an Anglican, his father’s death when he was six meant that he
had a Quaker mother, a Quaker school, and a Quaker wife, a Gurney and
Elizabeth Fry’s sister. He, too, was more than a little touched by Enlighten-
ment ideas, ideas that fitted well with Quaker beliefs that an inner light dwelt
in all, a belief that Joseph Gurney, the leading religious thinker among the
early Victorian Quakers, compared to Wesley’s belief in inner grace. Histori-
ans have called Gurney a Quaker evangelical, which, in some ways, he, Fry and
Buxton were, but not entirely nor even largely. What evangelical would have
written of sinful man, as Gurney did, that “in the midst of his ruin by the fall,
he is visited with a ray of heavenly light independently of any outward revela-
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tion.”30 It was a belief that would have pleased Thomas Clarkson, who wanted
religion to be “open to free inquiry” and “free of all superstitious shackles.” In
1780, Clarkson was the leading opponent of the slave trade, and in 1840, he
championed oppressed merchant seamen. When Coleridge asked him
whether he ever thought of the next world, he replied: “How can I? I think
only of the slaves in Barbados.” Clarkson believed that true Christianity lay “in
the lives and actions of its professors.” Although formally an Anglican, he
confessed his Christianity was “nine parts pure Quakerism.”31 It was also part
Enlightenment, and part a piety that was, although different in theology, as
deep as that of the evangelicals. It was not, however, as the Christian Observer
and Richard Reynolds insisted, the otherworldly salvation-centered evangeli-
calism of a Wilberforce or Chalmers. Evangelicalism was not of one piece, and
neither did it constitute the whole of the religious revival that, along with En-
lightenment ideas and economic and social developments, led to the flower-
ing of philanthropy. James Stephen even noted that William Wilberforce was
not evangelical in “the blunt and uncompromising tone of his immediate
predecessors.” In his Practical View, Wilberforce argued that “Christian mo-
rality provides . . . proofs of its divine origins.”32 It was an idea that was to ex-
pand and give a larger emphasis to morality as the basis of Christian faith. Not
a few Nonconformist divines welcomed this development. In the sermons of
the Congregationalist Thomas Binney and Edward Miall and the Baptist
George Dawson, morality not only crowded out any notion of predestination
but nearly crowded out any references to the soul’s fate on Judgment Day. For
these modernists, the great Christian duty was to do good, and the more phil-
anthropic the better. For Wesleyan Methodists and Anglican premillenarian
evangelicals, conversion and eternal salvation still loomed large. For the pre-
millenarians, Christ’s Second Coming would occur before the millennium
because so sinful is man and so omnipotent is God that Christ is needed to
usher in that millennium when all will be judged. God was constantly inter-
fering with plagues and misfortunes and arbitrariness. Man could do little and
must look instead to eternity. In the memoirs of many Wesleyan ministers
and in the sermons of premillenarian evangelical Anglicans, the concern for
social problems is slight. This helps to explain the surprising and revealing ob-
servation in Lord Ashley’s diary that he could not rely on “evangelical relig-
ionists” in causes that were “called Humanity.”33

The premillenarian Anglicans and the otherworldly Wesleyans had, of
course, their favorite form of philanthropy, one in keeping with the Reverend
Rowland Hill’s admonition, “How preferable is that bread which endureth to
everlasting life, to that which perisheth.”34 Conservative evangelicals were ex-
ceedingly active in Bible and tract societies, foreign and home missions, and



Philanthropy 239

the district visiting societies that entered the hovels of the poor to bring the
glad tidings of everlasting life. And for postmillenarians who believed that
Christ’s Second Coming would occur only after a truly Christian people had,
by creating the new Jerusalem, brought about the millennium, it was their
philanthropic duty to work for the improvement of Christian life, as well as
the salvation of souls—hence a concern to care for the worldly needs of their
flocks, to organize clothing and coal clubs and establish schools and benevo-
lent societies. Some pious clergymen of the postmillenarian persuasion—
among them the Reverend William Champneys of Bethnal Green, the Rever-
end Hugh Stowell of Manchester, and Wesleyans anxious to care for the
worldly needs of their flocks—also organized clothing and coal clubs and be-
nevolent societies.35 There were philanthropies for every faith and every shade
of faith: High Church sisters of charity and brotherhoods of young men, Bap-
tist temperance societies, Unitarian schools, and secular philanthropies es-
tablished and run by civic leaders, such as local hospitals, dispensaries, asy-
lums, bathhouses, and soup kitchens, which everyone could support.

In 1847, the Athenaeum announced that a “new belief . . . has arisen
amongst us . . . hence we have parks for the people—baths and wash houses
for the people—model dwellings and lodging houses, and sanatory [sic]
regulations.”36 A year later, Fraser’s announced that this new belief consti-
tuted “the New Philanthropy and its spirit was found in the Model Lodging
House, the Bath and Wash house, and the Ragged schools.”37 Samuel Smiles
declared in 1846, “Ours is the Age of real practical purpose, of high philan-
thropic aims,” one that in Leeds reflected “an earnest desire for improving.” It
was a pragmatic outlook shared by the Decorator’s Assistant, which insisted
that “the philanthropist can do nothing better than to build houses for the
poor” and praised the building of model lodging houses, baths, and wash-
houses, the creation of public gardens, and the Health of Towns Association.
Civic leaders of all persuasions promoted these urban improvements. “Baths
and wash houses,” suggested the Athenaeum, “are too vulgar and lowly for the
echoes of an Exeter Hall.”38 Vulgar, perhaps, but eminently useful, even
greatly necessary. The vision of rationalists might inspire Owenite communi-
ties and societies to amend the laws, and the zeal of evangelicals might pro-
mote Bible and tract societies, but it was the growth of large towns and their
multiplying problems that evoked the new philanthropy. It was up to phi-
lanthropy, wrote the reformer George Boole in 1847, to remove “the darker
features in our large cities.”39

Darker features had long existed in the eighteenth century in the form of
disease. Before evangelicalism invaded the upper classes, and while rational-
ists dreamed of utopias, practical citizens in Britain’s burgeoning towns had
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established hospitals, dispensaries, infirmaries, houses of recovery for fever
victims, lock hospitals for those suffering from venereal disease, and asylums
for the blind, the deaf, idiots, and the insane. When the explosion of popula-
tion and manufacturing in the early nineteenth century produced not only
rapid growth and great wealth but severe economic fluctuations and grim so-
cial conditions, practical philanthropists established night asylums, strangers’
friend societies, soup kitchens, infant societies, savings banks, and benevolent
associations of all kinds. And after 1848, when prosperity replaced depression,
public baths and washhouses, parks, gardens, colleges, and art galleries fol-
lowed. A general and practical benevolence and civic pride, not the utopian
schemes of rationalists or the Bible and tract societies of evangelicals, now
defined the nature of philanthropy.

“For nine out of ten,” conjectured Edward Copelston, bishop of Llandaff,
“benevolence and philanthropy might be used as synonyms,” with both
words meaning “actions of kindness, mercy, humanity.” But he quickly
added that to use them in that way was “the main error of illiterates, the error
of being indiscriminate.”40

If philanthropy meant simply benevolence or humanity, what better phi-
lanthropist than Charles Dickens, with his kindly Brownlows and Cheerybles
rescuing wretched Olivers and harassed Nickelbys? Did not R. H. Horne say
that Dickens expressed the spirit of philanthropy? The radical Westminster
Review and the Tory Blackwood’s also called Dickens a philanthropist, but
neither meant it as a compliment. Blackwood’s Sam Phillips called Dickens
one of those “philanthropists” who “teach the loveliness of all that lies in the
hovel and the hatefulness of all that dwells in the palace,” while W. R. Greg, in
the Westminster, condemned Dickens for letting his “feelings warp his
judgement.” So, also, added Greg, did Mrs. Norton in The Child of the Islands,
by making her “philanthropy . . . somewhat indiscriminating” but not Mrs.
Barrett’s “Cry of the Children,” in which “the sympathy of the philanthropists
[finds] its most powerful form.”41 That philanthropists came in various forms
was the opening theme of John Bull’s “Ode to Philanthropy of 1841,” namely,
that “One scarce can tell what shape you’ll next appear in; / Sir Fowell Bux-
ton, Owen, Mrs. Fry, / [or] Chadwick (in Poor Law high authority).” To that
motley list, some would have added Dickens, Mrs. Barrett, and others such as
the Wiltshire gentry and clergy whom the Devizes and Wiltshire Gazette called
“the best friends and true benefactors” so dear to “every philanthropic
mind.”42 In an article in the Edinburgh Review, John Stuart Mill also identified
the paternalism of squire and parson with philanthropy, and, to the confu-
sion of not a few readers, dated the origins of the philanthropic movement to
Malthus’s Essay on Population. Even manufacturers could be philanthropic,
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as Alexander Ure makes clear in his 1835 Philosophy of Manufactures.43 The list
grows ever more diverse, and the view that nine out of ten early Victorians
saw philanthropy as synonymous with benevolence grew ever more persua-
sive; in fact, many early Victorians did just that, identifying benevolence of
every kind with philanthropy. But many meant something different by phi-
lanthropy—they meant a zeal for Christian benevolence, the Gospel, and
moral reform as determinedly asserted in a society or an association. It was
such philanthropy, often evangelical, that often evoked charges of being spu-
rious, hypocritical, and pernicious, charges that came above all from those
periodicals and pulpits that championed paternalism.

p a t e r n a l i s m  a n d  p h i l a n t h r o p y

Six Tory periodicals denounced philanthropy in the 1840s: Blackwood’s,
John Bull, the Quarterly Review, the British Critic, the Englishman’s Magazine,
and the English Review. Blackwood’s and John Bull were the most caustic and
snarling. “Philanthropy is a luxurious creature,” wrote Samuel Philips in
Blackwood’s, “she does not work, she talks. Her disciples . . . sit at home in
satin dressing gowns . . . feeding on turtles.” But not all reclined in satin
gowns. Those from “Puffington Hall,” said another Blackwood’s author,
preached to Eskimos and Africans of the “wonders of tracts and the woes of
new rum.” John Bull was no more flattering. It not only accused the “Exeter
Hall Saints” of confining their labors to love of talking, grunting, and groan-
ing, and to tickling the ladies, but spoke of “a morbid and spurious philan-
thropy” that indulged in a “large amount of eloquent braying.”44 Although the
Quarterly Review was more restrained, it too condemned both universal phi-
lanthropy, which was “gloriously obscure,” and the philanthropy that could
be indulged in while in an easy chair. Its editor, John Lockhart, advised Fowell
Buxton to confine his labors to Spitalfields, advice that would have delighted
three other Quarterly Review authors, William Sewell, John Armstrong, and
John Sterling: Sewell because he hated “indiscriminate philanthropy,” Arm-
strong because only Church soldiers should enter “the very strongholds of
profligacy and sin,” and Sterling because Exeter Hall, so often Buxton’s po-
dium, flowed with the “unctuous silkiness of the professional . . . [and] dismal
obscurantism and raving folly.”45 The British Critic, Englishman’s Magazine,
and English Review hoped that High Church soldiers would replace unctuous
philanthropists, the Critic because “bazaars, shilling and six pence subscrip-
tions and balls, dinners . . . all blunt our consciousness”; the Englishman’s
Magazine because “the multiplication of clubs and associations had been a
sign of decay”; and the English Review because “raising money by public sub-
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scription and printed lists” constituted one of the “saddest records of faint en-
ergies and fickle zeal.”46

The principal reason so many Tories were hostile to philanthropy was their
attachment to the Church of England as the main agency of social policy.
There were, to be sure, secular reasons for opposing philanthropy. Great phil-
anthropic movements to end the slave trade and slavery, to prohibit the em-
ployment of women and children in mines, and to limit hours in factories
threatened vested interests and led to dangerous changes. To Tory peers,
ranging from Lords Eldon and Sidmouth to Lords Wellington and London-
derry, all change was subversive of a prescriptive and divinely ordained order.
For Eldon, all philanthropists were men “pretending to humanity but brimful
of intolerance and swollen with malignity”47 To a moderate voluntarist like
Peel, the secular fear of such malignity had, by the 1840s, diminished, but not
the ecclesiastical hostility.

The High Church was at war with the evangelicals, not only in defense of
the efficacy of sacraments as the way to salvation but also in defense of the
offertory, alms, clergymen, deacons and deaconesses, and Anglican school-
masters as the principal means of mitigating the poor’s misery and teaching
Christian truth and social obedience. High Churchmen could not abide
evangelical devices and societies. “Spurious,” “extorted,” and “questionable”
declared the Reverend John Sandford of “charity sales, . . . balls and bazaars”;
such balls and bazaars, proclaimed the Reverend F. G. Hopgood, “endanger
the principle of Christian charity”; and for the Reverend T. J. Hussey, balls
and bazaars arose from “the delusive complacencies of a selfish and vainglo-
rious philanthropy.”48 The Reverend Frances Paget told his parishioners that
the evangelicals’ “penny subscriptions, missionary boxes and such like
trumpery” were a “pandering to personal vanity.” For the Reverend J. E. N.
Molesworth, the error of philanthropists ran even deeper than the trumpery
of balls and bazaars, since “half the miseries of the world arose from misdi-
rected attempts to relieve them.”49

The views of these paternalistic High Church clergy were not all negative.
Indeed, their negative strictures arose from a positive vision of a truly national
Church meeting the nation’s social needs, a dream not unlike Coleridge’s idea
of a clerisy. At the center of that vision were the altar, the offertory, and alms.
Charity’s “fittest mode,” proclaimed the Reverend William Gresley, “is by of-
fering alms at the altar of the Lord previously to the partaking of the holy sac-
rament of the Lord’s Supper.” Gresley’s colleague Sandford wanted to revive
the offertory, because alms are nobler than “the scanty dole . . . extorted from
an ill concealed reluctance by questionable expedients,” and Paget because
the offertory gives “less scope for hypocrisy and ostentation.”50 With the
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abundant alms of the offertory (and ample tithes and endowments), a truly
national Church would create parochial and diocesan institutions to handle
every social problem. They would include churches and chapels, schools of all
kinds that required the catechism and Anglican masters, collegiate chapters
for young priests, sisters of charity, almshouses, hospitals, asylums, and at the
center, the bishop.51

High Churchmen were not the only ones to dream of a clerisy or to ex-
pound the virtues of parochial and diocesan institutions. The Broad Church
also had glorious but unrealistic dreams of such institutions, although they
would, to the horror of High Churchmen, welcome Dissenters. The evangeli-
cals had their own formula for fusing parochial and voluntary institutions. “A
resident clergy in every district of the parish” was the Reverend Thomas
Dale’s vision, “the center within his own allotted sphere of all those philan-
thropic and pious institutions which the influence of the parochial system
calls into operation.” Evangelicals were proud of the term “philanthropic,” a
term seldom used by High Churchmen—certainly not by Gresley, the evan-
gelicals’ archenemy. Frances Close’s “benevolent societies,” insisted Gresley,
arose from “unworthy motives.”52 From Robert Southey to the bishop of
Exeter, from Oxford’s William Sewell to Parliament’s Sydney Herbert, a pas-
sionate allegiance to an Apostolic Church of England led to deep suspicions
of the proliferating philanthropies that encroached on the Church’s holy
work. “Self-founded communities like temperance societies,” protested the
British Critic have “wrested from [the Church] its manifest attributes [while]
several offices of the Church are usurped by self-constituted bodies.”53 To the
extent that Tories and High Churchmen believed that the Church of England
should be the dominant social institution in a clearly defined and contained
paternalist society, they held the proliferating and varied world of philan-
thropy, with its temperance societies, mechanics institutes, and Dissenters’
visiting societies, to be a dangerous enemy.

Many a London humanitarian also saw philanthropy as an enemy. They
could not abide the philanthropists’ self-righteousness any more than they
could endure the arrogance of paternalism; nor did Chartists and Short Time
men like the philanthropists’ condescending soup-kitchen mentality. Self-
help moralists also doubted some of the philanthropists’ generous views of
charity. Diverse and many were the critics of philanthropy.

a  c h o r u s  o f  c r i t i c i s m

Two events flourished in early Victorian England, the growth of philan-
thropy and the growth of its critics. While praise of a general philanthropy
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was tepid, particular philanthropists were exuberantly praised; and most
praised of all was Lord Ashley. Lesser philanthropists, however, were also es-
teemed, like the Reverend Andrew Reed, builder of orphanages, Angela Bur-
dett Coutts, rescuer of prostitutes, and Elizabeth Fry, comforter of prisoners.
Carlyle’s righteous thunder and Dickens’s cutting satire could abuse and par-
ody philanthropy, but not its leaders—again more ambivalence.

Criticism came from all sides. Liberal individualists as well as Tory pater-
nalists had great doubts about philanthropy. Five weaknesses in particular
bothered its various critics: it was ineffective, it corrupted, it looked abroad
instead of at home, it warped judgment, and its rhetoric and cant hid un-
worthy motives.

That it was ineffective in dealing with poverty was the radicals’ cry. For
William Cobbett, philanthropy offered the poor only a “basin of carrion
soup,” on the one hand, and a “halter on the other,” an old view, echoed in
the 1840s by the working-class poet William Thom and the radical journalist
Douglas Jerrold. “Hospital charities for devastated homes!” expostulated
Thom, “Laugh! Give me a wage.” “Benevolence,” declared Douglas Jerrold,
“very often, like a dog, runs around with her tongue out, yet somehow forgets
to show her heart.” By the 1850s, even the staid Times saw that philanthropy
was often ineffective because it flowed in “so many and partial channels that
few reached the objects desired and many ran dry.”54

Liberal and Radical periodicals ascribed much of philanthropy’s ineffec-
tiveness to the impracticality of philanthropic schemes. The Weekly Chronicle
found Lord Ashley’s joint stock company scheme for building houses for the
poor hypocritical. The idea that substantial dividends could be paid by
building “semi-palaces for the poor,” it called “humbug” and a “delusion.”
The Daily News took a similar view when it called Ashley’s society to aid
seamstresses just another of his “benevolent contrivances.” The Westminster
Review felt the same about Thomas Fowell Buxton’s hope, in Remedies of the
Slave Trade, that pattern farms, schools, missionaries, and agricultural and
benevolent societies would lead Africans to oppose the slave trade. It simply
would not happen. Neither, said Bentley’s Miscellany, would desultory be-
nevolence end England’s lack of education.55

Philanthropy was not only ineffective because impractical and desultory
but it dealt with symptoms, not causes. Such was the view of that prolific
journalist and eloquent free trader W. J. Fox, for whom philanthropy
“penetrates little below the surface,” and Robert Vaughan, of the British
Quarterly, who argued that “no charity can be compared with free trade,”
since before the enormous wretchedness of the lower orders, “the philan-
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thropy of a whole nations of Howards and Clarksons would sink abashed and
confounded.”56

Philanthropy was not only superficial but, far worse, in the form of charity,
it corrupted the poor, which bothered many a political economist, most par-
ticularly its popularizers, Mrs. Marcet, in Rich and Poor; Harriet Martineau,
in Poor Law and Pauper; John Hill Burton, in Political and Social Economy;
and Poulett Scrope, in Principles of Political Economy. For Martineau, charity
both corrupted the poor and lessened the wage fund. Scrope was less severe,
but like many early Victorians, he saw in “the clamorous imposter charity’s
main beneficiary.” Mrs. Marcet agreed, concluding that “the more is given
the more beggars there are.” Burton insisted that “schemes of philanthropy
can be dangerous, “since charity has so virulent an effect on independence of
character, industry, energy and self-reliance . . . that it often produces fright-
ful moral devastation.”57 Unitarians and Tories also feared the devastation
wreaked by charity. In both his sermons and in his Christian Teacher, the
Unitarian J. H. Thom raised the fear that a charity formed “only a palliative
that multiplies distress,” while the Tory Dr. Calvert Holland of Sheffield
warned of the “incalculable mischief from . . . zealous philanthropic exer-
tions.”58

Nothing seemed more indiscriminant than lavishing Bibles and tracts on
Africans abroad while the English starved at home. The Weekly Dispatch,
Daily News, and Spectator all had doubts about faraway missions. The Dis-
patch wondered why “enormous sums . . . [went] to Africa, Asia, and America
in order to impart instruction to savages that cannot receive it.” The Daily
News felt it knew why: it was “much more agreeable to give abroad [since] no
self reproach is associated with the suffering.” For the Spectator, it was the ab-
stract nature of the “African” that led to uncritical giving. For the astute Ed-
ward Edwards, pioneer of public libraries, the remoter the area, the greater
the philanthropy, which might explain why the London Missionary Society
had begun with the South Sea Islanders.59

Criticism of benevolence abroad and neglect at home was not, however,
widespread. In the deeply religious 1840s, few doubted Jesus’ command to go
forth and preach the Gospel. Far more widespread was the fourth of the
charges, the charge that the philanthropic impulse too often warped one’s
judgment. It led to “mawkish sensibility,” “foolish benevolence” to the poor
by “humanity mongers who seek to build a reputation,” “utopianism,”
“maudlin sentimentalism,” “a blind and therefore false philanthropic im-
pulse,” and, in the case of Dickens, “feelings” that warped his judgement—
such were the views of Bentley’s Miscellany, the Spectator, the Sunday Times,



246 b a s i c  a t t i t u d e s

the pamphlets of Toulmin Smith, the Athenaeum, and the Westminster Re-
view.60

For many, the movement led by Lord Ashley to limit the hours of factory
labor most clearly showed how feelings could distort judgement. But other
causes also elicited that charge: full of sentimentalism and deficient in tough-
mindedness were ardent free traders, amenders of the criminal code, reform-
ers of the game law, and advocates of a more generous poor law. The Econo-
mist said in 1854 that Lord Palmerston lacked “great penetration or judg-
ment,” because he was “easily led by philanthropic notions.” Palmerston’s
folly was to urge the renewal of the General Board of Health. Nine years ear-
lier, the Economist had insisted that “charity is the national error of English-
men, generally a very mischievous and very ostentatious one.”61

The mention of “ostentation” always rang a bell with those suspicious of
the motives of philanthropists. It was not Carlyle alone who shouted “cant”;
the Durham Chronicle in 1847 announced that “the cant of philanthropy” was
“rapidly becoming what all cants should be—supremely ridiculous.”62 The
cant in question was Thomas Duncombe’s motion for a parliamentary in-
quiry into mining accidents. Francis Place had much earlier charged that the
Quakers were benevolent “principally from a love of distinction,” reflecting
the Radical’s suspicion of power and wealth, which by 1860 led Henry May-
hew to claim that philanthropy “rose from love of power.”63 “A love of lucre
and respect for rank,” said the Athenaeum, too often lay behind the philan-
thropist. For the Eclectic, their sin was “a selfish desire to win approval,” one
that encouraged a “semblance of beneficence.”64

Some worldly motives for philanthropy were not hidden at all but openly
advertised—hence balls, bazaars, banquets, and concerts, with their lists of
patrons. Concerts in particular evoked Punch’s mirth. “How cheering to the
philanthropist,” it wrote, willing to help “the wretched widow and orphan [by
listening to] the very best music.” Arousing Fraser’s satirical fancy were phi-
lanthropists as busybodies—“Committees of Gentlemen and Committees of
Ladies,” whose “rivalries and jealousies, yea enmity itself, work for the sick
and maimed.”65

There were, of course, more than five reasons to fault the philanthropist.
From William Cobbett’s “Halter for the poor” to Douglas Jerrold’s “‘slavery,
the Only Remedy,’ by a Philanthropist,” radicals saw in philanthropy a threat
to liberty. Philanthropists could not, said the Sun, resist “undue meddling.”
“A spurious charity,” declared the self-help moralist Thomas Beggs, taught
“contentment instead of high ambition.”66

Some of the vast and varied criticisms of philanthropy came from its ad-
mirers and participants themselves, criticisms that reflected the deep am-
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bivalence of the early Victorians toward philanthropy. A pervasive sense of
“pseudo” as against “genuine” philanthropy underlay a perplexing picture of
weaknesses and strengths.

a  b a l a n c e  s h e e t :  s t r e n g t h s

David Owen in his magisterial English Philanthropy, 1660-1960 and Frank
Prochaska in two perceptive studies, Women and Philanthropy in Nineteenth-

Century England and The Voluntary Impulse, have strongly underlined the
hugeness, diversity and dynamism of early Victorian philanthropy.67 There
was little, said its supporters, that it could not do. If there were homeless in
the cities, let them turn to London’s Charitable Night Refuge or to the homes
of the Stranger’s Friend Societies in Leeds, Manchester, and Liverpool; if un-
ruly vagrants were a problem, let the Society for the Repression of Mendicity
feed, shelter, and work them hard in the stone yards, as they did in London
from 1830 to 1850, with half a million meals provided and countless stones
crushed; if girls were being lost to prostitution, let Magdalen houses or the
less theological Rescue Society of London rehabilitate them; if criminal laws
were too harsh, join the Law Amendment Society and urge their mitigation; if
thousands were facing starvation as capitalism broke down, open soup kitch-
ens—soup kitchens that, David Owen notes, became a permanent feature of
towns that suffered economic distress; if factory workers labored for long
hours, form Short Time Committees; and if women in prison, workhouses,
asylums, and slums were friendless, godless, and despairing, send good
Christian women to visit them, because in consoling, advising, and caring,
Victorians felt, women far surpass men. The list goes on and on, so vast and
many were the social problems in early Victorian England and so vast and
many the societies for their mitigation. It was indeed the first and most
manifest strength of philanthropy that it was so flexible and adaptable, so far-
ranging and so purposeful, that it could address problems far different in na-
ture and context.

Philanthropy did much good, for example, in the world of medicine. By
1840, the provinces had 114 hospitals, as against the 38 of 1800, and in those
thirty years, London added 14 hospitals as well. They were also much im-
proved hospitals, not a little owing to the philanthropists who had helped es-
tablish the medical schools associated with both London and provincial hos-
pitals. Great advances were made, not only in the study of anatomy, the status
and skill of surgeons, and the care of patients with fever, but in the develop-
ment of effective anesthesia and the use of antiseptics, improvements that
lowered mortality in hospitals, according to John Williams, to an average of 4
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percent. Dispensaries and infirmaries served the many who could not afford
or did not need hospitals—some 6,000 were “on the books” of London’s
Charing Cross dispensary. Nearly a third of those treated at Sheffield’s dispen-
sary had fractures set, burns salved, cuts bandaged, and other treatment.68

Philanthropy was not mere cant to these laborers or to the 23,490 Manchester
destitute who found lodging in 1842 in the Night Asylum. According to the
German visitor J. G. Kohl and the ardent Methodist Benjamin Love, a flexi-
ble, wide-ranging philanthropy took the hard edge off grim, dirty, depression-
ridden Manchester. To the Night Asylum, innumerable churches, eighty-six
Sunday schools, and a full array of medical charities, ranging from the Royal
Infirmary to the Eye Institute, Manchester’s philanthropists added yet more
charities: for the deserving poor, tickets from the Provident Society and blan-
kets and sheets from the Loyal Fund; for all the hungry, soup kitchens, and
for those reported dying, a Humane Society. There were also, as part of the
march of mind, two Lyceums, an Athenaeum, a statistical society, a mechan-
ics institute, a zoological collection, an art gallery; and, as part of advancing
self-reliance, 500 friendly societies serving some 8,000, a school of the Royal
Lancastrian Association, two National Schools, a Jubilee school for the afflu-
ent, a Blue Coat Hospital school for the less affluent, and an industrial school
for the delinquent. Countless Bible, religious tract, and church building so-
cieties promoted Christian faith, as did a most remarkable institution, the
Town Mission, whose “60 agents visited the miserable haunts of the poor.”69

It was the peculiar strength of philanthropy to have a voracious appetite.
No problem was beyond its wide-ranging desire to ameliorate. Juvenile
crime, distressed needlewomen, the loneliness of the jobless, alienated gov-
ernesses, and the filthy dwellings of the lower orders all evoked compassion.
For children on the verge of crime, the enlightened instruction and healthy
work at farm schools run by Lady Byron, Mrs. Davies Gilbert, William Allen,
and Lord King, Sheriff Watson’s famed industrial school in Aberdeen, and
industrial schools in Manchester, Liverpool, and Glasgow all offered reform
and an escape from a career of wretchedness and misery. And for juvenile of-
fenders, there were the reformatories of the Philanthropic Society’s Red Hill,
Mary Carpenter’s Kingswood, and the magistrates of Warwickshire’s Stret-
ton-on-Dunsmoor.70 To these children, philanthropy was neither spurious
nor pseudo. Nor was it such to the distressed needlewomen and jobless gov-
ernesses whom philanthropists helped go to the colonies and a new career.

In 1847, Mary Chisholm established the Family Colonization Society, and
in 1849, Mary Jane Kinnard started the British Ladies Female Emigrant Soci-
ety. The establishment of these societies and a proliferation of further emi-
gration societies at midcentury reflected the widely held conviction that emi-
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gration was the great panacea for destitution. That it barely scratched at the
extent and depth of destitution meant little to those needlewomen and gov-
ernesses who did escape the thralldom of pitiful wages or a lonely, jobless al-
ienation. Not so dramatic, but still salutary were the baths and washhouses of
Hull, which offered cleanliness to the grimy and filthy, the result of the
broadest of philanthropic efforts. “Not a single name of eminence” said the
Hull Adventurer in 1840 of the meeting to build the baths, “was missing.”71

Emigration societies and baths and washhouses that did their modest
good, paled into insignificance in the eyes of most early Victorians compared
to that Christian philanthropy that made paramount the soul’s eternal wel-
fare. “The most important of all charities, the charity to the soul,” proclaimed
the Reverend Edward Bickersteth, “is the soul of charity.” A resolve to save
souls sent Anglican and Dissenting evangelicals to the furthest corners of the
globe and to the most squalid slums at home.72 Samuel Low’s Charities of
London lists eighty-one home and foreign missionary societies. The greatest
of these was the British and Foreign Bible Society, which in 1829 had over
2,500 local associations and 10,000 agents (mostly women), and distributed
one and a half million Bibles and two million tracts.73 To an age still con-
cerned with eternity, a central purpose of philanthropy was the salvation of
the soul. But the men and women of these societies valued just as highly the
moral reformation of the lax and wicked and the consolation of the sick and
dying and imprisoned. They also sought to console and reform the destitute
in their hovels, the pauper in the workhouse, and prostitutes in penitentiaries.
Women once again admirably manifested the strength of this Christian phi-
lanthropy. Elizabeth Fry and her lady visitors brought the blessings of the
Gospel to prison upon prison; workhouse visitors brought cheer into these
grim barracks; and temperance ladies rescued drunkards. Drunkards, de-
clared the Congregational Magazine, are “one of the special provinces of
Christian philanthropy.”74

It could have added prostitutes, criminals, and juvenile delinquents. To-
ward these sinners, many philanthropists poured forth much compassion,
often a compassion exceeding that shown to those many who were destitute
through no fault of their own. Very few were the evangelicals who did not
support the harsh New Poor Law. Sin absorbed the evangelicals. The curse of
Adam left an indelible stain of sin, which only Christ’s merits and sacrifice
could remove. The best of Christian philanthropists condemned sin but not
the sinner. The resulting compassion toward all sorts of sinners certainly
forms one of the most impressive strengths on the asset side in any balance
sheet of philanthropy.

Kindness to sinners and to the less sinful as well, ranging from orphans to
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the insane, also lessened many a philanthropist’s anxiety about his or her own
sinful soul. Middle-class women in particular, who played such an active role
in philanthropy, gained significance in a life otherwise constricted. And for all
the charitable, there was the happiness that, said the Reverend Hugh M’Neil,
arose from “an active service of brotherly kindness and widespreading be-
nevolence.” Many in that age of religious anxiety lessened their doubts by
making morality the buttress of their faith.75

“Visiting” lay at the core of Christian philanthropy’s hope for the moral
reform of society. Not only would it bring the Gospel to infidels and heathens
and console prisoners and prostitutes, but through the District Visiting Soci-
ety and Home and Town Missions, it addressed the festering problems of an
industrial and urban age. In 1845, the First Report of the Young Men’s Society
for Aiding Missions praised “that Gospel which alone can elevate the minds
and thus alleviate the moral miseries of our countrymen.” For the Reverend
Edward Bickersteth, “systematic visiting” was the best means for “aiding and
relieving the necessities of the poor.” In 1850, the London City Mission had
340 paid workers systematically visiting the poor; the Congregational Union
boasted of 120 Home Missionaries “proclaiming the Gospel to 60,000”; 214 of
250 Church of England parishes in London had visitors; the General District
Visiting Society had 573 volunteers; and at Leeds, the Town Mission visited
56,258 “cottages of the poor” and delivered tracts to every house.76 To the
message of Christ’s saving grace was added the morality of self-help, of fru-
gality, industry, providence, and sobriety, as the philanthropic and the self-
reliant outlooks merged to help define the social conscience of the early Vic-
torians.

Flexible, widespread philanthropy could merge not only with a self-reliant
voluntarism but with reliance on law and government. At first glance, to be
sure, philanthropy often appears to be identical with voluntarism, but it
could depart from that allegiance. Although it did fuse nicely and extensively
with voluntarism, it also embraced reform by act of Parliament. It did much
good through factory, mining, and sanitary measures, a good that definitely
belongs on the asset side of the balance sheet.

Philanthropy’s two greatest moments were in fact the acts of Parliament of
1807 and 1833 that ended the slave trade and slavery. The early giants of the
great liberation and of the world of philanthropy, Wilberforce, Clarkson,
Buxton, and Allen never hesitated in using government to do good or in
forming societies to force it to do so. Among their successors who kept that
tradition alive, none exceeded Lord Ashley with his tireless advocacy in Par-
liament for a ten-hour factory day, an end to child labor in mines and facto-
ries, healthier towns, more humane insane asylums, and emigration.
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To Ashley’s supporters and enemies, these were acts of philanthropy. The
Sun celebrated the Ten Hour Factory Act of 1847 as “a triumph of philan-
thropy,” while the Sunday Times ascribed it to “the utopian dreams of phi-
lanthropists”77 The sanitary reformers were also praised and abused as phi-
lanthropists, as were education reformers and advocates of the humane
treatment of animals.78

Even free traders and defenders of the Corn Law were called philanthro-
pists. J. O’Connell told the Commons that “true philanthropists were those
who by unshackling commerce gave industry employment,” while the Sussex
Agricultural Express called the Corn Law a part of “Christian philanthropy.”
There was, indeed, as W. R. Greg noted in the Edinburgh Review, “plenty of
floating philanthropy at work.”79

Of this “floating philanthropy,” none obsessed its critics more than prison
and law reformers. Had not Carlyle singled them out for his vituperation?
And did not the Quarterly Review denounce the “extravagance” of a “philan-
thropy” that would abolish capital punishment altogether? Since the 1820s,
the death penalty had been ended for some 600 offenses, a reform that con-
stituted another great monument to the early giants of philanthropy, to Sir
Samuel Romily, Sir James MacIntosh, William Allen, Fowell Buxton, and
Elizabeth Fry.80 In parliamentary reforms, as in the creation of voluntary in-
firmaries and soup kitchens and farm schools, there was indeed plenty of
floating philanthropy. The good it did was far-reaching, vastly diverse and, in
precise terms, incalculable; in its prodigious variety and extraordinary ear-
nestness, it greatly strengthens the positive side of the philanthropic ledger.

Few are more appreciative of these strengths than David Owen and Frank
Prochaska, and yet both are uneasy about philanthropy’s overall record. After
describing the admirable work of the Metropolitan Visiting Relief Associa-
tion, Owen confesses that there was still “a huge gulf between rich and poor,”
while Prochaska admits the philanthropists were never free from an embar-
rassing “persistence of poverty” and occasions of “confusion and muddle.”81

In terms of bustling activity, inexhaustible energy, and countless societies and
associations, early Victorian philanthropy seems awesome, but in terms of re-
sults, it is often less impressive.

t h e  b a l a n c e  s h e e t ;  w e a k n e s s e s

The ledger on philanthropy also has its debit side, its weaknesses. There
were, for example, too few really active philanthropists, and too many who
were apathetic. Too few! When philanthropy was so vast and wide-ranging?
Yet such was the judgment of Lord Ashley. Most philanthropic work was
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done, Ashley claimed, by “a small knot of chosen persons, whose names you
will find repeated in the catalogue of every charity,” a verdict David Owen
also gives in noting that certain names, “Gurney, Hoare, Buxton, and Thorn-
ton, not to mention the omni-present Ashley . . . occur again and again, often
constituting interlocking directorates.”82 The dedication of an Elizabeth Fry, a
Fowell Buxton, or the seamstress Sarah Martin, with her indefatigable visits to
console Yarmouth gaol prisoners, was, in fact, in an England of sixteen mil-
lion, singular and exceptional. An anonymous pamphlet on destitution in
Edinburgh observed that relief efforts were the work of “a few practical phi-
lanthropists,” while among the others there reigned “a surprising amount of
apathy,” a condition the reforming Edinburgh doctor W. P. Alison confirmed
by noting that during the acute distress of 1842, only 1,348 citizens gave more
than a pound to the relief committee. It was a stinginess Londoners could
emulate: three of the wealthier trade associations, the grocers, the goldsmiths,
and the merchant tailors, gave only twelve shillings each to the British Female
Penitents Refuge.83

If perhaps a penitential refuge was too negligible, certainly the work of the
all-important London City Mission and its visits to the destitute were not—
and yet, in 1845, it received only £3,484 from all sources.84 In 1849, according
to the Reverend Henry Worsley, sixteen million English gave, if hospitals and
schools were excluded, less than one million pounds a year to the country’s
charitable and philanthropic institutions.85 If Worsley is at all accurate, and if
foreign missions were, as the evidence suggests, one of the first priorities of
the evangelicals, then not much was left for grappling with the social evils of
an urban and industrial society. Although there is no way of measuring what
was actually spent in philanthropy, much must have been left undone. In
Chapter 8, on “Voluntarism,” efforts to improve the housing and health of
the poor were shown to be decidedly defective. “In spite of efforts of states-
men and philanthropists,” observed the Times in 1854, “those classes who
form the substructure of society deteriorate, while all around them ad-
vance.”86 Most worthy philanthropic endeavors gave more the appearance
than the reality of progress. Although hundreds read of Elizabeth Fry’s visits
to Newgate, of the work of the Philanthropic Society’s school for juvenile de-
linquents, of the farm schools of William Allen, Lady Byron, and Mrs. Davies
Gilbert, and of Joseph Strutt’s magnificent gift of an arboretum to Derby, far
fewer realized that except for the women’s ward, Newgate, not to mention
England’s other wretched prisons, went largely unreformed; that Strutt’s ar-
boretum elicited few  emulators; that in 1849, the Philanthropic Institute’s
school took in only fifty boys; that the enrollment in the farm schools men-
tioned above was thirteen, eighty, and twenty-one respectively; and that at-
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tendance at Mrs. Gilbert’s school lasted only a few years. How minuscule
compared to the thousands of juveniles sent to prisons in the 1840s, where
hardened adults taught them crime.87

The annual reports of philanthropic societies boasted often and at length
of great endeavors. None did so more vigorously than those of the London
City Mission and the District Visiting Society, with their imposing statistics
on the thousands of visits and tracts delivered, and yet poverty, disease, over-
crowding, slums, ignorance, hopelessness, and crime continued unabated, as,
indeed, did working-class indifference to religion. To the weakness of too few
active philanthropists and too much apathy can be added another weakness,
that of the Christian philanthropists’ narrow concern with salvation.

The clearest manifestation of that narrow concern lay in England’s passion
for foreign missions. No other philanthropy received larger funds. Although
it distorts history to claim that evangelicals were so busy saving souls abroad
that they neglected suffering at home, it would also distort history to say that
suffering at home enjoyed an equal emphasis. Nor is it true that for workers
in Home Missions, material want enjoyed an equal emphasis with the salva-
tion of the soul. An otherworldliness characterized Christian philanthropists
of all faiths except the Quakers and Unitarians: for Frederick Lucas, the Ro-
man Catholic editor of the Tablet, “the interests . . . of the soul were para-
mount over all political and worldly considerations whatsoever”; for Samuel
Wilberforce, bishop of Oxford, the clergy’s “one work is to win souls to
Christ, not [the] amendment of society”; and for the evangelical Christian
Observer, “the soul is of more value than the body.”88 Leeds’s venerable Con-
gregationalist Reverend John Ely, whose favorite cause was foreign missions,
declared that, compared to the salvation of souls, “how little are our manu-
factures, our commerce, our politics, our empire . . . mere baubles, mere
shifting shams.”89 For the great Dr. Chalmers, the “great monuments of phi-
lanthropy . . . [had] their eyes full on eternity.”

Many with eyes on eternity still saw in the consoling of the dying or the
cheering up of the imprisoned the greater part of the Gospel’s blessing. The
Congregationalist Dr. Campbell, a great admirer of Chalmers, and convinced
that the power of “lay visitations” would prove comparable to “the power of
steam,” urged, in his Jethro: A System of Lay Agency (1839) that visitors con-
sole the dying peasant, “bring cheer to the prison cell,” and dispel “the dark-
ness of an island”—but not once, in 336 pages, does he mention material as-
sistance. It was a spiritual view in keeping with the London City Mission’s de-
cision to prohibit its agents from distributing charity. The City Mission also
declared that “ITS GREAT DESIGN IS TO SAVE THE SOUL.”90

The Christian philanthropists were not always agreed on how to save the
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soul. Some Anglicans had doubts of the effectiveness of the London City Mis-
sion, since it had “no articles, no tests.” The bishop of London, aghast that the
City Mission was “a hot bed of dissent and schism,” helped form the Church
of England’s exclusive Scriptural Readers Association, whose laymen could
do nothing more than read the Bible to those they visited.91 Sectarian jeal-
ousies, enmities, and quarrels over otherworldly truths weakened philan-
thropic efforts already narrowly focused on the soul and obsessed with
Christ’s Second Coming. Edward Bickersteth, Thomas Birks, Hugh Mon-
tague Villiers, Hugh M’Neil, and James Haldane Stewart, all evangelical cler-
gymen, either helped establish or were active in the Prophesy Investigation
Society and preached that after Christ’s Second Coming, which was immi-
nent, there would be a thousand years of peace and then the final judgment.92

Evangelicals, who esteemed Bickersteth second only to Chalmers, would find
in his sixteen volumes much on the Book of Daniel, on prophesies, and on
the poisonous nature of Catholicism, and only rare comments on how to
solve poverty or any other social problems. The same is true of the sermons
of Hugh M’Neil and Thomas Birks. Awaiting the Second Coming was not
conducive to organizing for the removal of social miseries.93

Many otherworldly evangelicals, even premillenarians, did relieve the des-
titute and did work for cleaner towns and more civilized prisons and asylums.
Birmingham’s Reverend William Marsh, although awaiting the Second
Coming, did establish schools, shoe, clothing and blanket clubs, and provi-
dent societies. But Marsh’s efforts were not typical of Birmingham’s evangeli-
cal clergy. More typical was the Reverend John George Breay, who every fort-
night left a tract at each house and had his agents urge those visited to read
the Bible, give their children a Christian education, and observe the Sabbath.94

Whether promoting clothing clubs or Bible reading, Marsh and Breay
would have agreed on the importance of a self-reliant morality, a doctrine
second only to the importance of the soul’s salvation among Christian phi-
lanthropists. Their self-reliant morality could be harsh, as it was in the evan-
gelicals’ favorite social philosopher, Thomas Chalmers. The Malthusian
Chalmers told the poor not to marry and the Scots not to adopt a compulsory
poor law. Nor was Chalmers the only one with harsh attitudes, attitudes that
formed another weakness of the philanthropists: there were tough-minded
prison philanthropists, insensitive proponents of compulsory child emigra-
tion, pleasure-denying Sabbatarians, Magdalene house despots, advocates of
a harsh poor law, and those in the Society for the Suppression of Mendicity
who were quick to send a vagrant to the stone yard. Even the humane Eliza-
beth Fry had either a harsh streak or myopia; she praised both the Parkhurst
prison for juveniles and the old Coldbath Fields prison, even though Parkhust
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manacled its errant boys and imposed four months of separate confinement
on every new inmate, while Coldbath Fields used the treadwheel, whipping,
and, in place of separate confinement, the hated silent system, in which no
prisoner was ever to speak to another. Mrs. Fry also had card games and nov-
els banished at Newgate, shades of the moral severities of Wilberforce’s Soci-
ety for the Suppression of Vice.95

Fry and Buxton were the more humane of prison philanthropists; far more
severe were evangelicals like John Field, John Clay, George Heaton, Whit-
worth Russell, and William Crawford (the last two also being prison inspec-
tors). They were all evangelicals and all proponents of separate confinement,
a form of solitary confinement relieved only by infrequent visits of a chaplain
or turnkey. It was a prison discipline that William Wilberforce supported,
believing that it would help “restore . . . [the] mind to a sense of shame and
repentance.” The separate system that these prison philanthropists imposed
proved so cruel and damaging to mental health that it was, except for a few
fundamentalists, abandoned or greatly modified.96

Good intentions also led other philanthropists to severe measures. The
promoters of the Children’s Friend Society rescued juvenile vagrants from
the cruel streets of London, only to ship them to servile work in South Africa,
and did so at the very time that many denounced transportation of convicts
to Australia as inhumane. In 1839, the Times condemned the society’s “secret
and harsh ways” and its forced emigration. Nevertheless, it not only contin-
ued the practice but the greatest philanthropist of the age, Lord Ashley, urged
that the products of his beloved ragged schools be sent to the colonies. It
would be for their own good, said Ashley, a rationale that covered a legion of
severities, including Magdalene houses that insisted on shaving off a prosti-
tute’s hair in order to increase her penitence.97

Among the legion of severities, none was more pervasive and more harm-
ful than a neglect of the destitute. Many a tireless visitor to the squalid hovels
of the poor would deny such neglect, and many justly so, since their many
visits and occasional gifts reflect a genuine compassion. But for most of the
destitute, there were either no visits or visits that helped very little. Often
there was only the grim workhouse, the product of that harsh New Poor Law,
which most Christian philanthropists supported. Very few of the evangelical
M.P.’s voted to make the law more generous. According to Thomas Chalm-
ers, whom so many evangelicals read for guidance, poor relief was not, as
Paley argued, an inherent right, but should flow spontaneously from Chris-
tian benevolence—a theory that led Chalmers to an adamant opposition to a
state poor law for Scotland. It was a theory that fitted well with the evangeli-
cals’ heroic attempt to have Christian philanthropy fill the urban void that
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neither the paternalism of property nor the intervention of government filled.
It was a beautiful vision, if charity flowed freely and generously. But not too
freely, not too generously, declared Chalmers. “Give as little as possible,” he
told his followers, or “nothing at all.” He also declared that “a poor man who
is ungenerous in desires is worse than a rich man ungenerous in doings.”
Such a poor man does “a far wider mischief,” since “his rapacity [and] raven-
ous gripe” mark him as “the arch-oppressor of his brethren.” The poor men’s
“gall of bitterness” and “low sordidness” makes them like those “harpies . . .
deadlier than baronial tyrants.” The embittered poor spread “a cruel and ex-
tended blight over the fair region of philanthropy.”98 The bitterness of this
outburst helps explain why Chalmers preferred a voluntary to a compulsory
poor law, a preference unfazed by the discovery of W. P. Alison and others
that the voluntary system left the Scottish poor not only far more destitute
than the English poor but just as idle and profligate. Although not many
Christian philanthropists in England shared Chalmers’s harshest views, he
remained their favorite and won effusive praise from the Christian Observer
and the Record. Prompted by fear of opening “the floodgates of pauperism,”
the Christian Observer in 1841 found no reason to object to Chalmers’s Chris-
tian and Civic Economy, with its insistence that generous charity corrupts. In
the grim depression of 1842, the Christian Observer not only insisted that poor
relief belonged to the Church, not the state, but praised Scotland’s voluntary
system of relieving the poor. For England, the Christian Observer supported
the New Poor Law, as it supported the Corn Law, separate confinement,
capital punishment, and the belief that “the religious philanthropist is the
best benefactor of his species.” The Record differed little from the Christian
Observer. It too stood stoutly by the Corn Law and the New Poor Law. While
the old poor laws encouraged “idleness, improvidence and vice” and “women
living in immorality,” the new law was a “constant stimulus to . . . industri-
ousness . . . [and] sober and moral habits.” Neither the Christian Observer nor
the Record ever criticized the separation of husband and wife in the work-
house. In February 1847, the Record also pronounced “admirably good” Eng-
land’s policy toward Ireland, a policy that had the month before closed down
its public works only to await until late spring to establish soup kitchens. And
only in the autumn did the government establish a poor law—one that was
barely adequate, and that the Irish, not the English, would pay for.99

It is paradoxical that a Christian philanthropy at whose very heart lay
charity was so uncharitable. How could J. B. Sumner, bishop of Chester, who
published twenty-three sermons entitled Christian Charity, one of which
called charity “The Surest Mode of Benefitting the Poor,” have played an ac-
tive role on the commission that laid the basis for the New Poor Law and its
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uncharitable workhouse test? A possible clue to the paradox is the Reverend
Henry Melville’s insistence that “we estimate the worth of charitable institu-
tions by their tendency to check pauperism.” Christian philanthropy by mid-
century had outgrown the mere command of Jesus to visit the poor, feed the
hungry, and clothe the naked; it had instead grown into a narrowly moralistic
outlook. “Christianity is the basis,” said the Reverend Samuel Green, “of our
asylums for age and infirmity, our hospitals for sickness and our alms-houses
for maimed poverty and helplessness.”100 In this vision, charity became in-
creasingly institutionalized. The philanthropy of Howard and Wilberforce
and Romilly reflected a more diffuse humanitarianism; the philanthropy of
the early Victorians was less diffuse, more focused on promoting moral re-
form, and less humanitarian. The evangelicals made of philanthropy some-
thing more than humanitarianism, because they organized and shaped it
around a purpose, a moralistic and religious cause, one that it pursued in a
sustained, even severe, manner.

The great visiting societies and home missions saw charity as more than
kindness. It was also, said Bishop Sumner, a “preventive of evil,” and, as
Henry Melville said, a “check on pauperism.” Christian philanthropy did seek
to remedy the great social problems of Victorian England, and to do so by
reforming the individual. But in doing so, it both acted from doubtful as-
sumptions and attempted far more than it could handle. “Charity, itself,” ob-
served Blackwood’s in 1844, “is repelled by the hopelessness of all attempts to
relieve the stupendous mass of destitution,” with the result that “philan-
thropy seeks in vain for virtue amidst thousands and tens of thousands of un-
known names.”101

The two greatest causes of the rise of Christian philanthropy, the growth of
urbanization and of evangelicalism, posed insurmountable problems to its
success, urbanization because of the massive scale of social ills and evangeli-
calism because of its narrow otherworldliness and its erroneous belief that
humane relief would corrupt the poor, beliefs that were partly due to a theol-
ogy anchored in a belief in man’s innate depravity and partly to a conviction
that property, authority, and inequality were divinely ordained. And given the
fact that active philanthropists were only “a small knot” of men and women,
and that public support was often stingy and evanescent, it became clear that
for all the praiseworthy good that it did, Christian philanthropy could never
be the great remedy of social evils that so many expected. Perhaps only a wid-
ening, expanding, contagious, and even indiscriminately compassionate hu-
manitarianism could reach into all the slums and prisons and wretched cot-
tages where destitution and crime and misery were stubbornly entrenched.
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Humanitarianism

�

A compassion for those who suffered unmerited pain and distress formed a
distinct part of the early Victorians’ social conscience. Like its cousin, phi-
lanthropy, it had roots in the eighteenth century and blossomed in the nine-
teenth. It was a development that escaped few educated Victorians. “There
is,” wrote John Stuart Mill in 1836, “a great increase in humanity.” “We are
awakening,” proclaimed the Journal of the Leeds Polytechnic Exhibition in 1845,
to “deeper and hitherto dormant sympathies with humanity.”1

It was an awakening that delighted the London press. The Athenaeum re-
joiced in the “newly awakened benevolence now so nobly and unceasingly at
work,” while the People’s Journal rejoiced that “a moral” had replaced an
“iron age,” one distinguished by “the claims of the heart.”2 The liberal Morn-
ing Chronicle and the Tory Standard also welcomed “the spirit of humanity”
and “the great movement of humanity,” while the Morning Herald praised
Lord Ashley for having “humanized an age.”3

Even poetry fell under its domain—a poetry, said the Westminster Review,
that “every day becomes more human, more true to the heart.”4 Diffuse, per-
vasive, and elusive in definition, humanitarianism was still strong enough to
persuade the Spectator and Punch that it could form the basis of a new poli-
tics. In 1844, the Spectator proclaimed its hope for a new party, one based on a
“New Faith,” which would arise from a “rebellion of sentiment” against lais-
sez-faire. And Punch saw both Whigs and Tories declining before a party
“vindicating the sympathy, affections, and common rights of humanity.”5

No such party was ever formed, but humanitarianism nevertheless in-
vaded the House of Commons. A score of differing issues called forth appeals
to follow “the dictates of humanity;” and, in response, opponents of such
measures denounced “meddling humanity.” Lords Chancellor and lordly
mine owners were irate at its inexorable advance. Lord Londonderry, the
greatest mine owner in England, denounced the “hypocritical humanity” that
“reigned so much at present.” It was the 1842 bill to remove women and chil-
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dren from coal mines that led the noble lord to denounce the current
“humanity mania,” a feeling that Lord Chancellor Brougham seconded in his
warning not to be “led astray by feelings of humanity.”6

Many of the foes of a generous poor law and the Ten Hour Bill refused to
allow their opponents a monopoly on “humanity.” “I will yield to no man,”
exclaimed the eccentric Tory Colonel Sibthorp as he denounced a more ade-
quate poor law for Ireland, “in humanity.” Henry Drummond took the same
position in the same debate, with the admonition that the Commons should
not “presume that all humanity was on one side.” Numerous opponents of
the Ten Hour Bill felt the same: “The best humanity,” said the Whig F. T.
Baring, is to “leave people to care for themselves,” a sentiment that dovetailed
exactly with the radical Charles Hindley’s insistence that “the doctrines of
political economy were not opposed to the principles of humanity.”7 Most
M.P.’s, however, did not buy either Sibthorp’s and Drummond’s argument
that humanity favors severe poor laws or Baring’s and Hindley’s marriage of
humanity to political economy. Opponents of generous poor laws and of
factory and mine acts, like opponents of reduced capital punishment, refor-
matories for young offenders, or a fairer game law, much preferred to see
humanity as the enemy. It was, of course, a “meddling humanity,” or one that
was “mistaken,” “sentimental,” or “hypocritical,” that they denounced.

Philanthropy, too, was often judged meddling, mistaken, or hypocritical
and appeared to many M.P.’s and journalists not to differ greatly from hu-
manitarianism. When Sir Joshua Walmsey, M.P. for Leicester, told his elec-
tors that “philanthropy and humanity . . . demanded that [the aged] be re-
lieved,” both he and most of them probably saw little difference between the
words “philanthropy” and “humanity.” Nine out of ten people, Bishop Co-
pleston said, considered philanthropy and humanitarianism synonymous.
Among those who did so were Leigh Hunt, who praised the poet Thomas
Hood’s “principles of philanthropy” and his “generous and humane feeling”
as one and the same, and the Mirror, which praised the prison inspectors
William Crawford and the Reverend Whitworth Russell as “humane and
truly philanthropic.”8 But that Crawford, Russell, and many philanthropists
urged the adoption of separate confinement and hard labor at the treadwheel,
which humanitarians increasingly called cruel, suggests that philanthropy and
humanitarianism did not always coincide.

The factory reformer Richard Oastler, one of the most passionate hu-
manitarians, certainly realized this. He wrote in 1847 of the children in facto-
ries: “You were suffering but the prejudices of habit and custom . . . closed
the ear of philanthropists to our cry.”9 The ears of Charles Dickens’s Mrs.
Pardiggle and Mrs. Jellyby were also closed to the cry of the children of Eng-
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land, so wrapped up were they in their Christian philanthropies in Africa.
Dickens, the greatest of humanitarian novelists, could not endure Exeter Hall
and its sanctimonious evangelical philanthropists. Neither could two other
humanitarians, Douglas Jerrold, Punch’s most scathing satirist, and Henry
Mayhew, the Victorians’ most compassionate investigator. Jerrold pictured
philanthropists as “purveyors of humbug,” and Mayhew ridiculed them in his
Comic Annual of 1851.10 London was full of humanitarians who were not
among the nine in ten who viewed humanitarianism and philanthropy as
alike.

Neither did the leading philanthropists see them as alike. They suspected
the humanitarians’ diffuse and undisciplined feelings. The evangelical James
Stephen praised the Clapham Sect’s “philanthropy” because it did not “de-
generate into a mere ballet of tender attitudes and sentimental pirouettes.”11

Tender sympathies and sentimental pirouettes abound in Dickens’s hu-
manitarianism and won censure from the Tory and religious press. Black-
wood’s denounced his The Chimes as full of “trashy” assertions and of “cock-
ney sentimentalism,” while the evangelical North British Review condemned
Dickens’s “full luxury of benevolence.” John Anster, another North British
reviewer, called instead for an “inflexible philanthropy.”12 For the High
Church Christian Remembrancer, Dickens was too full of “sickly sentimen-
talities”; what was needed, in the words of Arthur Helps, the author of Claims
of Labour, was not “sentimental benevolences” but “earnest philanthropy.”13

At the heart of humanitarianism lay much direct and spontaneous com-
passion for the suffering of the exploited and the oppressed. Such a compas-
sion was not entirely absent in great philanthropists like Wilberforce and
Ashley. But the philanthropists added to compassion for the suffering a de-
vout concern for their conversion, their moral reform, and their soul’s eternal
life. The humanitarians’ compassion for the helpless seamstress or over-
worked child was uncomplicated and largely unchecked by that passion for
moral reform and the soul’s salvation that diverted many a Christian philan-
thropist’s compassion. For many of them, an inviolate Sabbath was more im-
portant than feeding the hungry. The evangelical philanthropists of Liverpool,
for example, refused to distribute relief on Sundays to the starving Irish who
had fled the famine, while the evangelical North British Review, which boasted
of its “philanthropic ethics,” denounced poor laws, emigration and cottage
allotments as no real remedies for social evils.14 Evangelical hostility to thea-
tergoing, novel reading, and assorted pleasures alienated many of the middle
class, just as evangelists’ hostility to beer shops, radical coffeehouses, and
trade unions alienated the working class, driving both to the humanitarian-
ism of Punch, the Weekly Dispatch, or the People’s Journal. It was largely hu-
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manitarians, not philanthropists, who condemned the severities of the New
Poor Law. Certainly, it was not the Wesleyans who did so; they, George Jacob
Holyoake would later write, cared for “spirituality not humanity.” The Con-
gregationalist Reverend Robert Vaughan similarly observed, in his Religious
Parties in England (1839), that there was “something in evangelical religion
hostile to . . . humanity.”15 Basing one’s social morality on the dictates or
feelings of the heart, and not the commands of God, also alarmed the Chris-
tian philanthropist. The evangelical Record scarcely ever mentions “the dic-
tates of” or the “principles of” humanity—or indeed the word “humanity” it-
self; and neither did the Wesleyan, although it proudly ran a weekly column
entitled “Philanthropy.” In the sermons of the evangelical Reverends Henry
Melville, Edward Bickersteth, and Hugh M’Neil there is likewise hardly a sin-
gle reference to humanity, but rather a scripturally correct emphasis on char-
ity as a Christian duty and God’s commands, an emphasis also found in the
sermons of those Anglican clergy who were not evangelicals.

Conservatives, religious and political, feared the humanitarians’ undue re-
liance on the “feelings of the heart.” Humanitarians were not ashamed of
such feelings. The Westminster Review rejoiced that Dickens was a “man with
a heart,” while Douglas Jerrold’s Shilling Magazine invoked the “universality of
the human heart.”16 In the House of Commons, there were also M.P.’s like
Thomas Wakley, the unrivaled defender of the downtrodden pauper, the mis-
erably insane, the overworked child and the wretched slum dweller, who was
praised for his “kindness of heart.”

Humanitarianism was not a theory. It possessed no axioms, as did political
economy, none of the historical learning behind private property or the the-
ology behind philanthropy. It was instead a simple, powerful feeling. “I
learned to feel for the poor,” said the temperance reformer, Joseph Livesey,
“to acquire the first lesson of humanity.”17 The objects of such feelings were
usually the suffering and helpless, and they were most powerfully evoked by
concrete images: a boy “trapper” in a narrow coal seam; infants endlessly
tending spinning machines; manacled, chained naked lunatics; young thieves
facing the hangman’s noose; cholera victims in filthy, disease-ridden court-
yards. It was such concrete and graphic evils that evoked a widespread com-
passion and that made humanitarianism far more universal than the pater-
nalists’ duties of property and the philanthropists’ Christian injunctions. Ac-
tive humanitarians, in fact, outnumbered active philanthropists, who, Lord
Ashley confessed, were few in number. Humanitarian newspaper editors,
such as Robert Rintoul of the Spectator, and M.P.’s, such as Joseph Brother-
ton, were seldom called philanthropists; nor were humanitarian poets, paint-
ers, and novelists such as Thomas Hood, Richard Redgrave, and Charles
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Dickens. The humanitarian movement was of a wider scope and more diffuse
than philanthropy. To be a philanthropist was to join a society, to raise funds,
to attend meetings, to serve in a sustained and organized manner; one could,
on the other hand, be a humanitarian on the spur of the moment. To rise
suddenly in Parliament and denounce capital punishment, to impulsively
write a crushing editorial against child labor, or to plead with a fellow poor
law guardian to allow workhouse inmates tea with sugar and milk were mo-
ments of humanity that did not constitute philanthropy but that occurred
daily and weekly throughout England—though most fully and intensely in
the great metropolis.

h u m a n i t a r i a n  l o n d o n

Impulsive, restless, classless, and pervasive, humanitarianism as an erup-
tion of feeling was most powerfully centered in London, a response of the
city’s many writers and artists to its concentration of social evils. Few evils
seemed more intolerable than the plight of the seamstresses, especially when
made vivid by Thomas Hood’s poem The Song of the Shirt and Richard Red-
grave’s painting The Sempstress. To be sure the Children’s Employment
Commission of 1843 had detailed the wretched existence of these 15,000 Lon-
don girls. During the London season, April through July and October
through December, they worked from eighteen to twenty hours at a stretch in
overcrowded, fetid rooms, inadequately fed and even more inadequately
paid. It is also true that the Times and the Pictorial Times had earlier protested
the exploitation of these seamstresses. But not until 1843, when Punch pub-
lished The Song of the Shirt, and 1844, when the Royal Academy hung The
Sempstress, did the image of the seamstress shock the world of London and
make its indelible impression.18 It would quickly become, along with that of
boys and girls dragging coal carts in mines, one of the most prevalent and
vivid images of economic oppression.

Thomas Hood’s Song of the Shirt caught the monotony and weariness and
pain of the seamstress’ ordeal in a simple, sentimental, and compelling man-
ner. Its repeated phrases, “stitch, stitch, stitch, work, work, work” and “seam
and gusset and band / band and gusset and seam,” recreated the tedious mis-
ery of endless stitching, which in conjunction with “poverty, hunger, and
dirt” and “a bed of straw, a crust of bread and rags,” makes understandable
the shirt maker’s response to death: “I hardly fear her terrible shape / it seems
so like my own.”19

The poignancy in Richard Redgrave’s painting The Sempstress is less harsh,
less realistic. There are no rags, straws, or crusts; and in place of death’s
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“terrible shape,” a dawn and a church tower promise a better afterlife. Al-
though the seamstress here occupies no wretched garret, her eyes and visage
communicate a sadness nicely designed to evoke pity and sympathy from the
middle-class viewers at the Royal Academy. “She is not a low born drudge,”
reported the Art Union. The Times found it an “ultimately unforgettable”
painting, one that addressed the “best feelings of the human heart.”20

Also ultimately unforgettable for many London journalists, novelists, and
artists were the Song of the Shirt and the actual plight of the seamstresses. The
Mirror called Hood’s poem “a just condemnation . . . [of] the toil and suffer-
ing of slaves,” and the Morning Chronicle called it a “protest against the
world’s heartless idolatry of cheapness.” Leigh Hunt in the Edinburgh Review
praised it for protesting a “heartlessness . . . to the evils of humanity,” and
W. J. Fox in the People’s Journal said it gave “a distinct voice . . . to the moan-
ing of misery.”21 The novelists were just as indignant and even more graphic
and affecting in their depiction of the suffering seamstresses. Charles Dickens
led the way in 1844 with The Chimes, a tale of destitute poor and heartless
authorities. One of the destitute poor is Meg, a seamstress doomed to “so
many hours, so many days, so many long nights of hopeless, cheerless never
ending work . . . [all] to earn bare bread,” an intolerable plight ending in sui-
cide.22 “Cheerless, never ending work” is also the fate of Ruth Hilton in Mrs.
Gaskell’s Ruth, of Virginia Mordaire in G. B. W. Reynolds’s The Seamstress, of
Camilla Toulmin’s The Orphan Milliner, and of the heroine of Mark Lemon’s
play The Sempstress.23 Almost as widely read as The Chimes, and as moving,
was Douglas Jerrold’s The Story of the Feather. “In an almost empty garret,
through whose broken pane comes a gust of wind,” Patty Butler sews away at
two A.M. with “swollen eyes,” “lean fingers of want,” and “a wasted face.” It is
a “world of wretchedness . . . of want and suffering and all the sad and wicked
inequalities of human life.”24

Painters and caricaturists deplored the shameful exploitation of seam-
stresses quite as much as did journalists and novelists, and none more so than
Punch’s usually jocular John Leech. His 1849 engraving for Punch of a care-
worn, anxious, needlewoman in a shabby room with broken plates and bare
poverty was much more powerful, although no less poignant, than his tiny
1844 engraving of Meg in Dickens’s The Chimes. Much more grief-stricken
was George F. Watt’s Sempstress, and much more savage and bitter was
George Cruickshank’s caricature A Tremendous Sacrifice, in which wealthy
shopkeepers exploit poor seamstresses.25 The contrast between exploiter and
exploited also led Richard Redgrave to paint A Fashion’s Slave in which a
wealthy and haughty lady of fashion scolds a humble and abject milliner.26

Obsessed though London artists and writers were with the suffering seam-
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stresses, there were many others among the destitute and outcasts of the
heartless metropolis who evoked pity. Thomas Hood’s Bridge of Sighs and
George Frederick Watts’s painting Found Drowned movingly depict the de-
spair in the face of remorseless poverty and want that tempted destitute
mothers with babies to commit both suicide and infanticide. George Cruick-
shank, as a reformed heavy drinker, powerfully chronicled the evils of drink
in his eight designs The Bottle, while the novelists Edward Bulwer-Lytton,
William Ainsworth, Dickens, and Jerrold all tried their hand at understanding
the criminal.27 Many were the London journalists who described with great
pathos the cruelties of the New Poor Law and the sufferings of the destitute.
These journalists, poets, novelists, painters, and engravers numbered well
over a hundred in the 1840s, defining the world of London journalism, lit-
erature, and art that constituted England’s clearest, strongest, and purest
voice of humanitarianism. It was a compassionate, satirical, and at times an-
gry voice, one far less inhibited than were the voices of paternalism, political
economy, property, religion, and a reforming philanthropy. It formed the
most compassionate part of the Victorians’ social conscience and one cen-
tered in the world of London journalism.

Of the editors of London’s great journals, the religious press excepted,
only James Grant of the Morning Advertiser was an ardent evangelical, and
only John Black of the Morning Chronicle and Albany Fonblanque of the Ex-
aminer were ardent Benthamites.28 An examination of the backgrounds of
some thirty of these editors reveals no great influence of a Coleridge or Ben-
tham, or of a Dugald Stewart or Thomas Chalmers, and neither did these and
other great luminaries loom large in the backgrounds of London’s many
writers and artists. But London itself had a great impact on them. Nearly two-
thirds of a sample group of seventy London writers and artists had known the
city from boyhood, and many of the remaining third had arrived in their
youth. Thomas Wakley arrived at the age of nineteen, soon to edit the Lancet;
Eyre Evans Crowe, a dropout from Trinity College, Dublin, had immersed
himself in the world of London journalism and novel writing by the age of
twenty; William Jerdan came down from Scotland at nineteen, eventually to
edit the Literary Gazette; and Punch’s Mark Lemon arrived in London at sev-
enteen.29 Others from outside also went to school in London, like William
Thackeray, who attended Charterhouse.30 Many, too, were the young artists
attending London’s art schools—although Richard Redgrave, George Fred-
erick Watts, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Augustus Egg, George Cruickshank, and
John Leech were seasoned native-born Londoners.31 Charles Dickens, Tho-
mas Hood, George Reynolds, Henry Mayhew and his two literary brothers,
Horace and Augustus, as well as Gilbert À Beckett at the Times, Anthony
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Fonblanque of the Examiner, and a long list of journalists, were also born and
bred in London.32 Arriving in London during boyhood were Charles Mackay,
editor of the Illustrated London News, the novelist Douglas Jerrold, editor of
many journals, and many others.33 For all of these natives and young immi-
grants, London was an indelible experience.

London influenced them in two distinct ways, first as the center of the
prosperous and varied middle classes that produced, nourished, and sup-
ported an impressive number of writers and artists and secondly as a vast sea
of crying evils that evoked compassion and pity. The growth of the literate
middle classes was the product of that wealth, population, literacy, and new
technologies of printing and engraving that arose in the world’s greatest cen-
ter of trade and finance. It allowed, not just the Times and the Morning
Chronicle, but Punch, the People’s Journal, and the Illustrated London News to
prosper, and at their editorial offices and at local cafes to plan their slashing
editorials and cutting satires. It was a bohemian world, a world of drink and
merriment, a bohemian world in the English not the French sense, since
promiscuity took the form not so much of mistresses as of fly-by-night peri-
odicals, raucous dramas, melodramatic stories, and much drink. Gilbert À
Beckett, who was with Henry Mayhew at Westminster school and at Punch,
edited three different periodicals, Figaro, Wag, and Squib. He also wrote fifty
plays.34 But À Beckett was not all frivolity. He was also a barrister and leader
writer for the Times and Morning Herald. The London bohemians, being both
industrious and talented, had a widespread impact: Jerrold edited the Illumi-
nated Magazine, Lloyd’s Weekly Newspaper, Punch, and Douglas Jerrold’s Shil-
ling Magazine, which he established. He also helped edit the Examiner and the
Ballot, wrote leaders for Dickens’s Daily News, published fifty plays, four nov-
els, and many stories, and made Punch a radical force in the 1840s. Dickens
reported for the Morning Chronicle, contributed to the Examiner and estab-
lished the Daily News and Household Words, Bulwer-Lytton edited the New
Monthly Review, Thackeray wrote for Punch and Fraser’s, Ainsworth estab-
lished and edited Ainsworth’s Magazine, G. W. Reynolds edited the London
Journal and Reynolds’s Newspaper, Cruickshank established his own maga-
zine, The Omnibus and issued an annual Almanac, while the poet Thomas
Hood established and ran Hood’s Monthly Magazine and Charles Mackay ed-
ited the Illustrated London News and wrote for numerous newspapers.35 With
the pulpit about to lose its ascendancy and radio and TV far off, the world of
journalism became ascendant; and few were more active in it than those po-
ets, novelists, and illustrators whose humanitarianism was the product of
their London experience.

Experiencing London could be overwhelming. Wordsworth found it a
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“huge fermenting mass of human kind,” and Tennyson wrote “I loathe the
squares and streets and the faces that one meets.”36 Wordsworth retreated to
the Lake District and the poetry of nature, while Tennyson wrote of medieval
chivalry and loss of faith. Londoners like Jerrold, Dickens, Henry Mayhew,
and Leigh Hunt could do neither. The giant metropolis was too much a part
of them. “I have heard,” said Jerrold, “the wailing voices of tens of thou-
sands.” Into London, wrote Dickens in Dombey and Sons, there comes “a
weary, endless procession of paupers . . . swallowed up in its immensities.”
Little had changed by 1850, when Henry Mayhew found London, “[a] vast
bricken multitude, a strange chaos of wealth and want . . . of the brightest
charity and the darkest crime.” It was a chaos of want and crime that in-
creased awareness, William Empson argued in the 1847 Edinburgh Review, of
its wretchedness.37

It is “a peculiar advantage of great cities,” declared Fraser’s that “the elec-
tric properties of benevolence and sympathy . . . are drawn out.” Great cities
also drew out a lively, shrewd, impious, and satirical street intelligence. “The
wisdom that crieth from the street,” said Walter Jerrold, “belonged to Doug-
las Jerrold.” Dickens possessed it and made it incarnate in Pickwick’s staunch
Cockney friend Sam Weller. Cruickshank had it abundantly. His “life
school,” said a friend, “was in the streets,” and it made him “the most mas-
terly delineator of poverty, vice and the vulgarity of London.”38 Although
meager in its attention to religion or economic and moral theories, humani-
tarianism was anything but meager in its sympathies and feelings. The results
were not only novels, poems, prints, and paintings of great compassion, but a
London press that was distinctly and self-consciously humanitarian. “Our
politics,” announced the Illustrated London News in 1842, “are, irrespective of
all party, the politics of humanity.” Douglas Jerrold’s Shilling Magazine was
dedicated, declared its editor, to “the social wants and rightful claims of the
PEOPLE [and] . . . shall appeal to the hearts of the masses.”39 Jerrold had already
fused that spirit into Punch, which denounced the cruel Poor Law, the unjust
Corn Law, hanging, flogging, fagging, and dueling, satirized pompous pater-
nalism and sanctimonious philanthropy, and championed the ten-hour day,
prison and law reforms, and in all things justice and kindness.40 It was a rec-
ord not unlike that of Charles Mackay’s Illustrated London News, which en-
listed many from Punch on its staff, including Mark Lemon, the Mayhew
brothers, and Jerrold. Mackay was the author of a collection of poems called
Voices from the Crowd, one of which lamented the city’s “alleys full of
wretched life and odious pestilence.”41 Mackay’s paper also denounced “the
execrable tyranny of the New Poor Law [and] degrading thraldom of our
factory toilers.”42 The harsh workhouse test and grim slums were two bêtes
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noires of the London press, denunciations of which, along with explicit ap-
peals to humanity, make a portion of the London press different from the
provincial press. Before 1841, of course, many a provincial Tory paper at-
tacked the New Poor Law as a Whig measure and praised the ten-hour day, so
distasteful to liberal manufacturers, but when Peel became prime minister,
Tory attacks on the Poor Law and praise of the ten-hour day diminished.
While many provincial Whig-Liberal newspapers, like the Leeds Mercury,
Manchester Guardian, and Newcastle Chronicle agreed with Peel on these is-
sues, in London, the Weekly Dispatch, Sun, Morning Advertiser, Lloyd’s
Weekly, Pictorial Times, Illuminated Magazine, Spectator, Punch, People’s Jour-
nal, Douglas Jerrold’s Shilling Magazine, and Times attacked the New Poor Law
and urged a ten-hour day.43 All of the above papers, except the Morning Ad-
vertiser and Spectator, were edited by Londoners—and the Spectator’s chief
political writer, Thornton Hunt, was the son of the Londoner Leigh Hunt,
and the Advertiser’s editor, James Grant, was so enmeshed in London life that
he published Lights and Shadows of London Life.44

Thomas Barnes, editor of the Times from 1819 to 1841, was born and raised
in London; he was an exuberant bohemian and one whose heart, it was said,
was “quickly touched by the pain of others.” It was above all the pain of the
destitute, doomed either to starvation or the cruel workhouse, that moved
Barnes to denounce the New Poor Law with an unrivaled fierceness and con-
stancy. Also moved by the cruelty of separate confinement, child labor, du-
eling, hanging and the sending of boys to adult prisons, he supported prisons
without separate confinement, fewer hours of factory work, a civilized law
code, the end of dueling, and the advent of reformatories. The heart of his
successor, John Delane, was less easily touched. In 1841, down from Oriel and
surrounded by Oxford and Cambridge men, Delane tempered Barnes’s hu-
manitarianism with High Church and Establishment orthodoxies. Criticism
of the New Poor Law abated, the ten-hour day became “socialism,” and sepa-
rate confinement became acceptable if well administered. Yet humanitarian-
ism was only tempered: the Times still condemned dueling, urged reformato-
ries and law reform, demanded the more humane treatment of merchant
sailors and miners, and insisted on the end of transportation and flogging “on
the grounds of humanity.”45 The Times was still touched by a London hu-
manitarianism.

Three characteristics of the writings, paintings, and prints of these Lon-
doners made them a powerful part of an expanding spirit of humanity: a tal-
ent for the vivid depiction of suffering, an uninhibited flow of sympathy and
pathos, and a brilliantly satirical treatment of the stupidity and cruelty of the
wealthy and powerful.
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The vivid depiction of suffering was the first step in arousing the humane
feeling of the Victorians, and its greatest master was Charles Dickens. Few
were the readers not moved by the picture of little Oliver in the workhouse,
“badged and ticketed,” “half-starved” and in “old calico robes,” as he asks the
cruel beadle, “Please Sir, I want more.” But Dickens was not alone in depict-
ing the suffering of a hero or heroine. Bulwer-Lytton’s Paul Clifford,
Ainsworth’s Jack Sheppard, and Jerrold’s Patty Butler in The Story of the
Feather all begin with scenes of squalor. In a “low and dingy” building near
the Thames, writes Bulwer-Lytton, where a “farthing candle gives a sort of
grimness and menace” and the wind “makes easy impress though many a
chink and cranny,” the boy Paul Clifford, in “garb . . . tattered and discol-
oured . . . trembled violently” as his mother expires. Ainsworth’s story of Jack
Sheppard begins in “sordid tenements and squalid courts,” in a garret that is
“old and dilapidated . . . the very picture of desolation,” while Jerrold’s Patty
Butler, “in a pestilent and fever breathing alley,” finds her “unwholesome gar-
ret” a “world of want and suffering.”46 Vivid, too, are the innumerable graphic
accounts in the London press of misery, a not surprising fact since more than
half of seventy London journalists of the 1840s about whom there is informa-
tion were also poets, novelists, playwrights, painters, and caricaturists. They
ranged from Thackeray, Dickens, and Jerrold, through the prolific novelists
G. W. M. Reynolds, Captain Frederick Marryat, and Theodore Hook, to the
barely known Thomas Gaspey, Thomas Holt, and John Saunders and in-
cluded Henry Mayhew, author of six novels.47 No wonder that sharply etched
pictures of suffering were the hallmark of the reformist press. Lloyd’s Weekly
in “The Might of Mammon” told its readers of a seventy-year-old pauper
hauled to a workhouse “in a cart across a cold and frozen county . . . his limbs
rigid.” The Mirror depicted a “starving female, as she drags herself by the rich
man’s door, [and] sickens from the steams from the kitchen,” and Howitt’s
Journal described London outcasts “wandering half naked, diseased and
friendless.”48 Few journals could rival the Times in vivid accounts of the cruel
Poor Law: some 290 between 1837 and 1842. Punch, of course, had illustra-
tions. No Times leader made suffering more vivid and compelling than
Punch’s images of tired, worn needlewomen; of the wretched who were jailed
only because they could not pay a fine; of famished Irish peasants, “given
broth without bread and whipped”; of workhouse mothers, their children
torn from them; and of a starving man whose only friend is death, dressed in
a black cape and skull. Death appears again in cape and skull rowing on a
polluted Thames full of dead animals. In the 1830s, revolutionary advances in
wood engraving opened the way not only for Punch’s sketches of misery but
for the Pictorial Times’s and the Illustrated London News’s pictures of ragged,
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famished, evicted Irish peasants, and for John Leech’s poignant drawings of
overworked, underpaid tailors as cross-legged skeletons.49 Never before had
graphic images of the suffering of the oppressed and outcast been so wide-
spread.

The genre of narrative painting also flourished and with a greater focus on
social evils. Richard Redgrave’s portraits of lovely, unwanted, ill-paid govern-
esses and teachers stirred a humanitarian response quite as much as did his
famous Sempstress. So did Charles West Cope’s Poor Law Guardians, a paint-
ing that the Times said revealed “hardness of heart and uncharitableness” and
the Art Union called a fine lesson for legislators and an “emphatic teacher of
humanity.” George Frederick Watts’s paintings of a suicide victim and of a
homeless woman in Found Drowned and Under a Dry Arch also provided a
lesson for humanity, although a “lesson so revealing of a terrible London evil
as to leave the viewer in despair.”50

It was however the emotion of pathos, not despair, that moved most Lon-
don writers and artists and that constituted a second main characteristic of
their work. That the unquestioned master of pathos was Dickens, his con-
temporaries had no doubt. “Wonderfully great,” said the utilitarian M.P.
Charles Buller, was his “capacity of pathetic description”; he was a man “with
a heart in his bosom,” wrote the Westminster Review; his tendency was “to ex-
cite our sympathy,” declared the Edinburgh Review; to which Richard Horne
in the New Spirit of the Age added, “his tenderness and pathos” evokes the
“heart felt tears of tens of thousands.”51 Thousands did in fact drop a tear over
the abandoned, mistreated Oliver, over the frail, stunted, and much tyran-
nized Smike in Nicholas Nickleby, over little Nell, buffeted about in a hostile
world until death took her up, over The Chimes’s seamstress Meg ending her
life in a canal, over the slowly dying young Paul Dombey, over the young,
guileless Barnaby Rudge, wrongfully put in Newgate, and over a host of other
weak, helpless, defenseless victims of cruelty, oppression, and heartlessness.

As the Tory Oxford and Cambridge Review noted, however, Dickens’s
“feeling of true pathos” was representative of “the whole modern school of
novelists.”52 It might have added poets, painters, artists, and journalists. Not
only did novelists like Jerrold, Bulwer-Lytton, and Ainsworth—and even the
more cynical Thackeray—evoke the sympathy and compassion of the reader,
but so too did poets like Thomas Hood, Charles Mackay, Mary Howitt, and
Elizabeth Barrett Browning, painters like Redgrave, Cope, and Watts, carica-
turists like Leech and Cruickshank, and journals like Punch, Lancet, and
Lloyd’s Weekly. They all shared with Dickens an uninhibited sympathy with
and pity for the neglected, outcast, and suffering, unchecked by the evangeli-
cals’ moral censoriousness or the utilitarians’ zeal to educate and improve.
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They also shared with Dickens a strong tendency to focus their pathos on the
defenseless and frail. The objects of their compassion were thus far more
likely to be children, women, and the aged, especially the orphaned, wid-
owed, or ailing, than able-bodied men. Thomas Hood’s two most compas-
sionate poems, The Song of the Shirt and Bridge of Sighs, shed tears over un-
protected and destitute young women; John Leech’s most poignant picture of
destitution is in his Children of Poverty; while Redgrave and Watts painted
lovely, neglected women, and Cope’s family begging for charity consists of a
widow and four children.53 Newspaper stories of Poor Law cruelties—and
they easily exceeded in number all other forms of pathos—generally follow
Cope’s formula of women and children only. The same formula in fact un-
derlay the great humanitarian factory and mine reform legislation, which was
limited to women and children. The humanitarians’ pity extended to adult
men only if they were insane or about to be hanged, and very guardedly to
those in prison.

There were, however, exceptions. Bulwer-Lytton, Ainsworth, and Jerrold
extended their compassion to the adult Paul Clifford, Jack Sheppard, and St.
Giles, arguing that the wretched conditions of their characters’ upbringing de-
termined their criminal careers. “I came into this world,” confesses Paul Clif-
ford, “friendless and poor . . . its laws hostile to me.” Falsely arrested and sent to
a prison that corrupts him, he has no more chance to take the straight path than
Jack Sheppard, who is born into poverty and vice and ill usage in London’s
Southwark, a district “infected by every description of vagabond and miscre-
ant.” Jerrold’s St. Giles is “an infant pauper . . . the grand receptacle of the su-
perfluous villainy of the metropolis . . . a human waif of dirt and darkness . . .
cradled in misery and vice” and “born slave of penury and want.”54

 All three
were what Bulwer-Lytton in 1848 called “the victim of circumstances.”

Though Dickens did not consider his two most famous criminals, Fagan
and Bill Sykes, victims of circumstances and though, after abandoning his
opposition to capital punishment, he argued that criminals were from early
on inclined to crime, he did, in The Chimes, have the able-bodied laborer and
rick burner Will Fern give a powerful speech on how pitiful wages, harsh laws,
and unjust jailing have made him what he is.55 Thomas Hood also evokes pity
for the able-bodied male in his picture of the jobless, destitute, hopeless hero
of The Lay of the Labourer.56 But these were exceptional.

By no means exceptional, but indeed frequent and deeply rooted, was the
London humanitarians’ delight in satire, especially that aimed at the follies,
pretensions, and cruelties of the rich and mighty. Few were the institutions or
authorities of the Establishment that escaped the satirical barbs of the London
bohemians. The law, Parliament, Church, aristocracy, and military could no
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more avoid its sharp attacks than could London’s mayors, aldermen, Poor
Law commissioners, sabbatarians, speculators, physicians, paternalists and
philanthropists—or the practice of flogging and dueling. A majestic law that
imprisoned children and employed incompetent judges was a favorite of
Cruickshank, Dickens, Jerrold, and Leech. Cruickshank’s engraving A Farce
Performed in Every Session (1828) satirizes the Old Bailey criminal court for
trying two children for stealing a penny pudding, and in 1834, he lampooned
the infamous Judge Gasilee (whom Dickens ridicules as Judge Stareleigh in
the Pickwick Papers) as pretending to write much (although without ink) and
shutting his eyes to create an impression of profundity. Dickens never tired of
satirizing the law: in Barnaby Rudge, he depicts Dennis the hangman, who is
dedicated to “preserving the Old Bailey in all its purity and the gallows in all
its pristine usefulness and moral grandeur.” In David Copperfield, he finds the
ecclesiastical lawyers of the court called “Doctors Commons” playing “all
sorts of tricks with obsolete, old monsters of Acts of Parliament.” And in
Bleak House, he is merciless on the hopeless, endless delays and delays of a
Chancery Court whose archaic proceedings are as “thick and impenetrable as
the London fog.”57 Leech and Jerrold also lampooned the law, Leech in a hi-
larious drawing for Punch of drunken, overfed, smug judges, entitled Old
Bailey Justice after Dinner, and Jerrold in his portrait of Mr. Montecute
Cawley, a barrister in The History of St. Giles and St. James (1851), who argues
any cause, however bad, at the nod of an aristocratic head and by tear-
evoking histrionics proves guilty the innocent and innocent the guilty.58

Punch’s favorite targets were dukes, bishops, evangelicals, philanthropists,
and bureaucrats. The dukes of Richmond and Norfolk were particularly at-
tractive objects of parody, Richmond for his grand beneficence in giving agri-
cultural prizes to a laborer for never asking for poor relief after fifty years’
service at eight shillings a week, and Norfolk for his grand wisdom in telling
such laborers to assuage their hunger with a pinch of curry.59 The dukes and
their brother aristocrats felt the full brunt of Punch’s grave irony in articles on
“The Lovely Game Laws,” the “Milk of Poor Law Kindness,” and the “Wis-
dom of the Philanthropist,” while their military cousins became the objects of
mordant comments on flogging and dueling. It was also open season on the
bishop of London, for urging the clergy “to vindicate the humanity of their
faith . . . by co-mingling with their fellow creatures,” and on the bishop of
Exeter, for urging famine be met by “every man [taking] up his staff and
making a pilgrimage to the benighted area.” Evangelicals who urged a “Day of
Fast” and sabbatarians who wanted to end Sunday trading and travel were
also ridiculed; especially John Plumptre, M.P., who, it was charged, wanted
the Thames to stop running on Sundays.60
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That the impulse to satire in a Jerrold or a Dickens was irrepressible poses
a problem. It means that they ridiculed those with solutions as well as those
who abused. Some solutions, of course, deserved ridicule, like the Malthu-
sian solution, attacked by Dickens in The Chimes and most savagely of all by
Thomas Hood’s Ode To Mr. Malthus, a poem that starts with, “Oh! Mr.
Malthus I agree . . . the world . . . wants a deal of thinning out” and ends, “I
understand the thing you mean / we ought to import the cholerus morbis.”61

Dickens satirized paternalism in The Chimes, philanthropy in Sketches by
Boz, Bleak House, David Copperfield, and Edwin Drood, utilitarianism in Hard
Times, and teachers of England in Mr. Creakle of David Copperfield, Dr.
Blummer of Dombey and Son, Squeers in Nicholas Nickleby, and M’Choa-
kumchild in Hard Times. So severe were his caricatures that the Educational
Times compared his “cutting and slashing the poor teachers” to Creakle’s
“cutting and slashing” of David Copperfield.62

There was, at times, a levity and hilarity in the London humanitarians’
parodying of overly earnest reformers that was irresponsible. It may help ex-
plain the curious fact that though the London artists and writers gave the
clearest, liveliest, and purest voice to humanitarian ideals, and spoke most di-
rectly to the heart, they were not the most effective in remedying social evils.
For all their moving paintings, poems, and novels about the sad plight of
seamstresses, for example, they could not lessen their exploitation. Seam-
stresses continued to be grossly overworked and underpaid. The law, so ridi-
culed by Punch and the novelists, still remained largely unreformed, except
for the creation of county courts in 1841. The refusal to relieve the destitute
able-bodied except in the workhouse, so roundly denounced by London
writers and artists, continued, and, despite pervasive resistance at the grass
roots, was actually revived in the 1860s and 1870s.63 Education, which the
London humanitarians were for, despite ridiculing many a teacher, made no
decisive gains against a rising population of the undereducated until the Edu-
cation Act of 1870. Imprisonment for debt, so movingly depicted in Dickens’s
Pickwick Papers (1837), decreased very little until late in the century. Game
laws, flogging, fagging, and separate confinement and the crank and treadmill
in prisons continued harsh and cruel, as did that authoritarian paternalism
that humanitarians loved to satirize.

It was paradoxical: dominant in the world of London journalism, pub-
lishing, galleries, and academies, and increasingly dominant in English society
and the public’s eye, the artists and writers, the most humanitarian of all in
their ideals, were ineffective at social reform. Superb in rhetoric, masters of
pathos, of the most delightful wit, unrivaled in storytelling, it seemed not to
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add up to much more than a sad tear for a seamstress and angry indignation
at the stupidity of bishops and the cruelty of landlords. One reason that the
London artists and writers did not carry the day in social reform was that they
were very much of the middle classes. The painter Redgrave, a successful
member of the Royal Academy, certainly was, a fact that T. J. Edelstein real-
izes in her perceptive analysis of Redgrave’s Sempstress. Redgrave, she notes,
“softened realities” by omitting the “bed of straw, crust of bread, rags, shat-
tered roof” and by presenting a well-dressed, neat, pretty, even pleasant
young women with a dawn and church steeple in the background promising
better in a future hereafter. Redgrave’s successors in the affluent 1850s con-
tinued to soften the harsher realities.64 The 1850s saw the economy take off,
the middle classes prosper, and Punch, under Thackeray’s editorship, drop its
earlier radicalism.

But even that radicalism had underlying bourgeois loyalties. Punch, like
Dickens’s Daily News, never supported the working class’s favorite cause, the
ten-hour day, and it was quick to join shopkeepers and professionals in de-
nouncing the income tax that could have reduced the indirect taxes that rested
so heavily on the lower classes. Even Henry Mayhew, closest of all London
humanitarians to outcast London, would accept trade unions only if they
never bargained or struck for higher wages. Nor did Mayhew urge government
regulation of the hours of work. In fact, he had no effective solution.65

The absence of a solution is a second reason for the ineffectiveness of Lon-
don’s artists and writers—an absence furthered by their deep distrust of gov-
ernment. The greatest of them, Dickens, certainly did not have a remedy. In
The Chimes, his most radical work, the most radical speech is Will Fern’s an-
guished protest against the oppression of agricultural laborers, just as one of
the most satirical is his parody of paternalism in the form of the comic Sir Jo-
seph Bowley; yet Will Fern’s speech ends with a paternalistic plea: “Gentle-
men, give us, in mercy, better homes . . . better food . . . kindlier laws.”66

A third reason for ineffectiveness at social reform may lie in the very na-
ture of the humanitarian sentiment, especially as expressed in paintings, po-
etry, and novels. William Lecky raised doubts that sentiment led to action.
“Sentimentality over a novel can be an indulgence of a hard heart that is actu-
ally indifferent.” This is hard to prove, but the possibility, if not probability,
still looms large that the levity of many of Punch’s satires, the gentle delicacy
of Redgrave’s sentiment, the comedy of Leech, and the genius of Dickens’s
incomparable stories of sorrow and suffering ending in happiness led far
more often to indulgence in feelings and a general show of pity than to sup-
port for more generous (and costly) relief for the poor. Support for a gener-
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ous poor law would also have meant opposition to the moralistic preaching
of Christian philanthropists, the laws of political economy and, most perva-
sive of all, the belief in self-reliance. These ideologies were far tougher and
seemingly more cogent than the humanitarians’ impulsive, subjective, and
often evanescent sympathies.

Humanitarianism was, however, far from being absent in the passage of
social reform, a humanitarianism far wider and more instinctive than that ex-
pressed by London’s writers and artists. Had not the spirit of humanity glori-
ously ended slavery? And did it not exclude women and children from mines,
limit their hours in mills, win factory workers the ten-hour day, humanize
lunatic asylums, bring reformatory treatment to juvenile offenders—five
achievements that reflect the impact of humanitarianism.

t h e  i m p a c t  o f  h u m a n i t a r i a n i s m

On June 7, 1842, Lord Ashley presented a bill that would exclude women
and children under thirteen from employment in British mines. On August 7,
1842, amended by the Lords to exclude only children under ten, the bill
passed Parliament. The unprecedented speed of its passage and by a nearly
unanimous vote reflected humanitarianism in its purest form. “Abhorrent to
every feeling of humanity,” said the Westminster Review of children in mines;
“an act of pure humanity” proclaimed the Watchman; “required by human-
ity,” declared the Leeds Mercury; “part of the common feelings of humanity,”
concluded the Morning Advertiser. Even Sir James Graham, whose laissez-
faire rigor few could rival, was “delighted at this unanimity for the ‘cause of
humanity.”67 For the Eclectic, this unanimity was understandable because of
“the plain fact” of these “enormities,” poignantly described in the drawings
and words of the Report of the Children’s Employment Commission. It told of
three-year-olds brought into the pits to hold candles, of six-year-old boys in
complete darkness and solitude opening and closing ventilation doors, of
young girls, girdled and harnessed, pulling coal carts through dark and nar-
row seams, of women naked to the waist and men entirely naked, and some
occasionally profligate. To sheer cruelty was added that immorality, which for
straightlaced Victorians was the greatest evil.68

Not so purely humanitarian and not nearly as expeditious or unanimous
in passage were the Factory Acts of 1833 and 1847. The former excluded chil-
dren under nine and limited children aged nine to thirteen to eight hours’
work a day; the latter limited the hours worked by women and young persons
to ten a day, a limitation that promised a ten-hour day for all. The first move
to exclude children occurred in Sir Robert Peel Sr.’s Factory Act of 1803, but
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it, like John Cam Hobhouse’s act of 1825, proved ineffective. Not until the
1833 act established factory inspectors was child labor mitigated. And, despite
the 1847 act, it was not until the Factory Act of 1853 declared illegal the use of
relays of the young to run a mill for twelve or more hours that a true ten-hour
day was won, thus ending half a century of struggle, one couched often and
vigorously in humanitarian terms.

To the early Victorians, the greatest triumph of humanitarianism was the
abolition of the slave trade in 1807 and slavery in the colonies in 1833. As a
world historical event of unprecedented humanity, it was the pre-Victorians’
bequest to their heirs. If the legislature “interposed . . . on behalf of the slave,”
Thomas Lennard told the Commons in the 1833 debate on the Factory Bill, it
surely should “interfere on behalf of the helpless child.” Such was also the
view in that debate of Sir Samuel Whatley, who cited Dr. William Farr’s view
that “the labour of the slave’s work was far less injurious than the slaves in
English factories,” and Daniel O’Connell, who wryly noted that legislation
limited the hours of negro apprentices, but not factory workers, to ten
hours.69

It would be difficult to exaggerate the enormous impact of the movement
to emancipate the slave on the growth of humanitarianism. “Negro emanci-
pation,” said the Spectator in 1844, “set all political economy at defiance” and
entered into a “higher and better region, that of humanity and benevo-
lence.”70 Was emancipation not as appropriate to infant labor in cotton as to
slave labor in sugar? Accounts of five- and six-year-olds working twelve-,
fourteen-, or sixteen-hour days, and of their stunted and sickly growth and
brutalized life, could not but evoke the compassion and sympathy that lay at
the heart of humanitarianism. The 1833 bill reducing such evils easily passed.
Even one of political economy’s most ardent devotees, Joseph Hume, an-
nounced that “the case of the children was the exception to the rule.”71

Protecting children was one thing, limiting the hours of adults quite an-
other, as Lord Ashley found out in 1844 when he moved to amend the gov-
ernment’s Factory Bill to limit young people and women to ten hours’ work.
Although on March 18, his ten-hour amendment won 179 to 170, the victory
so upset Sir Robert Peel that he had his whips round up the backbenchers. On
May 13, Tory backbenchers, most of whom held property sacred and hard la-
bor to be the poor’s lot, joined Peelites steeped in political economy to defeat
a ten-hour amendment 295 to 159.72 The debates in 1844 and again in 1847
were long, passionate, and dramatic and cast political economy against hu-
manity. It was a conflict that tormented individual M.P.’s. After telling his
constituents in West Surrey that “the Ten Hour Act was wrong in principle,”
W. J. Denison confessed that he had voted for it, because “humanity got the
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better of me.”73 The Whig Lord Morpeth was also at odds with himself, since
his widely recognized humanity clashed not only with his political economy
but with the pecuniary interests of West Riding mill owners, whose political
support he needed.74 It was another example of what the Sun, in commenting
on the 1844 ten-hour debate, characterized as a clash “between the claims of
humanity . . . and the claims of the breeches pocket.”75

The impact of humanitarianism on factory legislation, although substan-
tial, was not as great as it was on mining, lunacy, and animal legislation. Four
other forces furthered factory legislation: the self-interest of workers, the cal-
culations of the great mill owners, the reports of factory inspectors, and Tory
anger at manufactures who attacked the Corn Law and the aristocracy.

The self-interest of the workers, although weak in Parliament, was strong
in the towns of the north. Textile operatives and their trade unions consti-
tuted a loud, marching, demonstrating, petitioning, agitating force. When
combined in the 1830s and 1840s with the anti-Poor Law and Chartist move-
ments, it had an impact that cannot be neglected, and in 1847, it helped elect a
House of Commons whose 60 votes against the Ten Hour Act were a far cry
from the 297 largely Tory votes against the bill in 1844.

The calculations of some great mill owners also helped shrink the opposi-
tion. A few of them, having discovered that they could produce as much in
eleven hours as in twelve, did not mind further restrictions, which would also
hurt their smaller, more marginal competitors. The owners of large spinning
mills in Manchester, said Edwin Chadwick to the Political Economy Club,
were in favor of reducing hours. The fact that the government’s factory in-
spectors also argued that factories could produce as much in eleven as in
twelve hours and that shorter hours were morally preferable also had an ef-
fect, and might explain the fact that, according to Lord Ashley, some 300 mill
owners in 1847 supported the Ten Hour Bill.76

Some 300, however, counted little among some 5,000 mill owners. A more
powerful force was needed to explain why the opposition fell from 279 to 60.
That force was one that emerged with Peel’s fall from power, which released
an ever-deepening Tory hostility toward manufactures, economists, and
those who had repealed the Corn Law. That such a hostility played a role was
the view of the Standard, Lloyd’s Weekly, Sun, Economist, Morning Chronicle,
Manchester Times, and Scotsman.77

Historians from Karl Marx to today’s J. T. Ward and Robert Gray have
concurred.78 Of the twenty-five leading rural Tory squires, seventeen voted
for and none against the Ten Hour Act in 1847, votes in keeping with the hos-
tility to manufactures voiced by Southey and Coleridge and pervading Black-
wood’s and the Quarterly Review. That hostility, combined with the conver-
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sion to the ten-hour cause of Whigs such as Russell, Grey, and Macaulay,
suggests that many and varied were the forces leading to factory reform. Hu-
manitarianism, a compassion for the suffering of the helpless, inspired the
efforts to relieve both the hardships of seamstresses and those of factory op-
eratives, but the operatives alone succeeded. Efforts on behalf of the seam-
stresses did not enjoy nonhumanitarian forces, namely, the organized, agi-
tating workers, the large efficient mill owners unafraid of a ten-hour day, and,
above all, Tory anger at those usurping, upstart manufacturers who had re-
pealed the Corn Law and destroyed rural felicity.

Another triumph of humanitarianism was the advent of a less brutal and
more civilized treatment of the insane. It was a smaller, less dramatic, and
more disparate movement than factory reform, one at first glance more
purely humanitarian. Many of the early revelations of abuse and cruelty came
from seven parliamentary committees investigating the care of the insane
from 1805 to 1844. It mattered not whether they investigated the great St.
Mary of Bethlehem (called Bedlam) and St. Luke asylums in London, the
nine hospitals that the more prosperous counties had built by 1828, or the
more than 100 private, unregulated madhouses, since in all of them they
found the same dark, airless, crowded, filthy rooms and the same chains,
cribs, and manacles. No better were the backrooms and outhouses of the
workhouses where some 8,000 of England’s 20,000 insane were kept in 1844.79

In 1815, in the recesses of Bedlam, a parliamentary committee found eight na-
ked men chained to a table, and, in another cell, a man named William Nor-
ris who was so constrained by heavy chains, chains never taken off in nine
years, that he could neither lie flat nor stand erect. In York Asylum, in a series
of eight-by-eight-foot cells, whose walls and one small hole to the outside
were caked with excrement, huddled a group of wretched women. In 1827, in
a private madhouse, another parliamentary committee discovered cribs to
which the patients were chained from Saturday to Monday, after which they
were washed down in the courtyard. The committee also found a woman
chained to a damp stone floor in a workhouse, with only a little straw, and
that dirty, who was allowed no water to wash herself.80 Although these lurid
stories are exceptional, they do reflect a larger world of leg-locks, manacles,
hobbles, straw beds, and cold, damp, stone cells, a world not without naked-
ness, beatings, and wrongful detention. Cure was not expected unless by
bleeding, vomiting, and enemas.81

There is a second, parallel story of the care of the insane. It begins with the
Quaker William Tuke and his establishment of the York Retreat in 1792 and
culminates in the proud claim of the lunacy commissioners in 1854 that the
abolition of all forms of physical restraint, of all chains and manacles, had be-
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come the practical rule. In that story, the work and writings of Dr. Edward
Charlesworth and Dr. Robert Gardiner Hill for the complete removal of
physical restraint at Lincoln Asylum looms large, as do the work and writings
of Dr. John Conolly in ending restraint at Hanwell. Also of importance was
the work of the metropolitan commissioners of lunacy from 1828 to 1844 and
of their successors as lunacy commissioners for all England after 1845. In
place of chains, straw, bleeding and flogging these humane reformers brought
to the York Retreat, Lincoln, and Hanwell solid material comforts: clean,
healthy surroundings, warm baths, clean clothes, freedom of movement, and
a kindness and attentiveness that made mechanical restraints unnecessary.
The managers of the Retreat, Hanwell, and Lincoln believed that by an atten-
tive moral management that used work and activity, games and amusements,
music and reading, walks and gardening, sound and virtuous habits would be
formed that lay at the basis of sanity.82

In 1844, the Quarterly Review claimed that “these great improvements of
half-a-century” were based on “the ordinary principles of humanity.” The
Scottish Whig Fox Maule, in 1845, praised a Parliament that had established
the lunacy commissioners and required counties to build asylums, for acting
on “the broad basis of humanity”83

That in the second half of the century, however, county asylums grew large
and prisonlike, a few doctors carried out a severe moral management in a
self-aggrandizing manner, too few attendants forced a partial return to physi-
cal restraint, and far too many of the pauper insane suffered in miserable
workhouses may, to a degree, justify the skepticism that Andrew Scull in
Madhouses, Mad Doctors, and Madness and Michel Foucault in Madness and
Civilization show toward the lunacy reformers’ humanitarianism. But these
later developments should not blind one to the remarkable progress achieved
from the 1820s to the 1850s. In those years, asylums moved from dark, stone
cells and dirty straw beds, bleeding and emetics, beatings and abuse, and na-
kedness and chains to the decent accommodations, warm clothing, clean
bedding, healthy food, absence of physical restrain, good medical care, and
varied healthy activities of the improved asylum.84

Not humanitarianism, say historians like Andrew Scull, so much as eco-
nomic and social forces—capitalism, industrialism, urbanization—explain
reforms in the care of the insane. Despite the appeal of their grand sociologi-
cal sweep, these claims are nevertheless open to doubt. Capitalism, which
emerged in the seventeenth century and blossomed in the eighteenth,
brought no lunacy reform in either century. The industrial revolution of the
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries was centered in Manchester,
Birmingham, Leeds, and other cloth and iron towns, none of which witnessed
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decisive improvements in the care of the insane. That these towns were great
urban centers says little for urbanization as an inspiration for lunacy re-
form—any more than does the fact that London, the giant of cities, was the
site of the unreformed and unreformable Bedlam and St. Luke asylums. Ad-
vances in the care of the insane occurred first in the York Retreat, Lincoln
Asylum, and Hanwell, located respectively in a rural part of Yorkshire, an ec-
clesiastical town in rural Lincolnshire, and the fields of Middlesex. These
fields, to be sure, were near London, but Hanwell’s ruling body were county
magistrates. The first six county asylums were established from 1812 to 1823 at
Bedford, Stafford, Gloucester, Nottingham, Wakefield, and Lancaster, hardly
either strongholds of King Cotton or Captain Iron or great megapolises.85

It is also unlikely that the propertied classes’ passion for social control in-
spired lunacy reform. Lunatics could, no doubt, be annoying, and if too ob-
streperous, they were summarily put away as part of a normal, age-old, insis-
tence on public order, one that could be equally satisfied by sending the lu-
natic to a workhouse shed or an unreformed asylum like Bedlam. Lunacy was
no threat to social order. There were in 1841, only 23,000 of unsound mind in
institutions, and of these 18,000 were discreetly but firmly placed in the back
rooms, cellars, and outhouses of workhouses or in the workhouse itself.86

An examination of the writings and achievements of John Conolly, E. P.
Charlesworth, Robert Gardiner Hill, James Cowles Prichard, and William and
Samuel Tuke reveals no concern with industrialism, urbanization, or social
control. Their work was also allied with no powerful political or economic
movement, no organized workers’ agitation, no vengeful Tories. Lunacy re-
form, however, was not as purely instinctive as the humanitarian response to
the scandalous treatment of children in the coal mines. The early treatment of
lunacy had its vivid scandals, which evoked compassion and led to reform.
But that compassion and zeal for reform was also part and parcel of the ad-
vance in knowledge and science that helped define early Victorian England
and that was closely and pervasively intertwined not only with lunacy reform
but the growth of humanitarianism in general.87

Intellectual developments intertwining with humanitarianism also under-
lay the abolition of capital punishment for all crimes except murder and trea-
son. In 1820, murder was but one of 220 offenses (600 according to Black-
wood’s) punishable by death.88 From 1813 to 1833, the government hanged by
the neck 1,547 English men and women, some for the most paltry of thefts.89

But by the 1850s, only a handful were hanged, and all for murder. England’s
criminal code, the “bloody code,” as many called it, had become much more
humane.

The persistent agitation of the earliest reformers, like Sir Samuel Romilly
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and Sir James MacIntosh, failed in the 1810s to effect reform, but they, and
their Whig and Radical allies, pressured Sir Robert Peel to begin the reform of
the jumble of outdated, irrational, inconsistent, and cruel statutes that made
up England’s criminal code. Although the tidy and efficient Peel did, in the
1820s, consolidate and straighten out some of the chaotic and hopeless com-
plexities of that jumble, he only touched on its draconian use of the gallows:
one was still hanged if one stole goods worth more than £5 or if one broke
into and robbed a church. In 1824, before Peel’s reforms, forty-nine persons
were hanged, in 1830, after the reforms, forty-six. Peel’s small changes led the
Morning Herald to judge his reforms as “almost entirely consolidation and ar-
rangement.”90

From 1832 to 1841, radical M.P.’s and Whig ministers almost abolished the
“bloody code.” In 1832, the Radical M.P. William Ewart introduced bills to
abolish capital punishment for stealing horses, sheep, and cattle and for
stealing goods from dwelling houses to the value of £5. He also urged the end
of the death penalty for rape, administering poison, and for intent to murder,
goals that he achieved by 1841. In 1837, Lord John Russell, as home secretary,
proposed and passed, with no debate, seven bills removing the gallows as the
punishment for all remaining offenses against property and for all offenses
against persons “if no grievous bodily harm.” Russell’s hope to stop at that
point was in vain. By 1841, only murder, treason, sodomy, attempted murder,
arson to a dwelling with persons inside, and robbing with a threat to kill were
kept as capital offenses, although in fact only murderers were hanged.91 From
1837 to 1856, William Ewart, supported by 50 to 60 M.P.’s, moved the entire
abolition of the death penalty. In 1837, their motion lost by one vote; in 1856,
by 94, and the movement fell into abeyance.92

Humanitarianism played a pervasive, powerful, but not wholly dominant
role in the near abolition of the death penalty. But if not wholly dominant,
much too dominant, said opponents of abolition. There was, they insisted,
entirely too much “mawkish sympathy,” “morbid sentimentality,” and “the
maudlin humanity of the present day.” Not a maudlin but a healthy hu-
manitarianism was invoked by many critics of the death penalty. Its end was
called for, said the great Irish leader Daniel O’Connell to the Commons, by
“the spirit of humanity that distinguished the present day.” “In place of harsh
codes,” wrote William Empson in the Edinburgh Review, “we need words of
humanity and reason.”93 In the Commons, Joseph Brotherton said that capital
punishment violated “the principle of humanity, justice and mercy,” and
Ewart that it violated “facts and figures as well as humanity.” For John Bow-
ring and Sergeant Talford, the abolition of hanging was a vote for “humanity”
and “in accordance with the enlightened dictates of humanity.” No wonder
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that the Northampton Mercury concluded that “increased humanity had
ended capital punishment except for murder.”94

The Mercury was perhaps too exuberant. Capital punishment’s leading
critic, William Ewart, sensing the distrust of a maudlin humanity, empha-
sized, as did Lord John Russell in 1837 and the Criminal Law Commissioners
in 1836, the practical and efficient as well as the humanitarian. There were no
vivid, compassionate pictures of the condemned criminal on the gallows as
there were of chained lunatics and overworked seamstresses. There was in-
stead a concern for making the illogical, inconsistent, and inefficient mazelike
confusion of criminal law more rational and effective. Russell, Ewart, and the
criminal law commissioners offered two central arguments: that hanging did
not deter crime, and that hanging did deter prosecutors, juries, witnesses, and
judges from proceeding against criminals or judging them guilty. Russell used
both in 1837 when passing his seven bills ending capital punishment on nearly
500 offenses. By removing the death penalty, he told the Commons, the con-
viction rate would go up, as it had for forgery, from 58 to 71 percent. A higher
rate of conviction and a greater certainty of punishment would in turn deter
crime.95 That from 1823 to 1834, only one in twenty convicted of a capital of-
fense was executed made unreliable the promises of a deterrent criminal
law.96 It was a lottery, full of inequalities and injustice and often favorable to
the criminal.

The draconian severity of hanging also, according to the Criminal Law
Commission, deterred private parties from prosecuting, witnesses from tes-
tifying, juries from convicting, and a few judges from imposing the maximum
punishment. A powerful reason that Parliament abolished capital punish-
ment on most offenses was a desire for an effective, law-and-order criminal
code, one that would not let the criminal go free. It was no “false commisera-
tion for the sufferers,” said Dr. Charles Lushington, M.P., an inveterate op-
ponent of the death penalty, but “the interests and feelings of the popula-
tion,” that persuaded him to urge its abolition.97

The criminal code had, as V. A. C. Gatrell argues, “a structural problem.”
The rise in crime led to such an excess of death sentences that four a day
would have had to be hanged. To avoid such carnage, pardons became abun-
dant, rising to 90 percent of capital convictions. The criminal code had be-
come a lottery, exceedingly irrational, and increasingly dysfunctional.

Although the ministers and M.P.’s who dismantled the “bloody code” after
1832 sought above all to put their judicial house in working order and to make
sensible that which was illogical, compassion for the criminal did play a
broad, far-reaching role. It played no little role in the fact that jurors increas-
ingly said not guilty and private parties chose not to prosecute and judges
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were lenient and that nineteen out of twenty judged guilty of capital offenses
were not hanged. Although it was often imperfect and inconstant, there was a
widespread, unspoken humanitarianism at work.

Persuaded that knowledge is power, the early Victorians found it very per-
suasive in the increasingly fashionable form of statistics. Knowledge not
available half a century earlier played an important role in the reduction of
capital punishment. Statistics on its effect raised doubts that hanging deterred
crime. They came from ten different countries, including England, and
showed that reductions in the death penalty had not led to any great increase
in crime. Although some of these statistics were by no means incontroverti-
ble, they were, as a whole, strongly suggestive that hanging did not deter. And
given that better police records, a rising population, and economic depres-
sions tended to increase, not lessen, the amount of crime, the absence of a
marked rise in those crimes for which capital punishment was ended makes
even more formidable the view that hanging was not a necessary deterrent.
Not logic but biblical texts in favor of the death penalty, vivid depictions of
dreadful murders, and a passion for retribution marked the pleas to keep
capital punishment. Ironically, concrete, vivid images (e.g., of seamstresses,
boy coal trappers, and infant textile workers), which so often evoked hu-
manitarianism, now evoked its opposite in the form of depictions of cold-
blooded, brutal murder. The image of the evil murderer impinged on the so-
cial conscience of early Victorians far more vividly than that of innocent men
hanged, which, said Sir Fitzroy Kelly in 1848, had occurred forty-one times
over the past fifty years.98

Not so lightly set aside was another image that humanitarians imposed on
the late 1840s and early 1850s, the image of boys guilty of trifling thefts sent to
the grimmest of adult prisons. Before the 1840s, that fact hardly bothered the
governing classes. In 1777, John Howard had warned that adult prisons cor-
rupted the youthful offender, and the warning was often repeated, but in 1853,
magistrates still sent most of the 13,000 convicted juveniles to prisons for
adult criminals.99 In the 1840s, these prisons varied from small, unsupervised,
overcrowded houses of correction, as full of profligacy and contamination as
they were destitute of moral and religious instruction, to huge penitentiaries
like Newgate in whose crowded wards there were chaos, corruption, beatings,
and schooling in crime, “a veritable hotbed of vice.” Some juvenile criminals
were in fact segregated from adults, but only in miserable, filthy, over-
crowded, unventilated hulks. From 1825 to 1845, 2,500 boys aged fourteen and
under were crowded onto these old docked ships, given no instruction,
locked between the decks for hours, and kept at hard labor by the cat-o’-nine-
tails.100 No less free of labor and the cat were those transported to the colonies.
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An Australian magistrate told an 1837 Select Committee on Transportation if
a juvenile were put among adult convicts, “nothing could save his being cor-
rupted, every species of vice they glory in.”101 Appalling as were the fates of
these juveniles, magistrates, in the very decade that saw women and children
freed from the mines and the mentally ill gain legislative protection, none-
theless sent children to prisons that most knew to be nurseries of crime.
Where was the humanitarian spirit of the age?

Just awakening, was the answer of Charles Dickens’s Daily News. “It is
within the last two years,” insisted the News in an 1847 article on juvenile de-
linquency, that “the hand of humanity stirred the mud . . . round the base-
ment of London life.”102 The hand of humanity was found in the ragged
schools, and great were the expectations of philanthropists that in these bur-
geoning institutions, the teaching of religion and morality would reduce ju-
venile crime. Great, too, were the hopes placed in the less prolific but more
effective farm, industrial, and reform schools: the Philanthropic Society’s
Redhill, the Birmingham Justices’ Stretton-on-Dunsmore in Warwickshire,
Sheriff Watson’s much-heralded industrial school in Aberdeen, the Reverend
Grantham York’s Free Industrial School, and in Birmingham Charles Adder-
ley’s Saltey Reformatory.103 There were also a score more of such institutions,
all voluntary and many evangelical. It was the philanthropists’ hand of hu-
manity.

But the philanthropists’ hand of humanity had a short reach. Redhill had
around 100 boys, Stretton-on-Dunsmore only 12 to 20, and the others ac-
commodated similar numbers, which were minuscule compared to the
13,000 juveniles annually convicted.104

In 1847, the response appeared so inadequate that Lord Brougham ob-
tained a select committee of the House of Lords to investigate juvenile of-
fenders. A House of Commons committee to investigate prisons also decided
to examine the treatment of juvenile criminals. Neither reflected the hand of
humanity stirring with any great vigor the pestilent mud of juvenile crime.
The sheriff of Midlothian in Scotland told Brougham’s committee that public
opinion was not keen on reform. “It is commonly believed,” he insisted, “that
when a boy is sent to prison he must be incorrigible, and he is shunned ever
after.” If incorrigible, if wicked, asked a public largely convinced of original
sin, of what use were reformatories? In 1850, the Select Committee on Pris-
ons—although all witnesses said prisons were unsuitable for juveniles—
could only conclude, lamely, that the committee “had not received sufficient
evidence.”105

Yet four years later, in 1854, Parliament passed the Youthful Offenders Act,
which encouraged magistrates to send those under sixteen who had been
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convicted of a crime to reformatories run by voluntary societies, which would
henceforth receive government grants and inspection. It was far from a per-
fect system and still had harsh aspects—such as first serving fourteen days in
an adult prison—but it was far more humanitarian than what it replaced.

Among the many reasons for this fourth important impact of humanitari-
anism, three are prominent: the failure of the old system, the successes of
voluntary reformatories, and a more humane view of the “incorrigible.”

In the 1840s, the early Victorians were greatly bothered by both the re-
morseless rise of crime and the increasing proportion of crimes committed
by juveniles.106 Their two attempts to reverse these trends both failed: the es-
tablishment in 1838 of Parkhurst and the 1847 Youthful Offenders Act. Park-
hurst, a large, forbidding penitentiary for juveniles, neither reformed nor de-
terred. It reflected the effort of evangelical philanthropists, two of whom drew
up its rules, which aimed to combine moral reform and deterrent principles.
At the very outset, the young boys would face four months of separate con-
finement. Thereafter, manacled, they worked in groups in strict silence; if not
silent, they went back to separate confinement. Although Parkhurst won the
praise of Elizabeth Fry, it had by the mid 1840s abandoned any claim to be
reformatory.107

The Juvenile Offenders Act, which allowed magistrates to substitute whip-
ping for prison sentences for felons under fourteen, did no better. Whipping
was the favorite of the paternalists, as meditative solitary confinement was of
the Christian philanthropists. Crime, especially juvenile crime, rose and rose.
In press and pamphlets, in Parliament, before select committees, and at the
Home Office, it became increasingly clear that the prisons to which some
13,000 youths were sent were schools of crime. As Matthew Baines, the presi-
dent of the Poor Law Board, told the Commons, “imprisonment in gaol was
perfectly inefficacious.” Not just humanitarian compassion but also effi-
ciency and society’s need for law and order moved M.P.’s toward the idea of
reformatories.108

That many reformatories at home and abroad did succeed was a crucial
part of the movement to establish them. For those anxious to reduce crime,
the fact that John Williams, one of the prison inspectors, could pronounce
the Philanthropy Society’s Redhill “very successful . . . [with] few recommit-
tals” was as promising as the fact that France’s famous agricultural reform
school at Mettray reformed 85 percent of its young offenders. Mettray, in
particular, won great attention in press, pamphlets, and Parliament. Its agri-
cultural and industrial training, enlightened pedagogy, Christian kindness,
and familylike life won it much acclaim. Equally positive was the response to
reform schools in Belgium, Switzerland, and America, as well as those in
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England and Scotland.109 An expanding knowledge of a better way to treat ju-
venile offenders played a not inconsiderable role in the passage of the 1854 Ju-
venile Offenders Act.

The advocates of reformatories held, in varying degrees, the belief, com-
mon among humanitarians, that juvenile offenders were intrinsically not so
much wicked as the products of unfortunate circumstances, circumstances so
miserable and so powerful that they must rule out any retribution.

Two Unitarians who held this view, and who were the two most active ad-
vocates of reformatories, were Mary Carpenter, founder of schools for young
delinquents and outcasts, and Matthew Hill, recorder of Birmingham and
long an ardent champion of juvenile reform. For Mary Carpenter, youthful
offenders were so decidedly the victims of circumstances that, as she told a
select committee in 1852, society “absolutely owed them reparation.” Mat-
thew Hill also perceived the adverse influence of parental neglect, poverty,
slums, and want of schooling, and he also criticized those who demanded ret-
ribution against juveniles perceived as incorrigible. “Tenacity of retribution,”
Hill told the Peelite M.P. Charles Adderley, “is the real source of error.”110

Adderley, who was deeply religious and a model paternalist, helped Lord
Palmerston draw up the Youthful Offenders Act of 1854, which passed with
scarcely any debate and without a division. It is only in the editorials and
pamphlets leading to its passage that one sees emerging the view that, to a
considerable extent, juvenile offenders were the victims of circumstances.
The pamphlets and editorials vary when discussing the causes of juvenile
crime, variously emphasizing drink, immorality, and vice, along with poverty,
parental neglect, want of schooling, slums, and disease, but all implied a so-
cial determinism that led to a more humanitarian outlook.111

Humanitarianism was more a pervasive attitude than a focused force. Its
strength lay more in its wide diffusion and compassion than in its political
clout. Although its rhetoric was universally appealing, in battle it proved
fragile. It was found everywhere, but everywhere weak. It declaimed against
harsh game laws, denounced cruelty to animals, condemned flogging, de-
clared dueling uncivilized, and called school birching and school fags barba-
rous.112 It exposed the fearful mortality on emigrant ships and in coal mines,
urged the abolition of window taxes and imprisonment for debt, urged the
protection of women from seduction and breach of promise, demanded an
end to the use of chimney sweeps, and insisted on eliminating the vexations,
costliness, delays, and rank injustice of a legal system that did not even allow
decisions in criminal law, however erroneous, to be appealed to a higher
court.113 The dictates of humanity also condemned, although largely in vain,
the exploitation of handloom weavers, stocking frame workers, and London
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bakers. Equally in vain were efforts to end the exploitation of children as
London seamstresses, Sheffield metal grinders, Birmingham wire pullers, and
Gloucester lace makers. All of these efforts and more reflect humanitarian-
ism’s ever-extending public voice of sympathy and compassion for the suf-
fering and helpless.

Even more pervasive was the humanitarian’s private voice, which could
even be heard in the most inhumane of edifices, in Newgate, Bedlam, and
workhouses, where the kindness of a turnkey, the helpfulness of an attendant,
or a matron’s small favors did much to mitigate the institution’s harshness. It
also is reflected in the observation, made by the Manchester Methodist Ben-
jamin Love, London’s Henry Mayhew, and many more, that the poor them-
selves were the most generous to the poor.114

But varied and extensive as was humanitarianism, it proved brittle before
powerful interests and institutions and deep-seated fears, prejudices, and ava-
rice. Early Victorian humanitarianism could not, for example, end England’s
love of flogging and birching. In 1836, five M.P.’s, led by Joseph Hume and
Colonel De Lacy Evans, told the Royal Commission on Military Punishment
that flogging in the Army and Navy was a needless cruelty, that it encouraged
rather than discouraged the mutinous spirit, and that companies with no
corporal punishment had better discipline. These arguments were of no avail.
Neither were the protests of General Charles Napier in his Remarks on Mili-
tary Law and the Punishment of Flogging (1837), of John Gardner in his On the
Inhuman and Disgraceful Punishment of Flogging in the Army and Navy (1832),
and eight of London’s humanitarian journals.115 In Parliament, De Lacy Evans
in the 1830s and Hume in the 1840s, repeatedly denounced this savage form of
discipline, which was practiced by only a few European armies. Again to no
avail. In 1861, the Navy still flogged erring sailors.116 In the 1860s, birching and
fagging also continued at England’s great public schools, as did those laws
that gave landlords a monopoly on game and made criminals of poachers.117

The game laws were cruel on three counts: the lure of game made poachers
and criminals of the spirited young and needy poor, the hunting and the
preservation of hares ravaged the farmer’s fields, and the wholesale slaughter
of pheasants and grouse pained lovers of birds.118 Nevertheless, nothing was
done. Like the Army, Navy, and public schools, landed estates were far too
deeply rooted in tradition and sacred to the Establishment to yield to hu-
manitarian sentiment, however widespread. Property as such was sacred,
which thwarted humanitarian protests against imprisoning debtors, employ-
ing chimney sweeps, and the overcrowding of filthy, ill-supplied, unsafe emi-
grant ships. In 1840, Lord Beaufort told the House of Lords that he used small
boys to clean his chimneys, that he knew it was against the “dictates of hu-
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manity,” but that not to use them would “be even more injurious to prop-
erty.” Beaufort, the Lords, and property lost the vote in 1840, and a second
law entered the books outlawing chimney sweeps, followed by a third. All
three, concludes the historian P. W. I. Bartrip, were “largely ineffective.” The
1842 act to protect emigrants from disease-ridden, accident-prone, over-
crowded passenger ships sailing to North America, ships with an unbelievably
high rate of mortality, was also, contends Oliver MacDonagh, largely ineffec-
tive. Failure also characterized acts to prevent the imprisonment of debtors.
Thousands of debtors, according to G. R. Rubin, continued to be imprisoned
as the new county courts enforced other laws disciplining debtors.119 One
should treat with skepticism the statutes of the realm as a record of humani-
tarian effectiveness. Statutes against imprisoning debtors, for example, failed
to end that practice, just as statutes against dueling failed. Despite laws pro-
hibiting duels, the earl of Cardigan fought one quite openly in 1841. The Stan-
dard defended him, the Lords took no action, and the arrogant earl went un-
punished.120

Equally in defiance of statutes in the 1840s was the continued cruelty to
animals. From seventeenth-century divines and eighteenth-century philoso-
phers to nineteenth-century evangelicals, a humane sympathy for animals
slowly expanded among the governing classes. It led to an 1822 act against the
cruel treatment of horses and cattle, an 1835 act outlawing bull baiting and
cockfighting, and an 1839 act prohibiting dog carts. But despite these acts,
cruelties to horses, cattle, cocks, dogs, and other animals continued. In 1849,
another act imposed a £5 fine on anyone who “shall cruelly beat, ill treat,
overdrive, abuse or torture” any animal or take part “in the management of
any place for the purpose of fighting or baiting bull, bear, badger, dog, cock,
or any other kind of animal.” Bull baiting and other “blood sports,” Peter
Bailey notes in Leisure and Class in Victorian England, nevertheless “flour-
ished clandestinely.” In the mid nineteenth century, writes Harriet Ritvo in
her The Animal Estate, the earl of Derby in Lancashire and local authorities in
Newcastle openly patronized cockfighting, and Stamford officials sponsored
bull runnings. The fact that acts of Parliament could not end cockfighting,
dueling, the use of boy chimney sweeps, and wretched emigrant ships, and
that agitation to end flogging, birching, and imprisonment for debt failed,
does not mean that humanitarianism had no effect. Although it did not
“completely” end these abuses, many of these cruelties were reduced, and
some, like dueling and cruelty to animals, considerably reduced. Humani-
tarians may have lost many a battle with powerful interests and prejudices,
but humanitarianism grew, slowly and incrementally, like a coral reef. More
and more people came to share William Wollaston’s view, expressed in 1731,
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that there is “something in human nature which makes the pain of others ob-
noxious to us.”121

Since feeling the obnoxiousness of pain is most strongly evoked by vivid
images of the suffering of the helpless, it played a lesser role in the more ab-
stract and theoretical discussions of the education question, the Corn Law,
and Public Health. But it nonetheless played a role. Many a free trader drew
graphic pictures of the hunger that costly bread imposed on the poor. In Par-
liament, free traders, such as Charles Villiers and Joseph Brotherton, evoked
much compassion with their vivid depictions of suffering; but so did protec-
tionists such as Edmund Wodehouse, Lord Lincoln, and Lord John Manners,
with their vivid depictions of farms ruined and peasants jobless and hungry as
foreign corn flooded England. “Corn laws are not at odds with the interests of
humanity,” the Tory Leeds Intelligencer said.122 As the debate grew fiercer, hu-
manitarianism receded before class animosity, vested interests, economic
theories, and paternalist and individualistic philosophies. Just as the clash of
interests, classes, and outlooks lessened and confused the humanitarian di-
mensions of the Corn Law debate, so fierce religious conflicts, different views
of education, and varying fears and hopes of change crowded out a simple
compassion for children denied any schooling. It is remarkable how seldom
the word “humanitarian” occurs in the hundreds of pamphlets, sermons, and
speeches on education. The greatest obsession was over whether the Church
of England, the state, or Nonconformists and Catholic societies would con-
trol education. Church, Dissenters, Catholics, and secularists also clashed
over the ends of education. The Church wanted to train obedient, deferential
and not overeducated Christians; Dissenters to prepare Christians for conver-
sion, righteousness, and individual growth; Catholics to preserve the true
faith, and the secularists to create virtuous and enlightened citizens. In their
bitter quarrels over the ends and means of education, there was not much
room for compassionate pictures of woefully ignorant Bethnal Green waifs or
Norfolk farm boys.

The disease-ridden waifs of Bethnal Green were also surprisingly not very
prominent in the debate over the 1848 Public Health Act. Statistics of diseases
and mortality and appeals to society’s larger self-interest drowned out images
of individual suffering. There were vivid images, but of filthy sewers, polluted
rivers, malodorous graveyards, and foul slaughterhouses. Many a humani-
tarian was, of course, ardent for the Public Health Act. When it came to love
for humanity, few could rival Southwood Smith, Lord Ashley, and Lord Mor-
peth, who, with Edwin Chadwick at the helm, made up the General Board of
Health. Distinguished humanitarians also supported education, but since
they were divided in their advocacy of Church, state, and voluntary schools,
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they checkmated one another quite as much as did those humanitarians who
were for and against the Corn Law. On the question of public health, al-
though scarcely any humanitarian opposed that cause, its most powerful
leader, Edwin Chadwick, cast its appeal largely in terms of society’s self-
interest. He disclaimed appeals to benevolence. And so did Lord Morpeth,
always so effusively benevolent, in his two lengthy speeches introducing the
Public Health Bills of 1847 and 1848, speeches in which he never appealed to
the dictates of humanity, but rather to the self-interest of all England in end-
ing fearsome evils that led to disease and death in fashionable Belgravia as
well as in Bethnal Green. Chadwick appealed even more openly to self-
interest when he argued that private companies could make a profit from
selling sewerage as manure to outlying farms and that sanitary improvements
by reducing disease, a great cause of pauperism, would reduce rates.123 Many
were dubious of Chadwick’s claim, but few doubted cholera’s deadly reach.
Along with the usual yearly tolls of typhus, pneumonia, and consumption,
outbreaks of cholera in England in 1830–31 and 1848–49 did more than hu-
manitarian sentiment to bring sanitary reform. There were, in fact, many
motives for sanitary reform besides warding off disease—among them civic
pride, better streets, purer, cheaper water, and an end both to pervasive
stenches and corrupt, expensive, and inept local authorities. Compassion for
the dwellers of wretched urban slums and rural hovels did not rate very high
amid these motives.

No issue—not the Corn Law, not education, not health—evoked louder
protests against man’s inhumanity to man than did the New Poor Law of 1834.
Humanitarians of every kind, Tory, Radical, Whig, Chartist, London bohe-
mian, and romantic, protested against its harshness. The workhouse test
“acted against humanity,” said John Fielden, Radical member for Todmorden,
a town that, for a while, successfully defied the New Poor Law. Its separation
of husband and wife, added the reformer H. B. Yorke, violated “the humane
feeling of the house.” Joseph Brotherton, one of Parliament’s staunchest hu-
manitarians, said that it pitted “cold, abstract, calculating” political economy
against the “principles of humanity.” For the Radical Major Beauclerk, the
New Law was simply “harrowing to the feelings of humanity.”124

In the election of 1841, not a few Tories took up the cry of humanity.
“Disgraceful to humanity” and “repugnant to the humane feelings of the
country,” proclaimed Young England’s Lord John Manners and Baillie Co-
chrane. In the 1841 election, the Tory Monckton Milne, a friend of Manners
and Cochrane and almost a Young Englander, declared his opposition to the
New Poor Law in keeping “with the humanity of common life.”125 In that
election, the Tory Standard, Morning Herald, Morning Post, and for a while
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the Tory Times, joined the radical Sun, Weekly Dispatch, Howitt’s Journal, Il-
lustrated London News, and Wakley’s Lancet in denouncing the Poor Law
Commission’s insistence that relief be given to the able-bodied destitute only
in the workhouse. The destitute, said the Weekly Dispatch, had a “positive
right [to relief] by the laws of humanity”126 The new voice of humanity, in
countless publications, told of workhouse horrors and the near starvation of
those too proud to enter these “bastilles.”

There were, however, some who claimed that the workhouses were hu-
mane. The New Poor Law was humane, declared the Whig home secretary,
Lord Althorp, in 1834, because it abolished that easy relief, which corrupted
the poor. It was a view shared by R. A. Slaney and George Grote, a Whig and a
Philosophical Radical, who were as humanitarian on education, public
health, law reform, and juvenile delinquency as any critic of the New Poor
Law. The humanitarians had again divided.127 The Spectator, whose humane
outlook few journals could rival, nonetheless condemned as “humanity
mongers” those whose hostility to the New Poor Law arose from “unreason-
ing opposition of sentiment and sympathy.” “Large doles,” declared the
Spectator, are not “humane but corrupting.” Most certainly corrupting, ech-
oed the Economist, a journal that saw the issue as a perpetual battle between
feeling and reason, one in which reason should prevail. The Westminster Re-
view agreed, lamenting that of late it had been “the fashion to decry the truth
of political economy” in preference to “the weakness of the heart.”128

The impact of humanitarianism in the battle over the New Poor Law was a
complicated one. It was ambiguous, first, because the agitation against the
law was by no means purely humanitarian, and, secondly, because the New
Poor Law was not without humane ideals. A genuine compassion for the des-
titute did, of course, move many of its strongest opponents in Parliament,
M.P.’s such as Joseph Brotherton, Thomas Wakley, and John Fielden, as well
as Thomas Barnes of the Times, Charles Mackay of the Illustrated London
News, and Stanley Lees Giffard of the Standard. Compassion also moved not a
few local poor law officials, who knew the plight of the destitute intimately,
officials who defied the Poor Law Commission and gave outdoor relief, al-
lowed husbands to live with wives, and served beef and pudding at Christ-
mas.129 A measure of their defiance is the fact that in the 1840s and 1850s, most
of those receiving relief received it outside the workhouse: around 70 percent
in East Anglia, writes Ann Digby, 78 percent in Lancashire, says Michael Rose,
and 88 percent in the West Riding of Yorkshire, according to David Ash-
worth. Digby claims that the Norfolk guardians treated the poor “far more
humanely” than the “stereotypical view,” a finding similar to Michael Rose’s
claim that the “humanity” of the local guardians was one of the two motives
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for resisting the workhouse test. Outdoor relief, however, was not always very
humane; certainly not when, as Lynn Lees points out, the Chelsea guardians
gave only 1s. or 1s. 6d. a week to female-headed households.130

The second motive, according to Rose, was to keep rates low, a motive that
was probably greater than compassion for the poor. Parsimonious farmer
guardians, notes Digby, actually took over East Anglia’s rural unions, dis-
pensing a meager dole that was far less costly than relief in an expensive
workhouse. This fact also held true in the urban parts of Lancashire and the
West Riding, where a pauper cost £5 10s. a year in a workhouse but only £3
11s. 5d. out of it.131 A large, general, mixed, commodious workhouse, the kind
the commission insisted on, was expensive to build, too expensive for the
northern guardians, who simply leased an old, small, run-down parish poor-
house, even though it was a wretched place for sick, aged, insane, orphaned,
and vagrant paupers who needed institutional care. In the Bolton workhouse,
in 1843, “the aged and young were covered with vermin; infants, patients from
scarlet fever—and children free from disease were all cooped up in . . . con-
fined rooms,” while in Huddersfield in the 1848 typhus epidemic, children
slept up to ten in a bed.” The Leeds workhouse was no better. “A disgrace to a
civilized country,” declared an assistant poor law commissioner.132 Such
scandalous conditions arose far more often from local jealousy, parsimony,
and negligence than from the commission’s orders, much of it often arising
from those loudest in their humanitarian protest against the New Poor Law.

Partisan politics, civic pride, fear of high rates, hatred of centralization,
entrenched interests, control of patronage, and Tory paternalism merged
with a humane concern for the poor and an awareness that the workhouse
test was cruel to constitute a formidable resistance to the hateful New Poor
Law and its three despised commissioners. There is no doubt that these
commissioners did push the workhouse test and did issue petty, niggling,
harsh regulations—no milk and sugar for tea, no beef and pudding at
Christmas, no leaving the workhouse for Sunday walks.133 Assistant Commis-
sioner Kay-Shuttleworth, who believed that easy relief caused indolence,
profligacy, and malingering, could be very hard on the poor, denouncing ex-
cessive diets and the provision of beer, and his colleague E. C. Tufnell warned
that “too much and not too little relief” was “the great danger.” But both
fought local guardians far more often for better conditions, for better medical
care, warmer and cleaner quarters, no birchings of children, and, above all, an
education in the skills and self-reliance that would permit an escape from
pauperism. Kay-Shuttleworth and Tufnell were in their way humanitarians.
Kay-Shuttleworth, as secretary of the Committee on Education, devoted his
life to the cause of education, as did Tufnell, who provided from his own in-
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come the initial support of the Battersea School for training teachers.134 Even
their severe view that easy relief corrupted was part of a belief—however
mistaken—that fitted their idealistic hope of liberating the pauper.

Paupers, and the poor in general, were also liberated by better health,
which was promoted by the 1838 report of the Poor Law Commission’s Dr.
Southwood Smith and the 1842 Sanitary Report of Edwin Chadwick. Most as-
sistant poor law commissioners fought for better medical relief. On educa-
tion, health, and the care of the aged and orphaned, local guardians were
more negligent and tight-fisted than the commissioners and their assistants.135

The same was true of education where, after twenty years, local poor law
authorities had established only a handful of district schools, while leaving
their workhouse schools in dismal shape. A report on the Gilbert unions—
locally autonomous and unsupervised by the Poor Law Commission—
revealed that they treated their old and orphaned much more harshly than
unions under the Commission. M. A. Crowther observes in her study The
Workhouse System that the commissioners were more humane on workhouse
management than local guardians.136

In fact, the Poor Law Commission was occasionally more humane than lo-
cal authorities in granting relief. Peter Dunkley in his article on the Durham
Poor Law Union finds that in the 1842 depression, the guardians defied the
commissioner’s order to substitute outdoor labor for a workhouse test. When
local miners struck, the guardians refused to give any relief at all.137 Resistance
to the New Poor Law should never be automatically equated with humani-
tarian responses to that law, any more than reports on education and sanita-
tion by a Kay-Shuttleworth or a Southwood Smith and the work of other as-
sistant commissioners to mitigate local harshness and negligence should ex-
cuse the three commissioners from their inhumane insistence that husbands
and wives live separately, and that the severe and sometimes cruel workhouse
test remain their summum bonum. Measuring the impact of humanitarian-
ism is a complicated matter, since it expresses itself in so many different ways,
a fact especially true in the debate over prison discipline.

At first glance, the new humanitarianism appears to have had an impact on
prison reform. Had not the great philanthropist John Howard exposed the
inhumanities practiced in prisons and pointed the way to their removal? Had
not Howard and his many followers worked to end the worst abuses, abuses
of criminals associating with criminals in dismal, filthy, wards that were cold
and damp and full of vice? Often run for the profits of the governor and staff,
institutions countenanced drunkenness and extortion, intimidation and
prostitution.138 By 1835, many of these glaring abuses had been reduced in
some of the new county prisons, which were cleaner, more commodious,
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better ventilated, warmer, and capable of proper classification—distinguish-
ing the young from the old, the untried from the convicted, the minor from
the serious offenders—with individual cells, and without drunkenness and
corruption. Incarceration and control were certainly much stricter and free-
doms fewer, but as the Reverend Sydney Smith claimed, “inspection and su-
pervision are the parents of humanity.” He added: “A system of humanity is
now established in gaols.”139

The Reverend Sydney Smith’s “humanity is now established” was far too
sanguine a judgment. Parliament had, to be sure, passed progressive acts, and
a few counties had reformed their prisons, but the result was a hodge-podge
of permissive acts, most of them unenforced, and of local prisons that re-
mained quite unreformed. To rectify this state, the Commons in 1835 formed
the Select Committee on Prison Discipline, passed a prison act, and estab-
lished five Home Office prison inspectors.140 The committee and the inspec-
tors found not only that the condition of most local gaols was still dismal but
that their discipline did nothing to deter or reform the criminal. With crime
rising at four times the rate of the population, the discovery of some method
of deterrence or reform had become ever more urgent.

Perplexed and unsure about the correct prison discipline and hesitant to
defy powerful local authorities, the government appointed inspectors of dif-
fering views. In the 1840s, they represented four of the more important prison
disciplines. Captain Donatus O’Brien pursued the stern, orthodox view that
reform was an illusion and that the wicked deserved a severe incarceration.
The Home District inspectors, the Reverend Whitworth Russell and William
Crawford, believed that the substitution of separate confinement, religious
instruction, and work at individual treadmills, in place of a contaminating as-
sociation, would both deter and reform. Captain John Williams favored a
third way, association at work and chapel but in absolute silence. And the
most humanitarian of the five, Frederick Hill, brother of Matthew and Row-
land, began as a believer in separate confinement, but then grew critical of it,
urged its drastic reduction, and argued for the adoption of industrial training,
education, kind treatment, and reform.141 There was little humanitarianism in
O’Brien’s view, a view also common to the House of Lords and the Tory
press, a view based on retribution. There was, in the 1830s, considerable hu-
manitarianism in Crawford’s and Russell’s boundless faith in separate con-
finement, a philanthropic humanitarianism, one that sought the reform of
prisoners. In the solitude of the cell, the prisoner would reflect on his wick-
edness, would feel shame and remorse, would repent of his sins, and by re-
ligious instruction, see the ways of righteousness. By the mid 1840s, mounting
evidence showed that separate confinement not only did not reform but
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damaged the mind. Separate confinement appeared anything but humani-
tarian. Charles Dickens, having seen in Philadelphia’s Eastern Penitentiary the
cruelty of separate confinement, denounced it in his 1842 American Notes.142

Cruel, too, was the silent system. Frederick Hill pronounced it pernicious
since it warred on our natural impulses.143 It was separate confinement, not
the silent system, that became the ascendant doctrine, the doctrine of what
the Gloucester Journal called “that philanthropy” that deals with “the aban-
doned and depraved.” It was also the doctrine of Archbishop Whatley and
Fowell Buxton, whom the Eclectic called “prison philanthropists.”144 Prison
reform was a favorite part of the evangelicals’ philanthropy. It offered a way of
dealing with hardened sinners. The best way, of course, was to separate a sin-
ner from other sinners and to confine him to a lonely cell where he could feel
remorse and learn contrition. Separate confinement was pioneered by the
evangelical George Onesiphorus Paul, Gloucester’s famous prison reformer,
and was blessed by the evangelicals William Wilberforce and James Hannay.
By the 1840s, separate confinement enjoyed the powerful support of the
prison inspectors Whitworth Russell and William Crawford, the prison chap-
lains Daniel Nihil, John Clay, and J. C. Field, the home secretary, Sir George
Grey, the Christian Observer, and the North British Review—all evangelical.145

Many humanitarians, however, had doubts about separate confinement,
which further separated them from the Christian philanthropists. Jeremy
Bentham opposed it, and in the 1840s, Frederick and Matthew Hill and Cap-
tain Alexander Maconochie (like Bentham full of the Enlightenment’s belief
in the educability of man) became its critics. Frederick Hill urged, in his re-
ports, such useful labor as weaving and tailoring in place of the useless tread-
mill. Prisoners, said Hill, “must be treated as rational beings with ordinary
feelings of humanity.” In his 1845 report, Hill praised Captain Maconochie for
using “the best prompting of your nature . . . those proceeding from the
Christian spirit of love . . . and the most profound principle of philosophy.”146

Maconochie, governor in the early 1830s of Australia’s Van Diemen Prison
and of the Birmingham borough prison in 1851–53, was the enemy of separate
confinement and the originator of the so-called mark system, in which, by
good behavior and industry, prisoners could earn marks that would enable
them to purchase amenities in prison and to shorten their stay. It provided
positive and reforming, not negative and deterring, reinforcements, and it
worked.147

Although Frederick Hill’s reforms—useful labor, industrial training, and
never the treadmill or solitary—worked in Scotland and Captain Macono-
chie’s mark system on Norfolk Island, they did not define Britain’s prison
policy. Nine months of separate confinement, the crank or treadmill, and a
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harsh regimen became the policy of the new penitentiaries that, with trans-
portation being phased out, constituted the government’s policy in convict
prisons. The county and borough gaols and lockups continued a patchwork
of abuses, improvement, and widely differing disciplines. In 1853, scandals at
Birmingham and Leicester, both on the separate system and the crank, re-
vealed how little humanitarianism had dented the cruelty of prison life. At
Birmingham, a sadistic governor not only imposed “the crank machine ad li-
bidum,” reported the Times, but denied the recalcitrant “bread, water, sleep
and society”; while at Leicester, it was 14,400 turns of the crank or less food,
and if still intransigent, a flogging—cruelties that prompted the Times to
warn all to “keep a watch on the prison philanthropists.”148

Humanitarian protests did help end the vile hulks and, in widely diffused,
individual and small ways, did mitigate the harshness of prison life, but they
had only a modest impact on official policy. That humanitarianism that led to
factory and mine acts, improved mental hospitals, and the advent of juvenile
reformatories rested heavily on images of helpless children and the mentally
ill, but in the case of the Poor Law and prisons, the large forbidding image of
adult paupers corrupted by easy relief and dangerous, wicked adult criminals
shut out that compassion and sympathy that the image of the pathetic and
abused child so often evoked.

Strong economic and institutional interests and deep prejudices could also
thwart that compassion and sympathy. As a result, the impact of humanitari-
anism presented a mixed picture. In five areas, mines, factories, care of the in-
sane, capital punishment, and juvenile offenders, humanitarianism had a de-
cided impact, although not without disappointments—not without asylums
and reformatories grown far too large, grim, and impersonal, capital punish-
ment not fully abolished, ten-year-old boys still in mines, and children
worked in every manufacture in Britain but textile mills. On the great issues
of the Corn Law, public health, and education, humanitarianism did play a
role, but an ambiguous, varied, and confused one, as it did in the debate over
the New Poor Law. The reformers finally found that their humanitarian hopes
in the workhouse test and separate confinement proved anything but hu-
manitarian.

The new humanitarianism also helped pass laws against dueling, the use of
chimney sweeps, death-dealing emigrant ships, and cruelty to animals—but
all too often they were not enforced. But however disappointing, confused,
and ambiguous its results, however weak before powerful interests and preju-
dices, humanitarianism still steadily advanced, making up a larger and larger
part of the early Victorians’ social conscience, a steady advance that raises the
question of the sources of its strength.
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The Sources of Humanitarianism

�

For many historians, it is not the dialectic of ideas but economic and social
forces that best explain the rise of humanitarianism. Historians of nineteenth-
century England have long regarded the most prominent of such forces to be
those released by the industrial revolution. Did not infant slavery in satanic
mills evoke one of the earliest and most sustained of humanitarian protests?
Did it not lead to select committees, royal commissions, a flood of articles
and pamphlets, fierce and endless debates, and, from 1802 to 1853, to seven
acts of Parliament? And was not infant labor but one of many, proliferating
evils brought by the industrial revolution? These evils were, to be sure, by no
means the only ones that evoked the compassion and sympathy of the early
Victorians. The industrial revolution had little to do with the mistreatment of
lunatics, debtors, chimney sweeps, seamstresses, and tailors, capital punish-
ment, juvenile delinquency, flogging, dueling, cruelty to animals, or game
laws. And as a spur to and an expression of humanitarianism, it certainly had
to share the honors with, if not yield in point of time to, the ending of the
slave trade and slavery. Because the steam engine was used increasingly in
mining, the cruel exploitation of women and children in mines could be as-
cribed to the industrial revolution, but only in part, since such abuses long
antedated the use of steam—as did the exploitation of merchant marine sail-
ors. The abuses of the industrial revolution thus form only a part, and not the
larger part, of the cruelties that helped evoke a widespread compassion for
suffering.

The cruelties and brutalities of urbanization also aroused a sympathy for
the exploited and abused. No social development left a more indelible mark
on the early Victorians than the growth of towns and cities, which both
aroused their fears and broadened their outlook and feelings. “Towns,” said
William Empson in 1847 in the Edinburgh Review, “have great advantage and
specific evils.” There is “so much more humanity and so much misery” that
its “terrible contrasts [demand] enlarging the views of some and stirring the



The Sources of Humanitarianism 297

feelings of others.”1 Both the lordly Times and the Chartist poet Thomas
Cooper observed the same contrasts. London was, for the Times, “the most
self-inconsistent place . . . a place where extremes meet . . . both enlighten-
ment morality . . . and a whole population of mendicants.” For Cooper, cities
contained “huge tombs of squalor,” along with “knowledge, freedom, moral
growth.”2 The Congregationalist Eclectic Review agreed with the Times on the
cities’ enlightenment. “Great cities are conducive to the expansion of the
mind,” it declared in a review of the Age of the Great Cities by the Congrega-
tionalist Reverend Robert Vaughan, for whom great cities brought light after
years of feudal darkness. In 1843, the Edinburgh Review praised Vaughan’s
work; three years earlier, it had published John Stuart Mill’s praise of the in-
telligence “almost universal in populous towns.”3

But in towns and cities, there were also thieves, beggars, prostitutes, street
people of every kind, the destitute, and the homeless, as well as much disease,
squalor, crime, crass exploitation, and infinite misery, all in striking contrast
to the prosperous lords and gentry in their clubs and town houses and the
capitalists in their suburban villas.

No other feature of city life haunted the periodicals of the day more than
the immense contrast between wealth and poverty. It was also the grand
theme of the novels of Dickens, Jerrold, Bulwer-Lytton, Ainsworth, and Dis-
raeli, and of many a poem and painting. These glaring inequalities and glaring
evils even evoked humanitarian responses from the not strikingly compas-
sionate Blackwood’s, Quarterly Review, and Fraser’s. Few articles in Black-
wood’s expressed more sympathy with the poor than John Murray’s series on
London life, and the Quarterly Review’s most humane moments came in Lord
Ashley’s articles on London’s ragged schools and model lodging houses. The
articles in Fraser’s reflect a growing involvement with London: Torylike in
1830 in its ridiculing of all reform, by 1850, it was an eager champion of re-
form, with many articles on London’s problems. A major contributor of the
late 1840s, the Reverend Robert Lamb, after asking his readers “to consider
the numbers that have gathered into our crowded towns,” noted that the
“heaving behemoth has startled many a stout heart.”4

Urbanization, powerful as it was in startling stout hearts, had and still has
its limits as an explanation of humanitarianism. A fairly urbanized early
eighteenth-century Britain did little to protest brutal asylums, wretched pris-
ons, frequent dueling, child labor, cruelty to animals, many hangings, and
much flogging, and early nineteenth-century Germany and France, which
were no more urbanized than early eighteenth-century Britain, had powerful
humanitarian movements.

Large cities could also be inhumane. London, giant of cities, boasted the
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unreformed Bedlam and St. Luke’s asylums, and advances in the care of the
insane first occurred in the York Retreat and Lincoln Asylum, which be-
longed to rural not industrial England. Insanity was not a strictly urban
problem, and neither was the overworking of children, the most egregious
examples often occurring in those mines and small manufacturers located in
the countryside. Urbanization, however short it falls as a sufficient cause, was
still a dominant force in the growth of humanitarianism. Not only did it cre-
ate, concentrate, and make visible evils that human nature found intolerable,
but it provided a home for the rising middle class, which, along with the in-
dustrial revolution and urbanization, forms part of the classic triad so be-
loved by social historians.

For Coleridge, the rising middle class was part of the growing overbalance
of the commercial and its “blind practices” and speculations. For Carlyle, the
middle class was part of a cold, calculating cash nexus, and for many a Tory
editor and M.P., it had a grasping, avaricious spirit. The novelists of the pe-
riod also paint a less than flattering picture of the middle class, but it is not
simply a homogeneous middle class that they depict so much as varied,
many-layered “middling classes.” Dickens pictures these classes as running
from the wealthy and powerful merchant Dombey Sr. to the humble, penuri-
ous clerk Tom Cratchit, with much in between.

These middling classes were also not homogeneous in compassion and
sympathy. Not a few urged a more severe poor law and a tougher criminal
code, exploited seamstresses, turned beggars away, became wealthy as slum
landlords, opposed sanitary improvements, and constituted a vast array of
selfish interests. Many of the rising middle classes did not further but under-
mined humanitarianism. Many, of course, among the middling classes also
championed humane reforms. But they had no monopoly in urging such
causes. The working classes and their journals agitated and demonstrated for
humane reforms, while many of the landed classes presided over humanitar-
ian causes: Lords Littleton, Harrowby, Norton, and Houghton all spoke at the
1853 and 1854 conferences on juvenile delinquency, as did baronets like Sir
John Pakington.5 Lords Nugent, Winchelsea, Lushington, and Suffield cham-
pioned the end of capital punishment, and Lord Morpeth, sanitary reform,
while Lord Ashley was the most indefatigable of all in working for lunacy, ju-
venile, factory, and sanitary reform.6

It was not the rise of the middle classes that simply explains humanitari-
anism, so much as the growing power within that most pluralistic and ex-
panding of classes of such groups as medical men, journalists, educators, bu-
reaucrats, lawyers, and actuaries. Medical men above all were active in pro-
moting humanitarian reform, men like Dr. W. P. Alison with his probing ex-
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posure of poverty and disease in Scottish cities, Dr. James Kay-Shuttleworth
with his exposure of poverty and disease in Manchester, Dr. John Conolly,
Dr. Robert Gardiner Hill, and Dr. Edward Charlesworth in their fight for
more civilized treatment of the insane, and Dr. Thomas Southwood Smith in
his long struggle to make all towns healthier places in which to live.7

Many of these doctors were also bureaucrats, and bureaucrats played a
crucial role. Captain Maconochie, Frederick Hill, and M. D. Hill were all
public servants when they led in the reform of prisons and the treatment of
juveniles. The education inspectors Seymour Tremenheere and Joseph
Fletcher, the poor law assistants E. C. Tufnell and Dr. Neil Arnott, and the
factory inspectors Leonard Horner and Robert Saunders spoke out for re-
forms in education, the care of the poor, and factories. Even the military pro-
duced such opponents of flogging as Admiral Charles Napier and Colonel De
Lacy Evans.8

That critics of flogging formed a tiny minority of the military is true—and
it is true, too, that the rich Quakers and Unitarians who took such a promi-
nent role in humane reforms constituted but a minority of the wealthy and of
the churchgoers who dominated the middle classes, but as those classes grew
larger, the growing minority voice of humanitarianism grew louder and more
insistent.

These groups were not only a part of the growing middle classes but also
part of a society increasingly defined by new social institutions and advances.
Queen Victoria’s subjects in 1840 were, for example, far more literate than
King George III’s subjects had been. Between two-thirds and three-quarters
of the working classes could read, a tribute to the crazy quilt of schools—
dame, day, Anglican, Nonconformist, endowed grammar, elite public, Owen-
ite, farm, and industrial—some of which outlawed corporal punishment and
placed humane discipline at the heart of their pedagogy.9 The resulting liter-
ate British could in 1830 choose from 153 provincial newspapers, where their
ancestors in 1780 had had only 27.10 Churches and chapels also proliferated.
The churches grew more unified and held district and national conferences.
Meetings for causes of every sort proliferated among the more morally ear-
nest of the varied middle classes. Secular institutions also proliferated. The
great towns gloried in their philanthropic institutions—hospitals, infirmaries,
and dispensaries—and their proud array of societies, learned, artistic, botani-
cal, statistical, and reformist.11 After the 1835 Municipal Reform Act, there
were also 178 new town councils, the scene of many a humanitarian exhorta-
tion.12 On the national level, the 1840s saw, as the 1760s did not, a British As-
sociation for the Advancement of Science, the British Institute, statistical so-
cieties, mechanics institutes, and lecture halls of every kind, ranging from
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Owenite halls of science to the evangelicals’ famous Exeter Hall on the Strand
in London.13

The early nineteenth century also witnessed the growth of a large, more
active, less aristocratic national government. Between 1800 and 1832, Parlia-
ment created sixty royal commissions, a fact that would have astonished the
parliamentarians of the eighteenth century; and from 1811 to 1834, 543 select
committees reported to Parliament, most of those in the later years.14 By the
1840s, such commissions and committees were even more numerous, as were
government departments and bureaucrats drawn from the middle classes.
They formed a part of the proliferating social and political institutions that
were increasingly part of a more industrialized, urbanized, and middle-class
Britain and that helped further humanitarianism. But are social and eco-
nomic forces alone sufficient as an explanation of the rise of the spirit of hu-
manity? Does not the rise of a spirit of humanity in less industrialized and less
urbanized France and Germany suggest that ideas are also important?

t h e  i d e a s  o f  t h e  g r e a t  t h i n k e r s

John Stuart Mill said that the two seminal minds of the early nineteenth
century were Jeremy Bentham and Samuel Taylor Coleridge. Certainly, these
great sages must have furthered humanitarianism? They did indeed, although
in varying degrees and not nearly as much as their later admirers claimed.
Coleridge’s influence, for example, was great on the Cambridge Apostles of
the 1820s and 1830s, men such as Julius Hare, John Sterling, and Frederick
Maurice. He also influenced, in those same decades, the brilliant scholars of
Oxford’s Oriel College—men such as John Hampden, Edward Copleston,
and Archbishop Whatley. All six were clergymen, all Broad Church, and all
scholars who found Coleridge helpful to their theological and philosophical
developments.15 None won fame for championing humanitarian causes ex-
cept possibly Frederick Maurice, although his idealistic Christian Socialism
was vague and ineffectual. Coleridge himself did little for humanitarian re-
forms, a not surprising fact, since he declared that he “had no great faith in
Act of Parliament reform” and that “nothing more could be asked of the state
than to withhold . . . all extrinsic and artificial aids to an injurious system.”
The older Coleridge could be severe, denouncing mechanics institutes and
Lancastrian schools and defending the burning in Calvin’s Geneva of the six-
teenth-century unitarian Michael Servetus. For Coleridge, the remedy for so-
cial evils lay in becoming better people, a phrase echoed by Frederick
Maurice’s belief that “right human relationships” provided the basis of the
kingdom of heaven on earth—views Maurice’s colleague in Christian Social-
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ism found “visionary.” Although some of Coleridge’s ideas were more acute
and specific, John Colmer contends that he “failed to communicate them.”16

Although capable of compassion for overworked factory children and full of
Christian benevolence, Coleridge was hardly a great inspirer of humanitarian
causes. Perhaps that title belongs to that other seminal mind, Jeremy Ben-
tham.

Not entirely, say many of his critics. Gertrude Himmelfarb, Michael Ig-
natieff, and Michel Foucault argue that Bentham’s proposed plan for a Pan-
opticon raises great doubts about his humanitarianism. For Himmelfarb,
used as a prison, this huge, six-storied, ringlike building, with every cell open
to unremitting inspection from a central tower, would have been a place of
constant spying, enhanced terror, absolute solitude, deprived diets, and pun-
ishment. She quotes Bentham’s own words that it was to be a place “of barba-
rous perfection” and “labour . . . the hardest and most severe.” Labor not so
severe but long and hard and including children was part of a variant plan if
the Panopticon were used as a National Charity Company, a company Ben-
tham hoped would earn 300 percent profits. Ignatieff sees the projected
Panopticon, which was to be outfitted with whipping machinery, as an
authoritarian institution of “constant inspection.” Foucault calls it a “cruel
ingenuous cage,” “a design of subtle coercion,” and, since it could serve as
factory, hospital, school, or asylum, “a perfect disciplinary institution.”17

The above criticisms are not without foundation. Bentham’s mind had a
decidedly authoritarian and regimenting cast, and he could be cruel, as when
he urged that rapists be castrated. But he had, nevertheless, an even larger
humanitarian cast to his mind. His pauper management scheme was not all
regimentation; there was also much attention to physical comforts, to cloth-
ing that was warm, if inexpensive, to diets that were healthy, if plain, to
“domestic ties strengthened,” and to good schooling, music, gardening, and
useful labor—none unhealthy or excessive. His scheme provided security
against every want, and its sole object was the maximum of happiness. Ben-
tham also abandoned, as Himmelfarb rightly notes, solitary confinement and
urged association both in the cells and at work—productive useful work, not
the treadmill and crank. Bentham declared that punishment in “whatsoever a
shape . . . is an evil,” that it should never be based on wrath or vengeance, that
it should not only deter but aim at “amendment or reformation,” and that it
should “promote the social good [and] meet the offenders’ needs.” Bentham
also opposed whipping, mutilation, and all capital punishment except in the
case of “murder when accompanied with circumstances of aggravation,”
views that made him, Leon Radzinowicz writes, “the most advanced in ending
capital punishment.” His great life work, to make England’s barbarous law
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code civilized and humane, like his endless schemes of human betterment, is
suffused with a benevolence often in abeyance in his Panopticon schemes.
The severe side of Bentham reflects both an eighteenth century that was itself
severe and Bentham’s overly mechanistic approach, one marked by a naive
optimism that the deterrence of pain and the encouragement of pleasure can,
if nicely calculated and nicely mixed, be powerfully effective on the plastic
human nature of a pauper or criminal. But both the eighteenth-century con-
text and Bentham’s mechanistic outlook yielded to his sanguine and benevo-
lent temperament and his great belief that reason can lead to the improve-
ment of man and of society, most particularly if guided by the greatest happi-
ness principle. The shadow of the Panopticon should not obscure the Ben-
tham who denounced cruelty to animals, condemned the holding of women
in “perpetual wardship,” and in his Deontology defined humanity as “effective
benevolence . . . directed at a particular case of suffering [and] the removal of
some positive and weighty evil.”18

For all his harsher aspects, Bentham was a dedicated humanitarian. But
did he inspire others to be so? Yes, but not in great numbers. Even though his
Works appeared in 1843, he was seldom mentioned in the 1840s either in Par-
liament or in the press. The British Critic was convinced that Bentham was
“rapidly becoming more contemptible and contemned,” while Abraham
Hayward of the Times confessed that “the greater part of respectable society”
looked on Bentham with “horror and indignation.”

These judgments came from sources hostile to Bentham. Friendly sources,
however, also saw no major impact. Bentham made “little progress” with
public opinion, claimed Charles Dilke’s Athenaeum. “Bentham is neglected,”
said his friend Sir Rowland Hill, “by a great part of his countrymen.”19 Ben-
tham’s later writing became increasingly technical, full of jargon, and forbid-
ding in detail and in proliferating classifications. He was largely unread. He
was also seldom heard. “Only James Mill and Dumont,” said John Stuart
Mill, “have the opportunity of learning much from his lips,” and he added
elsewhere that the notion “that Bentham was surrounded by a band of disci-
ples who received their opinions from his lips is a fable.”20

It was neither Coleridge nor Bentham who excited the British press of the
1840s but Thomas Carlyle, whose 1839 Chartism raised the “Condition of
England Question” and called for great action. But the great action consisted
only of emigration and education, on both of which he was vague. Carlyle’s
call to action in his 1843 Past and Present was largely for a medieval type of
paternalism, and his 1850 Latter Day Pamphlets, with its furious attacks on
philanthropy and all humane prison reform, reflected an increasingly angry
and harsh Carlyle and one whom the press constantly criticized. He was
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“ridiculously erroneous” said the Manchester Guardian; full of “moonshine”
declared the Eclectic Review; “full of rage and hatred,” charged the North Brit-
ish Review. The Spectator found him “exceedingly one sided,” “far from satis-
factory on remedies,” and full of “mystical verboseness.”21 The Edinburgh Re-
view, Christian Teacher, and Athenaeum were no kinder. James Grant, editor
of the Morning Advertiser, noted that none of Carlyle’s works had enjoyed an
extensive sale.22

Wordsworth, who enjoyed a much greater popularity and esteem than did
Carlyle, was also disappointing as an advocate of humanitarian reforms. His
long poem The Excursion was certainly full of sensitivity and sympathy, but
for nature, the Church, and, briefly, in book 8, for the factory child. The wider
world of the exploited and oppressed escaped his purview. There was a cool-
ness in the older Wordsworth that turned to coldness in his sonnets in praise
of capital punishment, sonnets that the critic R. H. Horne called “the tomb of
his prophet-title.” It made him, Horne added, “the prophet of the past.”23

Far more esteemed and cited by politicians and journalists than Carlyle
and Wordsworth were two professors of Edinburgh University, Dugald
Stewart and Thomas Chalmers. Dugald Stewart was, for Henry Cockburn,
“the greatest of didactic orators,” one who “exalted the character of his coun-
try and generation.”24 His reputation drew many eminent men to Edinburgh
to learn from him: Whigs like Lords Palmerston (who lived with Stewart),
Lansdowne, Russell, Minto, Lauderdale, and Webb Seymour; intellectuals
like Sir James Mackintosh, James Mill, Thomas Brown, Henry Brougham,
and Macvey Napier; and Tory M.P.’s such as Sir Thomas Acland and Sir Rob-
ert Inglis.25

Thomas Chalmers, one of Stewart’s students, evoked even greater venera-
tion from his students. He was a “second Luther,” declared Patrick Dove, and
Sydney Smith called him “not one man but a thousand.” Wordsworth wrote
that “all the world [was] wild about him.”26 Popular, admired, and influential
as both Scotsmen were, their severe laissez-faire views kept them from being
the ardent inspirers of humanitarian causes. Chalmers, in particular, was too
Calvinist on sinful paupers and criminals and too convinced that social evils
were providentially ordained to inspire a vigorous humanitarianism. Nor did
Dugald Stewart, for all his celebration of the benevolence that arises from an
“innate perception of rectitude” and the pity that arises “in every heart,”
move beyond a Scottish paternalism that, although it praised allotments and
parish schools, insisted that solitary confinement did “honor to the enlight-
ened benevolence of the age” and called “anything approaching to a compul-
sory maintenance of the poor a glaring absurdity.”27

Stewart’s Enlightenment assumption that man can be taught the good by
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reason promoted a broader, more rational, more optimistic outlook than
Chalmers’s Calvinism, but, like William Paley’s moderate, prudential moral-
ity, it nonetheless embodied a deep satisfaction with things as they were.
Paley’s utilitarian Principles of Moral and Political Philosophy was far more
widely read than Bentham. It was required at Cambridge University, and its
many editions populated the shelves of many a member of the gentry. Paley’s
opposition to torture, slavery, dueling, and the slave trade revealed a hu-
manitarian streak, but a weak one compared to the sternness that led to his
defense of England’s fierce criminal code, a defense that led Dugald Stewart
to denounce his “reckless inhumanity.” Stewart, full of the Scottish moral
philosophers’ belief in an innate moral sense, could not abide Paley’s utili-
tarianism, which Stewart called “sophistry.”28 But however they differed on
the greatest happiness principle of the utilitarians or an innate conscience as
the criterion of the good, both adopted a moderate and secular Whiggish mo-
rality that prudently accommodated itself to existing institutions and cus-
tomary ways. Although the great philosophical debate of the 1840s involved
the utilitarians’ happiness principle versus the Scottish philosophers’ innate
moral sense, its vast literature deals little with humanitarian causes.

It was not so much learned and subtle discussions of utility or a moral
sense, or even the ideas of a Carlyle, Coleridge, or Bentham, that furthered
the rise of humanitarianism but ideas and attitudes that stemmed from a host
of thinkers and from intellectual developments far broader and more diffuse
than the doctrines of a few seminal minds.

h u m a n i t a r i a n i s m  a n d  t h e

r e l i g i o u s  r e v i v a l

For many early Victorians, quite the most momentous fact in their lives
was their religious faith. For many of the educated, a revival of serious relig-
ion had replaced the latitudinarianism of the eighteenth century, and for
many of the uneducated, a prevailing ignorance and indifference. Whether
Anglican, Nonconformist, or Catholic, High Church or Broad, religious con-
victions of various kinds gained a powerful hold on early Victorians’ hearts
and minds. It must surely have had an impact on the growth of humanitari-
anism.

It did, but in a diffuse, ambiguous, and limited manner. It made less im-
pact in the 1840s on new humanitarian causes than it did on traditional pa-
ternalist and philanthropic activities. It added vitality to the local clergy and
Christian laity, made parishes alive with good works, and gave energy to a
host of societies. The story of that reawakening has been told in George Kit-
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son Clark’s Churchmen and the Condition of England, Diana McClatchey’s
Oxfordshire Clergy, David Mole’s The Church of England and Society in Bir-
mingham, Kathleen Heasman’s Evangelicals in Action, and Donald Lewis’s
Lighten Their Darkness. Its heroes were the clergymen who performed hu-
mane services for parishioners or formed societies that served the poor.
George Kitson Clark describes such a hero in William Champneys of White-
chapel, who built three churches, established a boys’ and a girls’ school, a
providential society, a shoe-black brigade, and a refuge and industrial home
for boys. Diana McClatchey discovers such benevolence in George Herbert,
priest of a rural Oxfordshire parish, who supervised the local charities, taught
the children to read, lectured at the mechanics institute, gave the sick his
home-brewed medicine, and saw that the really sick went to the hospital.
David Mole admires William Marsh of Birmingham, a parson busy managing
district-visiting programs, day and Sunday schools, and shoe, clothing, blan-
ket, and coal clubs. For Kathleen Heasman, the heroic clergyman is the Con-
gregationalist Andrew Reed, founder of orphanages, and for Donald Lewis,
Baptist Noel, who helped found the London City Mission.29 It was through
such activities that a broad, diffuse humanitarianism made paternalism and
philanthropy more active, sensitive, and benevolent. It was the “humanity”
said Charles Blomfield, bishop of London, “of the true philanthropist.”30

It would be quite unfair to overlook such a broad humanity, often so self-
less and sacrificing at the individual, local, and traditional levels, when ob-
serving how limited the religious revival often was in defining the humani-
tarianism of great causes, the humanitarianism that the Tory M.P. Peter
Borthwick had in mind when (quite forgetful of Wilberforce and slavery), he
praised Lord Ashley for being the first “to introduce into the legislature . . .
the principle of humanity.”31 Two facts prevented the humanity of the pater-
nalists and philanthropists from embracing great causes—and indeed blunted
their own efforts—an intense parochialism and a religious and social conser-
vatism. High Churchmen were particularly parochial in their love of the par-
ish church and the diocesan cathedral, love even of its very altars, offertories
and sacred almsgiving. Nothing was to be done beyond the orbit of the
Church; visiting the poor, that sacred commandment of the Scriptures, was to
be done by the clergy, and if not by them, then by sisterhoods and brother-
hoods who had taken vows. Thus circumscribed, it was not very likely that
High Churchmen would lead movements opposing capital punishment or
child labor or for the better treatment of debtors or the insane.

Anglican evangelicals also loved the parish, and Nonconformists loved the
chapel and its faithful. But they added to them the philanthropic society, al-
though for many Anglicans only if, as the bishop of London demanded, the
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society were exclusively Anglican. The effort in the 1840s of Nonconformist
evangelicals to win the cooperation of the Church of England in their visiting
societies ran into the deep hostility of most Anglican evangelicals. Absent in
the 1840s was the ecumenical spirit of the anti-slavery movement. Instead, as
Kitson Clark laments, the evangelicals’ intolerance nullified much of the
good that they did. And the good that they did do remained largely local; E. R.
Norman concludes, in Church and Society in England, that most of the
Church’s work remained largely “at the parish level.”32

Their conservative religious and social views also limited their promotion
of larger humanitarian causes. An examination of some fifty charges to the
clergy by bishops and archdeacons and hundreds of sermons by Anglican
ministers—High, Broad, and Low churchmen alike—finds no great enthusi-
asm for any national crusade. Also very rare are any references to the dictates
or principles of humanity, phrases that might rival appeals to God’s biblical
commands. The charges and sermons deal with no large humanitarian
movement except education, and on that subject, they largely insist that it be
exclusively under the Church of England.33 None of the charges and scarcely
any of the sermons (besides those of a few radicals like the Reverend G. S.
Bull) mention the plight of women and children in factories and mines, a
confirmation of Lord Ashley’s claim that the clergy gave less support to fac-
tory bills than did mill owners or doctors. There were also no great pleas in
support of the sanitary movement, although there were many references to
cholera as a Divine visitation.34 Liverpool’s most popular evangelical, the Rev-
erend Hugh M’Neil, judged “plagues, pestilence, famine” to be “punishment
for our national sins,” as did London’s most popular Tractarian, the Reverend
W. J. E. Bennett. For Bennett, “prayer would be of great help,” while for
M’Neil, as he contemplated the Irish famine, “it is only [by] the power of God
that the calamity can be removed.” M’Neil was a premillenarian who ex-
pected Christ’s Second Coming so immediately that he abandoned efforts to
promote Christian unity, which the Savior would bring.35 That God both
caused and remedied pestilence and famine was a far greater formula for re-
pentance and prayer than for organizing and legislating. It is thus not sur-
prising that Lord Ashley, at the General Board of Health, was saddened by the
apathy of the clergy and the inaction of the churchwardens in the fight to
contain cholera.36

The Providence that punished sin was nevertheless a good Providence,
much praised in the charges and sermons for designing a hierarchical world,
one that ran, said the Reverend Henry Melville, from palace to cottage, and in
which everyone had a divinely ordained place. “Poverty,” proclaimed the
Reverend Samuel Green, “is His infliction. Wealth is His gift. The gradation
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of society is His appointment.” One’s “final rewards,” he assured the reader,
“would be won in heaven.”37 It was an optimistic message for the wealthy, al-
though tempered by a deeply rooted belief in original sin. “The evil passions”
and the “destructive career of man” were part, announced the evangelical
Christian Observer, of a human nature “corrupted by the fall.”38

For the High Church Reverend William Gresley, “the cause of crime is the
evil heart,” and for the evangelical John Breay, “poverty and sickness . . .
[were] the consequence of the fall.” Such a sense of sin dampened the opti-
mism that inspires great movements, especially when combined with the
claim that the “principal cause of temporal evils is spiritual destitution.” Such
was the belief of J. B. Sumner, bishop of Chester, one that led to his insistence
that the only remedy lay in a greater moral and spiritual instruction.39 An oth-
erworldliness that placed the salvation of souls above the removal of temporal
evils heightened even more the evangelicals’ concentration on conversion
and the High Church’s concentration on the saving grace of the Church’s sac-
raments.

Their concentration on salvation of souls still left room, however, for the
moral reform of the individual, which was for many a plea to be sober, provi-
dent, industrious, self-reliant, and long-suffering. Poverty for the Anglican
clergy, many of whom as poor law guardians administered the New Poor Law,
lay in the failings of the individual: for the Reverend Thomas Stevens,
“wicked and abandoned habits,” for the Reverend Charles Girdlestone,
“grievous errors and gross misconduct,” and for the Reverend William Gres-
ley, “improvidence and want of self denial.”40 With poverty thus rooted in
moral failings, London’s most popular minister, the evangelical Henry Mel-
ville, promised “to end destitution,” not by any act of Parliament, but “by a
mighty regeneration” that would “make every inhabitant independent.”41 For
Melville, self-reliance was not a blueprint for a new society, as it became for
the theologically liberal Nonconformists. For Nonconformists who were not
liberal, the blueprint was still found in salvation of the soul. The Congrega-
tionalist Reverend James Davies of Sherborne, Dorset, told future ministers
that they should teach that repentance, faith, and holiness prepared one for “a
blessed immortality,” while the son of the Congregationalist James Evans of
London noted of his father’s sermons, “No time was wasted . . . on any other
subjects than . . . the salvation of souls.” There was nothing in the sermons of
Davies and Evans about social questions; nor in the sermons of Rotherham’s
William Stowell, who insisted that a “concern for the soul must be para-
mount,” “that the great business of life is to prepare for a better,” and that our
“wellbeing is to be found in the gracious presence of our Lord and Saviour,”
which would “tranquilize your conscience and soothe your heart.”42
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The giants of Methodism, the Reverend Jabez Bunting and the Reverend
Thomas Jackson, were equally orthodox and otherworldly and had no trou-
ble following the Wesleyan Association’s rule to avoid politics. “The no poli-
tics rule,” said the Primitive Methodist Reverend Hugh Bourne, “was the
controlling element in the Methodist attitude towards society.” Mavericks,
like the Reverend John Raynor Stephens and the Reverend Joseph Barker,
who championed factory and poor law reform, soon departed from the Wes-
leyan Methodists. Toward their own flock, the Methodist ministers were full
of a stern humanity, but a humanity limited by parochialism and religious
conservatism. Methodists, said Bourne, were silent on the reform bill—as in-
deed on most social questions except education. Wesleyans, said George Ja-
cob Holyoake, “prided themselves on Spirituality not Humanity.”43

Quite different from these orthodox and evangelical Nonconformists were
the liberals among them, ministers such as the famous Congregationalist
Reverend Thomas Binney, of the City’s Weigh House Chapel; J. B. Mursell, a
Baptist of Leicester; and the Reverend George Dawson, famous at first as
Birmingham’s most eloquent Baptist and then, after dismissal, as its most
eloquent ex-Baptist. In their sermons, predestination, original sin, God’s
visitations, and Christ’s imminent Second Coming are notably absent; in
their place, we find Binney’s “large and inexhaustible humanity,” Mursell’s
“breadth and humanity” (as expressed in his denunciation of flogging), and
Dawson’s buoyant faith that ending capital punishment would “smooth the
highway along which the great car of humanity will roll.”44 The emergence of
a sturdy morality in place of theological doctrine as the raison d’être of
Christianity opened the door for many, including both Broad Churchmen
like Thomas Arnold and liberal Nonconformists like George Dawson, to a
larger humanity.

But the door was not fully opened. The sturdy morality was a self-reliant
one, highly individualistic, and in the case of the Nonconformists, full both of
a deep hostility to a state that had persecuted them and of a great zeal for the
voluntarism that fitted neatly with their faith’s love of independence. The
sermons of Thomas Binney, with their “large and inexhaustible humanity,”
mention no humanitarian causes. Binney never took part in politics and sel-
dom appeared on a platform. Instead, he aroused his audiences with sermons
on the “Righteousness that Exalteth a Nation” distinguished by “its temper-
ance and industry, its invigorating habits, its intelligence and skill.” Dawson
and Mursell, theologically liberal and more active politically, were nonethe-
less inhibited by a jealousy of the state and an optimistic belief that the an-
swer to social evils lay in an educated, self-reliant people.

It was the mission of the Christian ministry to exalt righteousness and of
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Christian laymen to fashion laws that would blend that righteousness with the
dictates of humanity. And among that laity, it fell to the most seriously relig-
ious among the members of Parliament to carry out those dictates. The fol-
lowing analysis of the votes and speeches of twenty-five of the most seriously
religious M.P.’s is only a sample. It does not suggest that others lacked faith,
but only that these twenty-five were more avowedly religious, or at least seen
to be so by contemporaries and later historians. Some were evangelicals,
some High Church, and some simply deeply Anglican, and all sat in the
Commons at one time or another in the 1840s.

Their votes and speeches in the 1840s, with the exception of the speeches of
Lord Ashley and their votes on factory legislation, do not link them very
strongly to the rise of humanitarianism. The twenty-five more deeply Chris-
tian did, to be sure, vote in four divisions sixty-one times in favor of and
twenty-one times against a ten-hour day.45 It was a vote in keeping with
Coleridge’s claim that the state should regulate manufactures but not com-
merce and agriculture, since these seriously religious M.P.’s voted twelve to
none to kill a bill guaranteeing Irish tenants compensation for the value of
their improvements.46 They were not indifferent to landed property, voting
forty-nine times to five for a Corn Law that supported a high price for grain,
and twenty-three to one for a New Poor Law that had tightened up on relief
and lowered poor rates.47 They would, of course, have insisted that their goal
was not low rates but the end of pauperism. That ending pauperism involved
the harsh workhouse test was, for them, as necessary as the whipping of juve-
nile offenders and the hanging of murderers: they voted thirty-four times to
four against abolishing capital punishment and nine times to zero for the
whipping—up to six times a year—of juvenile offenders.48

Harsh punishments bothered few of them, only two compared to fifteen
Rationalists protesting the flogging of soldiers and sailors and none of them
the severities of separate confinement and the game laws. In two divisions,
the seriously religious voted seventeen to two against abolishing flogging in
the military, a practice abandoned throughout most of Europe. Five evangeli-
cals—Sir George Grey, Robert Palmer, Henry Halford, Sir John Packington,
and Charles Adderley—spoke for and none against separate confinement.49

They opposed by fourteen to thirteen a sixpenny rate on all Irish property to
help the worst famine-stricken areas, and they voted four to none (there were
always abstentions, often in considerable numbers) in favor of denying relief
to anyone, however destitute, with a quarter of an acre of land.50 A vote of
four to zero is a small one, but it shows that not one of the twenty-five came
to the rescue of Irish cottagers, however destitute, who occupied a quarter-
acre plot.
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There was, however, one among the twenty-five who did believe in rescu-
ing the destitute, an evangelical whose humanitarianism none could equal.
Lord Ashley, who sat in the Commons from 1831 to 1851 (except for the fifteen
months after April 1846), was unstinting in his efforts to protect the weak and
oppressed, the ill and abused. His many bills and his many compassionate
speeches on mines, factories, print works, lunacy, the health of towns, ragged
schools, and juvenile delinquency make him a towering figure of humanity,
and often lonely figure. He was, said Lord Francis Egerton, “the paragon of
humanity.”51 There were, to be sure, other devout M.P.’s who promoted hu-
manitarian reforms. Among such reforms promoted by evangelicals were
Henry Halford’s bill to protect hosiery workers, Robert Grosvenor’s effort to
free London bakers from all-night labor, William Cowper’s effort to make
compulsory the provision of allotments to the laboring poor, and Charles
Adderley’s Reformatory Bill. One High Churchman, William Gladstone,
sponsored a bill to regulate the payment of London coal whippers who un-
loaded barges.52 Of the above bills, only Gladstone’s passed, and that over the
protests of a noted Whig evangelical, F. T. Baring, who insisted that there was
“nothing in the world so meddling as humanity.”53 Most evangelicals also
gave no support to Halford’s and Grosvenor’s meddling. Thus, to a remark-
able extent, the linking, after the great anti-slavery successes, of the religious
revival with humanitarian causes rests rather heavily on the prodigious work
of Lord Ashley, not just as M.P., but on the Lunacy Commission and at the
General Board of Health. Take Lord Ashley away, and the link weakens—
even on the factory question. The slavery abolitionists (who were in great
numbers evangelical), complained the Tory Radical Richard Oastler and the
Reverend G. S. Bull, either gave the Ten Hour Bill little support or opposed it,
one of the many facts that perhaps led Boyd Hilton, in his Age of Atonement,
to conclude that “the evangelicals as a body opposed the movement for fac-
tory reform.”54 Certainly, the religious periodicals—the evangelical Christian
Observer, Record, and North British Review, the High Church British Critic,
Christian Remembrancer, and Oxford and Cambridge Review, and the Broad
Church British and Foreign Review—reveal no great humanitarian zeal, unless
for an educational system run exclusively by the Church, although even this
cause divided more than it united, limiting what slow expansion did occur.
Not even evangelicalism—to Owen Chadwick, “the strongest force” in early
Victorian England—could remain united. “As a united political force,” writes
Boyd Hilton, “evangelicalism was broken by . . . bitter divisions.”55

In the growth of humanitarianism, the religious revival played a very wide-
spread role in infusing a greater compassion into traditional paternalist and
philanthropic activities and greater energy into the preaching of a self-reliant
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morality, and the seriously religious occasionally took part in humanitarian
movements. But all too often, the seriously religious were either inactive or
hostile to these movements. The growth of rationalism is thus a more prob-
able source of the humanitarian movements that promised to end cruelty of
all kinds and to protect the weak and abused everywhere.

t h e  g r o w t h  o f  r a t i o n a l i s m

a n d  h u m a n i t a r i a n i s m

A wide variety of commentators noted the growth of rationalism. Im-
proved manners and less cruelty to animals, declared Chambers’ Edinburgh
Journal, were “due to the spread of intelligence.” The Decorator’s Assistant
discovered that “the more the enlightenment the less the cruelty,” a claim the
English Chartist Circular also made: “the moment enlightenment enters the
heart, superstition, bigotry, and cruelty leave it.”56 “Barbarous means of pun-
ishment,” insisted the conservative Magistrate, “are alien to the improved in-
telligence of the age.” “The collision of intellect,” argued the evangelical pris-
on inspector Whitworth Russell, “had illumined the world and improved it.”
And the Eclectic Review rejoiced in the triumph “of truth over falsehood and
of virtue over vice.”57

Humanitarian reformers agreed. “Reason must take over,” Sir Charles
Napier declared in his book attacking flogging in the Army and Navy; and in
his denunciation of capital punishment, Sydney Taylor similarly called for
“chain[ing] the passions to commanding reason.”58 In the fight for humani-
tarian causes, reason was invoked more often than religion. It was the pro-
gressive schools of the rationalists, not Church of England schools, that abol-
ished corporal punishment. It was also neither High Churchmen nor evan-
gelicals who opposed the crank and the treadmill, but enlightened critics,
from Jeremy Bentham to Frederick Hill and Captain Maconochie. Nor did
men of the cloth lead the fight against diseased towns as vigorously as engi-
neers and doctors trained in science. The Westminster Review, the Spectator,
Punch, Douglas Jerrold’s Shilling Magazine, Howitt’s Journal, and the Weekly
Dispatch, not the religious journals (the Eclectic Review excepted), were the
publications that invoked compassion for those who suffered from enclo-
sures, game laws, eviction, famine, flogging, imprisonment for debt, and the
barbarities of the hulks.

In Parliament, too, it was M.P.’s of a rational bent who opposed capital
punishment, flogging, the imprisonment of debtors, and enclosures that
robbed the poor, just as it was the same M.P.’s who supported reformatories,
not prisons, for juvenile offenders, a poor law for Scotland, safer mines and
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passenger ships, and the abolition of the barbarous hulks. A sample of
twenty-five M.P.’s of a strong rationalist outlook selected as a counterpart to
the twenty-five deeply religious M.P.’s, shows them voting in the various divi-
sions on capital punishment twenty-four times to abolish and only ten times
to continue.59 They also voted sixteen to two in favor of more generous relief
to the famine-stricken Irish compared to the religious M.P.’s fourteen against
and thirteen for. The rationalists, however, were just barely kinder to Irish
tenants and the destitute occupying a quarter of an acre. Only three times did
they vote to compensate tenants for their improvements, with seven oppos-
ing, and only two wished to help the quarter-acre destitute, with two oppos-
ing.60 While the religious M.P.’s supported flogging in the military seventeen
times to two against, the rationalists urged its abolition with fifteen votes for
to seven against.61 The twenty-five rationalist M.P.’s were no more cut from
the same rationalist cloth, however, than the twenty-five religious M.P.’s were
from the same religious cloth. The rationalism of Russell and Palmerston,
and other Whigs (all good churchmen) not only reflected the Whig intellec-
tual tradition, stemming from John Locke, but the teachings of the Scottish
moral philosophers and William Paley’s Cambridge. The utilitarians reflected
Cambridge, too, but also the writings of Bentham and James Mill. Some
utilitarians had a Calvinist background; others were influenced by the ro-
mantic radicalism of Shelley and Byron. There were also M.P.’s who had been
raised neither as Whigs nor as Benthamites, such as Thomas Wakley, who had
had a medical education, and William Ewart, whose background was in Liv-
erpool commerce and Oxford Aristotelianism.62 All the rationalists were re-
ligious, too, in their way, but religion was not nearly as influential as ration-
alism in defining their social outlooks.

But were these rationalists really more humane and benevolent than the
evangelicals? On issues of hanging or flogging, yes, but what of their views on
the New Poor Law and the protection of factory labor? While in various divi-
sions on the New Poor Law, the seriously religious M.P.’s voted thirty-four to
continue and only two for change, the rationalist M.P.’s voted fifteen to keep
and nine to reform. And on a Ten Hour Day that saw the religious M.P.’s vote
sixty-one times for and twenty-one times against, the rationalists, forgetting
for the moment the dictates of political economy, voted thirty-four for and
eighteen against. They were not so generous to hosiery, framework, and lace
workers, or to Irish tenants. On no bill to protect these exploited laborers
could they muster more than two votes.63 The Benthamites in the Commons,
William Molesworth, John Roebuck, Joseph Hume, John Bowring, and
George Grote, and, in the Lords, Lord Brougham, all brimming with political
economy, led in the opposition to the Ten Hour Bill. Were not these utilitari-
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ans the heartless Gradgrinds and Bounderbys of Charles Dickens’s Hard
Times? F. R. and Q. D. Leavis certainly believe so. They called Hard Times “a
comprehensive vision in which the inhumanities of a Victorian civilization are
seen as fostered and hardened by a hard philosophy—an inhuman spirit.” It
was the spirit of utilitarianism.64

 That rationalism had a cruel and inhuman
edge, that it was an instrument both of social control and middle-class hegem-
ony, has been a frequent theme in recent histories. A. P. Donajgrodzki, in So-
cial Control in Nineteenth Century Britain, finds the rationalists’ passion for so-
cial control powerfully expressed in that most Benthamite of bureaucrats, Ed-
win Chadwick. Chadwick not only worked unstintingly for the universal use of
the severe workhouse test but urged the establishment of a state police that
would suppress trade unions and punish vagrants, beggars, and other deviants.
A social police, declares Donajgrodzki, “is part of Benthamite thinking.”65

A similar Benthamite authoritarianism, Ruth Richardson argues, in Death,
Dissection and the Destitute, led Henry Warburton to help pass the Anatomy
Act of 1832, which forced many paupers to forgo that Christian burial so dear
to them for medical dissection, which was abhorrent. Masters at manipula-
tion and duplicity, says Ruth Richardson, the Benthamites represented the
“Reason” that Roger Cooter claims made “artisans its victims” in order “to
safeguard the Reasonable bourgeois world.”66

Benthamites were not alone in displaying reason’s stern visage. Both
Michel Foucault and Andrew Scull argue that the doctors who reformed the
treatment of the insane were also zealous to manipulate and discipline, so
intent were they to control deviants. Lunatics, claims Scull, were to be “trans-
formed,” “remodelled,” and “made over in the image of bourgeois rationality
. . . so that they could compete in the market place.” The making over was no
longer by chains and emetics and frigid cells, but by a severe internalization
of guilt, one assisted by “environmental manipulation.”67 Foucault places the
“birth of remorse” in the nineteenth-century asylum and declares remorse
more cruel than chains. Reason for Foucault, whether of the classical seven-
teenth century, the enlightened eighteenth, or the positivist nineteenth, had,
in various ways, mastered madness, “by disciplining and brutalizing”; by sub-
mission, confinement, and punishment; and, in the new asylums, by trans-
forming the lunatic “into a minor.”68

The rationalism of English prison reformers, argue Michael Ignatieff, in A
Just Measure of Pain, and Michel Foucault, in Discipline and Punish: The Birth
of the Prison, also sought to control deviancy through harsh discipline and
confinement. For Ignatieff, the new, massive, grim penitentiary with its soli-
tary confinement, treadmill, crank, and bread-and-water diets was not only
part of “the tightening up of social control” due to mounting social crises but
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also a reflection of that “imperative to control, to dominate or to subdue
[that] is written deep into the structure of those ways of thinking we call the
human sciences,” a way of thinking that began in the eighteenth century.69

The desire to control and subdue, says Martin Wiener in Reconstructing the
Criminal, characterized even the most humane of reformers, Mary Carpenter,
the champion of enlightened reformatories, who said that “the chief object of
punishment” was “reform by means of severity.”70

Educational reformers also, claim recent historians, reflect the rationalists’
desire for social control. Their campaign for a truly national education, Rich-
ard Johnson says, in “Educating the Educators: Experts and the State,” can
only be analyzed in terms of hegemony . . . a necessary compromise of a fac-
tion of the dominant class so as to get order.” Even the animal rights move-
ment, claims Harriet Ritvo, involves “the manipulation of people.”71

There is some truth to the claims that rationalist reformers could be severe
and coercive. Whig rationalism certainly appears harsh and coercive in the
Edinburgh Review. It condemned the Tories for supporting the Ten Hour Bill,
strongly supported the New Poor Law, praised separate confinement, sup-
ported capital punishment, denounced allotments, opposed greater relief for
famine-stricken Ireland in 1848, and, in discussing child labor, decried the
fact that “the spirit of humanity is too roaming and restless.”72 The article on
Ireland was written by Sir Charles Trevelyan, assistant secretary to the Treas-
ury, educated at the Hailebury of Thomas Malthus, of an old Whig family,
steeped in political economy, and proud to be eminently “rational.” All three
articles praising the New Poor Law were by Nassau Senior, the co-author,
with Edwin Chadwick, of that law. Senior, a friend of the Whigs and a leading
political economist, had been Richard Whatley’s pupil at Oxford. W. R. Greg,
a former mill owner, a prolific essayist, and a Unitarian, lament the amount
of “busy, prying, laborious benevolence in England” in an article on the Ten
Hour Act.73 Greg could have cited the factory inspector Leonard Horner on
the dangers of a ten-hour day, and Senior and the poor law assistant commis-
sioners Kay-Shuttleworth and E. C. Tufnell on the need of the workhouse test
to combat pauperism. He could also cite both Trevelyan and Whatley to the
effect that the 1844 and 1847 Irish poor laws were ruinous, and that an ampler
one would be worse.74 The new social bureaucrats prided themselves on rea-
son, logic, and firmness. The more rational of the education inspectors were
not averse to social control; Joseph Fletcher praised the regimenting monito-
rial system, and Seymour Tremenheere condemned not only the workers’
“wish to dictate terms” and “excitability” but the “moral contamination” that
spawned the pernicious trade unions.75 Doctors who treated the insane also
had despotic urges and grew angry when the courts told them that if mental
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patients were not dangerous and did not desire treatment, they could not be
forcefully incarcerated.76 There is certainly considerable evidence that re-
formers of a rationalist disposition could be coercive and anxious for social
control.

But the rationalists’ concern for social control should be placed in a wider
context, one that not only emphasizes the fact that all societies in their nor-
mal functioning need some coercive and disciplinary measures but points out
that Victorian society had inherited from earlier centuries many harsh and
severe customs, institutions, and attitudes. The rapid growth of cities, an
emerging proletariat, rising crime, and recurrent economic crises also de-
manded social control. These facts should not be forgotten when estimating
the role of rationalist ideas in making social reform more authoritarian.

But neither should it be forgotten that the rationalists themselves often
heightened an existing authoritarianism by their idealistic belief that by the
right education, by the inculcation of correct habits, and by the use of pain as
a deterrent, they could reform the deviant and improve the erring. Thus for
Tufnell and Kay-Shuttleworth, the New Poor Law was a reforming effort, the
workhouse deterring paupers from evil ways and the schoolroom inculcating
virtuous habits. In a similar vein, prison reformers and lunacy doctors hoped
to mold character by a mix of sternness and benevolence. That the stern and
deterring part of their reform schemes did, on occasion, lead a Mary Carpen-
ter, a Frederick Hill, or a James Kay-Shuttleworth to demand discipline and
punishment should not obscure the fact that they and their fellow reformers
sought to improve far more than to repress and to elevate far more than to
punish the lower classes.

These rationalists were idealists. Tufnell gave much of his own income and
time to establish Battersea College, one of the first schools for training teach-
ers. Kay-Shuttleworth, as secretary to the Privy Council’s Committee on Edu-
cation, exhausted himself in efforts to square the circle of religious jealousy
and public need of a national system of education. Leonard Horner dedicated
enormous energies to making factories safer, ending child labor, educating
the young, and promoting an eleven-hour day. And Archbishop Whatley,
although foe of too-easy an Irish poor law, gave £8,000 to famine relief.77 The
belief that individuals could be improved and whole classes elevated through
self-reliance owed its origins in part to the powerful hold that British empiri-
cism had on the minds of the early Victorian rationalists. The greatest phi-
losopher of that tradition was John Locke, whose greatest work, the Essay
Concerning Human Understanding (1690), had appeared in over thirty edi-
tions by 1850. It was required reading at Cambridge, and it inspired many Ox-
ford students, especially those at Oriel College, of which the logician Richard
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Whatley was a fellow.78 In his essay, Locke compared the mind at birth to a
blank slate, a tabula rasa, on which sensations were inscribed. Reason in turn
used these sensations and not innate ideas to mold our understanding and
our conscience. Great, then, were the possibilities of fashioning wiser and
better humans, especially since, as David Hartley showed in Observations on
Man (1749), virtuous actions could be associated with pleasurable conse-
quences and evil ones with pain. Since character could be fashioned, one
could make something of man.79 “Make men diligent,” wrote the prison re-
former John Howard, “and they will be honest.” Robert Owen, half a century,
later believed that by correct social organization “we can materially com-
mand those circumstances which influence character.” James Mill was just as
optimistic. A good education and a good diet, he announced, would give the
working class an “unlimited possibility of improving their minds.”80

Locke’s and Hartley’s ideas were developed further in the writings of Jo-
seph Priestley, William Godwin, Jeremy Bentham, James and John Stuart
Mill, and many others and won a large following in early Victorian England.
These ideas also crossed the channel, influencing Helvetius, Condorcet, Con-
dillac, Rousseau, and Pestalozzi, and the works of these philosophes in turn
influenced English readers.

Empiricism also underlay the more humane treatment of the insane and
animals. Insanity began, declared the most humane of reforming doctors,
John Conolly, with disturbances in the chain of faculties, “beginning in sen-
sation and ending in reason,” a disturbance caused by “false perceptions . . .
and too vivid an imagination.”81 Animals also had sensations and feelings and
could suffer pain. Two great empiricists, David Hume and Jeremy Bentham,
urged kindness to animals, Hume because it was a “law of humanity,” Ben-
tham because animals were sentient beings who had feelings and could suffer.
Many others also considered that animals, being subject to the sensation of
pain, could suffer. “The emphasis on sensation,” concludes Keith Thomas,
“thus became basic to those who crusaded on behalf of animals.”82 Two other
assumptions basic to rationalism also furthered the rise of humanitarianism:
that reason, not authority, is the principal arbiter of the good, and, from Brit-
ish empiricism, that one’s character and behavior reflect those circumstances,
both good and evil, that so powerfully influence one’s life. Reason became
sovereign, writes John Stuart Mill, with the Reform Act of 1832, which finally
made it “the recognized standard of authority.”83 No longer would the Bible,
Burke’s prescriptions from history, and the oracular pronouncements of
Church divines rule the world of legislation and morals, but reason.

A rational, not a theological, rule, argued the Eclectic Review, must provide
the test for the discussion of capital punishment, a test William Ewart also
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adapted when he told the House of Commons that he would use “practical,”
not religious, arguments.84 Supporters of hanging had the Old Testament on
their side: did not Leviticus (24:17) say, “He that killeth any man shall surely
be put to death”? Those demanding the abolition of hanging occasionally in-
voked the New Testament, but dealt far more copiously in reasoned argu-
ments.

The opposition between the Bible and reason was less pronounced on
other humanitarian issues where reason was opposed by the authority of a sa-
cred common law, by customs held time out of mind, and by old, venerable,
sacrosanct institutions.

That reason was becoming the new standard found its fullest expression in
Bentham’s sovereign utilitarian rule, the greatest happiness of the greatest
number, a rule as widely debated by moral philosophers as was the existence
of innate ideas or the value of a priori reasoning. Two Cambridge moral phi-
losophers, Adam Sedgwick and William Whewell, chastised John Stuart Mill
for denying innate ideas. Mill in return denounced innate ideas and a priori
reasoning for their support of “false doctrines and bad institutions” and “all
deep seated prejudices”85

The disputes over innate ideas and the greatest happiness principle that
obsessed Victorian moral philosophers had far less impact on press and Par-
liament. Much more significant to the growth of humanitarianism were two
key doctrines of British empiricism: first, that powerful circumstances mold
character, and if altered can improve that character and so society, and, sec-
ond, that there are not only physical laws of nature but mental and moral
ones, all harmonious, all discoverable by observation and reason, and all
promising progress toward a just and prosperous society.

The belief that one could fashion character by controlling circumstances
promised great things: the cure of the demented, the education of children to
virtue, the reform of young criminals, and the reduction of pauperism and of
disease in towns.

Although only the most sanguine thought men and women innately good,
many found it quite wondrous what a kind upbringing and correct education
could do. Although man “is what the circumstances make him,” declared
Southwood Smith, he has a “capacity for illimitable improvement.” It was an
improvement Southwood Smith ascribed to increasing knowledge, an in-
crease that the phrenologist George Combe said would end those sufferings
of humanity once considered inevitable and would bring “numberless en-
joyments . . . avoid thousands of miseries,” raise “happiness to an incalculably
higher pitch,” and bring about “the millennium.” J. D. Morell, author of a
History of Philosophy, was equally sanguine. “Has not every man,” he asked,
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“the germs of boundless faculties—unlimited improvement.” Southwood
Smith, an educational and sanitary reformer, Combe, a phrenologist who in-
fluenced those who reformed the treatment of juveniles, prisoners, and the
insane, and Morell, one of the most progressive of the school inspectors, were
all active humanitarians and all boundless in their schemes for improving so-
ciety.86

Although many humanitarians could not share a belief in the “illimitable”
and “boundless” and the “millennium,” most of them did accept the basic as-
sumption that men and women are improvable. Henry Moseley, an Anglican
clergyman and inspector of schools, was convinced that a child’s early im-
pressions form his or her character as certainly as “metal takes the form of the
mould into which it is poured.”87 The belief that by the correct circumstances
one could define character took many forms: for Dr. John Conolly, the in-
sane were curable; for Captain Maconochie, the character of prisoners could
be modified; and for the Whig M.P. Robert Slaney, good schools and healthy
towns could elevate the working classes. Maconochie was the most determi-
nistic. “If we were similarly born, educated and tempted,” he argued, “we
would be criminals.” But also part of that deterministic belief was a convic-
tion that it is “certain that the impulse to crime can be reduced by the laws of
kindness.”88 From its most extreme form, Robert Owen’s “your character is
made for you not by you,” to the Anglican educators’ biblical “train up a
child in the ways he should go and he will not depart from it,” the belief grew
widespread that old evils once seen as inevitable would yield to new and al-
tered circumstances. It was a part, wrote John Stuart Mill in his System of
Logic (1843), of “the universal laws of the Formation of Character,” laws de-
manding that “our characters follow from our organization, our education,
and our circumstances.”89

Reason could discover not only Mill’s laws of character but the laws de-
fining society. Reason had already led to parliamentary, municipal, adminis-
trative, and legal reforms. In doing so, it had cleared out many past obstruc-
tions to the triumph of knowledge and intelligence. The way was now open to
the discovery of society’s laws and limitless progress. Never before had the
English possessed such optimism, enjoyed such high expectations.

“Our social evils,” rejoiced one of the most rationalist of journals, the
Westminster Review, “are wholly removable or greatly mitigable.”90 Society it-
self seemed a tabula rasa onto which any scheme could be inscribed; and the
schemes were many. There were the visionary utopias ranging from the Deist
Robert Owen’s parallelograms to the Anglican John Minton Morgan’s Chris-
tian communism, schemes condemned by rationalists of a more practical
bent. But these practical rationalists had their own hopeful schemes, their
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own Mark system (to make criminals virtuous by positive rewards), monito-
rial arrangements, workhouses, separate confinements, panopticons, asylums
without chains, reformatories without vengeance, schools of industry, and a
society free of capital punishment. There would be “new principles of gov-
ernment,” principles that required, said the utilitarian M.P. Charles Buller, “a
new social state”.91 Separate confinement did not reform, free trade was not a
panacea, asylums did not cure all lunatics, and workhouses did not reform or
end pauperism. But in the 1830s and 1840s, in a period not yet strewn with
wrecked schemes, many rationalists were convinced that man and society
formed tabulae rasae on which a new world could be inscribed. An exuberant
optimism, more than a concern for social control arising from fear of disor-
der, led to experiments that were humanitarian in their aims, if occasionally
inhumane in means and results.

The belief that evil circumstances had corrupted the helpless and disad-
vantaged was the other side of the coin of British empiricism’s doctrine that
improved circumstances would improve the individual and so reform society.
Criminals were no longer seen as inherently evil but as the products of an evil
society. One no longer believed, with Blackwood’s, that crime arose from a
“desperately wicked” heart or, with John Bull, that reform and education
could “never utterly eradicate sin.”92 The poachers and paupers, juvenile and
adult offenders, mendicants and destitute, the insane and the drunkards, were
the products of a cruel upbringing and a harsh society; and none of them
more so than juvenile delinquents, who, since but children, were clearly less
responsible. Innumerable pamphlets and articles traced the erring ways of
criminals and juvenile delinquents to parental neglect or depravity, filthy,
overcrowded hovels, vicious neighborhoods, destitution, an appalling lack of
schooling, and the corruption of time in prison. There were also the great
cities with their prostitutes, beer houses, bawdy amusements, and the break-
down of paternal authority. These many evils were so formidable and cor-
rupting that Mary Carpenter insisted that society “absolutely owes them
[juvenile offenders] reparation.”93

Although Victorians viewed adult offenders as more responsible than ju-
venile ones, the most humanitarian among them nonetheless observed that
the same circumstances were at work. That crime went up in the economi-
cally depressed years of 1839 to 1842 and down in the prosperous years from
1843 to 1845 multiplied those who considered poverty and want of work a
mitigating circumstance. Thus, for Humphrey Woolrych, a champion of
prison reform, the incidence of arson rose with the price of corn and as wages
fell.94 Even the assistant poor law commissioners, those stalwart defenders of
self-reliance, ran headlong into mitigating circumstances. In their 1842 re-
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ports on massive unemployment in Nottingham, Stockport, Paisley, and
other manufacturing centers, they admitted that the causes of destitution lay
in want of work, not want of virtue, and so temporarily abandoned the work-
house test.95

Want of health was also a cause of destitution, a fact powerfully and com-
passionately laid out by Edwin Chadwick in his famous Sanitary Report of
1842. It was illness and disease more than indolence and improvidence that
created pauperism. It was an astonishing report. Self-reliance hardly showed
itself; instead, all was material environment. Foul air, water, and refuse com-
bined with overcrowding in wretched slums to create conditions that
spawned all sorts of disease—conditions that demanded not moral censure of
the diseased but humanitarian sympathy.96

The more that problems were closely examined on their own and not in
the rhetorical terms of political economy, self-reliance, or a providential or-
der, the larger mitigating circumstances loomed. This was particularly the
case with those imbued with British empiricism’s sense of the power of cir-
cumstances, a sense reinforced by the science of Newton, Davy, and Lyell,
with its array of material forces. The materialism of medicine, whether of in-
sanity or of cholera, made it difficult to ascribe someone’s misfortunes to sin
or immorality. If it was a damaged brain or polluted water, then the lunatic or
diseased pauper deserved only humane sympathy; and there were many
doctors convinced it was a damaged brain. “All mental illness,” wrote the
surgeon W. A. F. Browne in 1837 “is traceable to the brain.” By 1851, Dr. Hen-
ry Munro found no reason to differ, saying, “Insanity is wholly and primarily
of bodily origin . . . the brain acting imperfectly.”97 John Conolly and William
Ellis, two other medical experts, might have balked at Browne’s “all” and
Munro’s “wholly,” but their view of insanity also had a largely materialistic
base, as did that of George Combe, whose Constitution of Man sold 80,500
copies from 1835 to 1847. Conolly, Ellis, and Browne admired Combe and
shared both his faith in material forces and belief in universal natural and
moral laws, which, Roger Cooter argues, not only made humanitarianism a
distinctive feature of The Constitution of Man but helped inspire the “re-
formed humanitarian treatment of the insane.”98 Enlightenment rationalism
had long taught that if only the fixed, certain, and harmonious natural laws
governing man and society were followed, it would produce a more moral,
juster, and happier world. “Vice and misery,” proclaimed Combe, would not
diminish if “natural laws are too much overlooked.”99

Combe’s belief in the perfectibility of man and society, if only reason ap-
prehended the natural laws governing man, arose far less from empirical re-
search than from his idealized vision of a more rational, humane, and juster
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world, a vision just as full of feeling and passion and of reason glorified as
were those of the romantic radicals, whose embrace of the most ardent of
feelings included the exaltation of reason. In 1812, Shelley, deep into Godwin’s
Political Justice, wrote its author and his future father-in-law thanking him for
making him both “think and feel.”100 Charles Dilke, the editor of the Athe-
naeum, which campaigned against numerous social evils, confessed that al-
though he could not agree with most of Godwin’s Political Justice, “it made a
powerful impression on me.” The Unitarian barrister, essayist, and diarist
Henry Crabbe Robinson also could not share Godwin’s anarchist views but
had to admit that “it made me feel more generously” and “directed the whole
course of my life.”101 Impressive as was Godwin’s grand intellectual system,
with reason at its center and knowledge leading to virtue and harmony, Dilke,
Robinson and Shelley were moved more by his transparent, earnest compas-
sion and his plea for “universal benevolence” and “love of mankind.” Shelley
especially in turn inspired many others to feel ardently for humanity. “We
can not know,” declared that most compassionate of weeklies, Howitt’s Jour-
nal, in 1847, “too much of Shelley.” Shelley’s feeling ran along two lines, one,
an ardent love of mankind, of sympathy and compassion for the oppressed,
and, secondly, a bright hopefulness in a perfectible mankind, once reason and
justice had supplanted kings and priests. Lord Byron, a romantic poet greatly
different in style, was, in his brilliant satire of obscurantism and prejudice a
rationalist, a rationalist also full of anger at tyrants and oppressors. Many
were the ways and forms in which a growing rationalism fused with romantic
feeling and even with religion itself to promote humanitarianism. Even the
utilitarians, so often denounced as desiccated intellects devoid of emotion,
had far more feeling than their critics allowed. Charles Buller, a utilitarian
himself, claimed that Benthamites had very good hearts but wanted intel-
lect.102 Although overstated for dramatic effect, Buller’s pronouncement car-
ries some truth, especially about their hearts. The Westminster Review of the
1840s defended downtrodden needlewomen, whose “wail melts us to pity,”
and it defended the hungry made hungrier by the Corn Law, whose “cry of
want and woe” cannot be denied.103 It attacked the game laws and the massa-
cre of defenseless birds and, more than any other periodical, graphically de-
picted the cruel treatment of the insane, in four articles in the 1840s.104 It re-
joiced that poetry had become “truer to the heart” and praised Dickens’s
“great sympathy,” Hood’s “Song of the Shirt,” and the “heartfelt sympathy”
of the working-class poets William Thom and Ebenezer Eliot.105 Unrelenting,
too, were its attacks on the cruelty of capital punishment and flogging.106 Al-
exander Bain, a biographer of James Mill and a utilitarian, argued that
“Humanity is the voluntary outgrowth of our sympathetic nature.”107 Utili-
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tarian M.P.’s like Joseph Hume and John Bowring cared deeply about indi-
vidual suffering, whose elimination Bentham called the object of humanity.108

For Joseph Hume, the individual cases were many that brought forth his
protests. He lamented that a Mr. Dean had to spend four months in prison
for selling four pheasants, decried a Mr. Larkin’s month in prison for inability
to pay a poor rate of a few shillings, and condemned the acquittal of Captain
Stoddard, one of the army’s great floggers, who had had a soldier whipped to
death at Hounslow because he refused to mount a horse. The Hounslow flog-
ging also led John Bowring to confess, “he could not restrain his feelings . . .
at this horrid system at which humanity recoiled.”109 Bentham himself was no
dry, arid, cold rationalist, but full of warm and passionate likes and dislikes, a
lover of animals, books, and music, and a hater of unnecessary pain. His
posthumous Deontology (1834) is distinguished by a warm, hopeful benevo-
lence. There was a mixture of feeling and reason in his character. The same
was true of his fellow utilitarians. The growth of rationalism was a far more
complex development than it seems at first sight, a growth that promoted
humanitarianism, not through the advance of a pure, undiluted reason, but
by the fusion of reason with other parts of human nature, with empathy and
sympathy, and very often with religious convictions. Such a fusion occurred
with particular forcefulness in the case of Unitarians and Quakers.

There were in the England of 1851 only some 37,000 Unitarians and 14,000
Quakers, yet their humanitarian achievements were out of all proportion to
these numbers.110 The Unitarians could boast of many great humanitarians:
Lant Carpenter, a campaigner against slavery, and his daughter Mary, second
to no one in bringing juvenile reformatories to England; Thomas Hill, foun-
der of the Hazelwood progressive school, where there were no religious tests
or corporal punishment; John Bowring, an inveterate opponent of capital
punishment and flogging; John Fielden, second only to Lord Ashley as a fac-
tory reformer; Dr. John Conolly, a convert from Anglicanism and pioneer in
the humane treatment of the insane; the brothers Matthew and Frederick
Hill, law, juvenile justice, and prison reformers; and Dr. Southwood Smith,
that most compassionate of humanitarians, who was active in factory, educa-
tion, and sanitary reform.111 The author of The Principles of the Human Mind
and of The Divine Government, Southwood Smith espoused the empiricism
and associationism of Locke, Hartley, and the Unitarian Joseph Priestley.

The Quakers, although fewer, were no less active. Thomas Clarkson, who
in 1786 exposed the horrors of slavery, was in the 1840s busy revealing the
horrors suffered by merchant seamen. In between these battles, he cam-
paigned against capital punishment, for juvenile reform, and for an ampler
relief to the poor.112 His friend and fellow Quaker William Allen was just as



The Sources of Humanitarianism 323

prolific in humanitarian activities, attacking not only slavery abroad but,
along with the Quaker Samuel Hoare, child slavery in British factories. Allen
also established the first society opposing capital punishment, urged im-
proved prisons, favored better treatment of juvenile offenders, and sought a
humane and progressive education for all. Working with Allen and Clarkson
were Joseph Sturge and Thomas Fowell Buxton. Buxton also won promi-
nence for exposing the suffering of the Spitalfield weavers, his desire to make
prison discipline reformatory, and his relentless war on capital punishment.113

Quaker humanity was found everywhere, in William Tuke’s York Retreat for
the mentally ill, in promoting animal rights, in attacks on the game laws, in
relieving Irish famine victims, in Elizabeth Fry’s visits to Newgate prison, and
in the writing of Mary and William Howitt and their Howitt’s Journal.114

The above achievements—and many more—reflect the fusion in the
Quaker outlook of religion and reason, a fusion quite evident both in Wil-
liam Allen’s research in chemistry, with its scientific regard for fact and logic,
and in his life of devotion, with its daily prayer and doing of good. The Quak-
ers’ “light from within” presented an open window to the bright rays of the
Enlightenment, allowing Thomas Clarkson to base his opposition to slavery
not only on the “revealed voice of God” but on “reason, justice and nature.”
It also allowed the devout Christian Buxton to invoke “reason and equity”
and Christian compassion in his condemnation of capital punishment, just as
it allowed Elizabeth Fry to insist that “the holy mind is like the beams of the
sun.”115 Both Fry and Buxton were steeped in the Enlightenment before being
touched by evangelicalism, a fusion astonishingly productive of humanitarian
efforts. The inner light could merge with the evangelicals’ conscience as well
as reflect the rational truths of nature just as Scripture and God’s command-
ments could enhance the dictates of humanity.116

The Unitarians, less pietistic and more rational than the Quakers, achieved
a less balanced fusion of reason and faith. The rational outlook of Locke and
Priestley, not the mysticism of George Fox, was their inspiration, an inspira-
tion that informed Southwood’s Smith’s writings. God, Southwood Smith
wrote, is “a Being . . . infinite in wisdom, power and goodness” who has de-
signed a harmonious world of universal benevolence, awaiting only the ad-
vance of knowledge and the progressive improvement of man. To this rational
appeal to God’s “plan of a wondrous order” and to the laws of nature, South-
wood Smith added the wisdom of the Scriptures and the genuine feelings of
the heart. Others were also eclectic. In her Meditations (1845), the eminently
reasonable and empirical Mary Carpenter expressed a near mystical holiness,
and in his crusade for the ten-hour day, John Fielden drew on a piety dating
from his Quaker upbringing and Methodist days, which he fused with a ra-
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tionalistic Unitarianism that, says his biographer, gave him “an innate faith in
man’s goodness” and a “commitment to freedom, to toleration . . . [and] so-
cial and political reform.”117

Quakers and Unitarians had no monopoly on an eclectic mix of a revived
religion and a growing rationalism. The radical M.P. Joseph Brotherton, a Bi-
ble Christian and vegetarian, whose humanitarianism few could rival, and
Lord Morpeth and Robert Slaney, the most ardent among Whig M.P.’s for
the poor and oppressed, all represented the fusion of faith and reason. Broth-
erton’s religious convictions in no way hindered his championing of scientific
education and belief in the rational truth of the laws of political economy.118

The cheerful, amiable Lord Morpeth, who seldom missed Sunday church and
often attended twice, was also at home at free-thinking Holland House. The
author of Criminals and Their Reformation, he won respect for his humane
rule of Ireland and was vigorous for juvenile reformatories, education, and
laws against child labor. He opposed the Corn Law as against both “reason”
and the “highest sanctions of the Supreme Being.” In his educational phi-
losophy, he sought to combine “humanizing science” with “the fear and love
of God.”119 Robert Slaney, a Shropshire squire, although conventional in his
Anglicanism, paternalism, and political economy, was unconventional in his
consuming passion to improve the condition of the poor. In pamphlets, in
his many, long and compassionate speeches, and in his arduous work on se-
lect committees and committees of the Health of Towns Association, he
urged a Christian benevolence, but one that “must take the means which re-
flection and reason point out.” And reflection and reason taught that one
should not consider the reckless and improvident at fault, for they are “the
children of circumstances.”120

Reason and faith have coexisted and interacted in all ages, although in dif-
ferent ways at different times. In the middle of the eighteenth century, the
latitudinarian rationalism of an uninspiring, arid Anglicanism met neither the
psychological nor the social needs of a considerable portion of the popula-
tion, needs soon met by a challenging evangelical religious revival, the success
of which brought a different balance in the fusion of faith and reason. But by
the 1840s, evangelicalism itself had for many become arid and uninspiring,
rigid and narrow, unable to meet psychological and social needs. The perva-
sive growth of rationalism among Unitarians, Quakers, liberal and radical
Dissenters, and liberal Anglicans brought about a fusion that, by combining a
rationalism that saw human nature as infinitely improvable with the Chris-
tian belief that benevolence was God’s command, greatly promoted humani-
tarianism. But with the advance of biblical criticism, comparative religion,
and archaeology, as well as the skeptical questioning of every doctrine from
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atonement to baptismal regeneration, rationalism attacked the theological
base of a revealed religion. More and more, Victorians began to see the es-
sence of Christianity in Jesus’ inspiring morality, a tendency that itself often
promoted a more humanitarian stance. Humanitarianism also arose in some
from a need to strengthen faith and dissipate doubt.

The ebb and flow of religion and rationalism and their interaction are
subtle and complex. That humanitarianism assuaged religious doubt or that a
strengthened morality reflected a weakened theology are risky conjectures,
perhaps merely intelligent guesses. The impact on a growing humanitarian-
ism of the accumulation of fact, of the advance of knowledge, is more de-
monstrable and measurable.

t h e  a d v a n c e  o f  k n o w l e d g e

In 1788, the newly established Philanthropic Society for the Prevention of
Crime announced that it would “collect facts” and also “appeal to reason.”
And collect facts and appeal to reason they did, as did their successors among
the early Victorians.121 Knowledge advanced on all fronts, in education, liter-
acy, science, and scholarship, as well as by travel and travel books, cheap
printing, and an avalanche of inexpensive periodicals and books. Scarcely a
day went by, declared Chambers’ Edinburgh Journal in 1847, without “social
progress . . . especially mental improvement, hired lectures, libraries, mutual
improvement societies.” The Victorians from 1800 to 1900 began an esti-
mated 125,000 different periodicals, thousands of them before midcentury.
Book titles were also unprecedented in numbers, and the price of books fell
on average between 1828 and 1853 from 16s. to 8s. 4d.122 “The spirit of the age,”
declared the Reverend Richard Hamilton of Leeds, “is the spirit of knowl-
edge.”123

Science and technology led the way in the advance of knowledge. The dis-
coveries of the scientific revolution and the constant work of multitudes of
eighteenth-century and early nineteenth-century scientists and inventors as-
tonished the Victorians. Was there anything reason, observation, and ex-
periment could not do? Was there any field, social, economic, moral, legal, or
political, that would not yield to advancing knowledge? Hardly any, replied
the enthusiasts of science. Full of Bacon’s faith that the inherent order in ob-
served facts would lead to an ever-expanding knowledge, they had no doubt
that the social sciences would yield discoveries as revealing as the physical sci-
ences—that is, if only enough solid facts were collected.

The Philanthropic Society was not alone in collecting facts and reasoning
upon them. In 1810, the Home Office began systematically to compile statis-
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tics on crime, and social investigators such as Patrick Colquhoun made statis-
tical studies of Britain. The government created the Statistical Department of
the Board of Trade in 1833 and the General Registry Office in 1837, with its 88
employees and 2,189 local registrars collecting facts on births, marriages, and
deaths. Its chief compiler of statistics, William Farr, became, because of his
shrewd and judicious handling of figures, the age’s outstanding statistician.

Statistical societies also burgeoned: Manchester’s was founded in 1833 and
London’s in 1834, quickly followed by a dozen others. The London society
established the Journal of the Statistical Society of London in 1838.124 Mean-
while, the volumes of papers and reports presented to Parliament grew from
seven in 1802 to fifty-eight in 1850, volumes replete with facts and figures,
many of which showed up in parliamentary debates, where they joined facts
and figures gleaned from the press and pamphlets, facts often compiled with
no great statistical sophistication. Such was the case, said critics, then and
now, of the statistics concerning two conflicts central to the rise of humani-
tarianism, the conflict over the consequences of ending capital punishment
and that over the role of ignorance as a cause of crime.

In the first of these conflicts, the effect of ending capital punishment, the
proponents of its abolition presented two sets of statistics: first, that ending
capital punishment for a host of offenses—horse stealing, burglary, sheep and
cattle theft, rape, forgery, arson, and attempted murder—had led to no in-
crease in such crimes; and, second, that the substantial reduction in or the
total abolition of capital punishment at different times in Bombay, Tuscany,
Russia, Austria, Norway, the duchy of Lucca, ancient Rome, Baden, and Prus-
sia had led to no increase in crime.125

The opponents of abolition countered with statistics showing that the
ending of capital punishment often led to an increase in crime. Both sets of
statistics had some truth to them, because the abolitionists often ended their
series showing a decrease in crime before the depression of 1841–43, while
those in favor of retaining hanging often ran their series through that severe
crisis, which so decisively increased crimes against property. Despite the dis-
crepancy, it was clear that the poverty and joblessness from 1841 to 1843 had
fostered crime. Poverty as a cause of crime became increasingly part of the
knowledge of the early Victorians, as did the fact that hanging thieves did not
deter theft.126

Nor did hanging murderers stop murder. When, for a period of seven
years, Sir James MacIntosh ended capital punishment in Bombay, the murder
rate fell by nearly two-thirds, and when the number of murderers who were
hanged in England fell by 60 percent after 1836, the murder rate fell by 50 per-
cent.127 Similar results were reported for some eight other countries, and al-
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though these statistics fell far short of today’s standards, they did increase the
already growing doubt that capital punishment had a deterrent effect.

That the science of statistics was imperfect and rudimentary and often
dangerously speculative, its practitioners admitted. In the first volume, in
1838, of the Journal of the Statistical Society, Samuel Redgrave of the Home
Office declared that the statistics on crime were “very imperfect” and the
source of “fallacy.” Even more speculative were guesses at the number of
prostitutes, juvenile delinquents, or preventable deaths in England.128 Parlia-
ment, nevertheless, whether on the Corn Law, Ireland, or public health,
couldn’t get enough of statistics. “Statistics are,” claimed the home secretary,
Sir George Grey, in 1847, “the element of party warfare.” Grey had just coun-
tered William Ewart’s claim that whatever the offense for which capital pun-
ishment was ended, the number committing that offense declined. It did just
the opposite, said Grey, with respect to rape, arson, and burglary. In 1849, af-
ter Ewart exposed the weakness of his statistics, Grey announced, “I did not
profess to rest the case on statistical arguments.”129

Statistics did not always support the liberals’ position, not even their most
cherished belief that ignorance was a cause of crime and education its rem-
edy. Conservative journals, such as Blackwood’s and the Oxford and Cam-
bridge Review, challenged the liberals by claiming that ignorance was not a
principal cause of crime,130 a challenge made more formidable when Joseph
Fletcher, in 1843, and G. P. Niesen, in 1846, noted in the Journal of the Statisti-
cal Society that the level of reading and writing skills of criminals was no lower
than that of the general population. Their lack of education could not,
therefore, be the determining factor. But by 1848, Joseph Fletcher kept the
liberals’ cherished belief alive by distinguishing between mere instruction in
reading and writing, which was not determinative, and a moral and religious
education of quality, which was.131

Statistics, if indecisive on ignorance as a cause of crime, were increasingly
less so on poverty as a cause, and, behind poverty, disease, or even insanity.
The statistical correlation of social forces grew clearer as knowledge ad-
vanced, creating a tension between the old assured morality that individuals
were responsible for their actions and the new environmentalism that taught
that the individual could be the victim of wretched circumstances. Poverty
now assumed for many a larger role than did ignorance as a cause of crime.

The increasing knowledge of social interconnections that often strength-
ened the humanitarian outlook owed more to doctors than to any other
group. The number of physicians and surgeons—soon to be called doctors—
increased greatly in the early nineteenth century. In Scottish and foreign uni-
versities and in London’s teaching hospitals, they received an improved edu-
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cation, a scientific one that, however limited by today’s standards, taught
them to search beneath the symptoms of illness for its underlying causes.
They carried this same search for causes into their work in slums, work-
houses, prisons, asylums, and unsanitary towns. The knowledge that medical
advances brought forth elated them. For R. D. Grainger, a professor of anat-
omy and a Board of Health inspector, it was a knowledge that would banish
“misconceptions and errors” and that was of “paramount importance,” espe-
cially since it “ended the most profound evils.” W. A. F. Browne, in his work
on lunatic asylums, claimed that everywhere “knowledge is beginning to dif-
fuse its cheerful light.”132

The knowledge that so elated the doctors was often more practical than
theoretical. True, they held some underlying philosophical assumptions in
common. Most shared the convictions of the Board of Health’s Dr. John
Sutherland that it was an established truth of science that one’s well-being and
the duration of one’s life were “connected with the laws of the universe.”
Many doctors also developed theories, some as fanciful as phrenology. Dr.
Southwood Smith regarded it as an established truth that the cause of cholera
and typhus lay in a local atmosphere full of a poisonous effluvium, a view no
sounder than Henry Munro’s belief that one cause of insanity was the
“abnormal exhaustibility of the vital powers of the sensorium.” Some theories
of insanity, to be sure, did not seem so fanciful. That mental illness often took
the form of “moral insanity” was a popular belief in an age increasingly earnest
in its morality. “Moral insanity” was not marked by the traditional derange-
ment of the understanding but by a derangement of the emotions, will, and
morals. Popular, too, was its remedy, that a cure lay in moral management
that emphasized the will’s firm control, by sound habits, of the emotions.133

In the long run, it was not theories that promoted humanitarianism so
much as practical advances that made towns cleaner and asylums more hu-
mane. Dr. Robert Gardiner Hill, in an 1839 lecture describing his successes in
ending all mechanical restraint at Lincoln Asylum, told his audience that “no
technical terms are needed, nothing beyond . . . good sense and benevolent
feeling.”134

Good sense and benevolence, in fact, defined the work of the leading
doctors of lunacy in their respective asylums: Jepson at the York Retreat, Hill
at Lincoln, Conolly at Hanwell, Ellis at the Hull Refuge, and Prichard at
Northampton. It was not learned tomes on the causes of insanity that im-
proved its treatment but the ending of chains, nakedness, and brutality, and
the advent of comfortable quarters, warm clothing, nutritious food, open air
exercise, amusements, libraries, and above all, said W. A. F. Browne, warm
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baths, which made “ferocious maniacs peaceful.” Hill wanted “carpets and
featherbeds,” and Conolly, “every soothing comfort.”135

Also practical in their findings, and also promoting cleanliness, good ven-
tilation, and nutritious foods, were the doctors of the sanitary movement,
who intuitively grasped that local unsanitary conditions were connected with
disease. In 1797, Dr. Currie of Liverpool found typhus where ventilation was
bad; in 1809, Dr. Robertson of Edinburgh found disease to be common where
housing was wretched; and by 1839, Dr. Richard Howard had established ill-
ness where scarcity and distress were the greatest.136 After William Farr, the
registrar general, began compiling statistics of death, parish by parish, the
connection between disease and unsanitary condition grew firmer. With the
publication of Thomas Southwood Smith, Neil Arnott, and James Kay-
Shuttleworth’s 1838 Report on Fever in the East End, and Edwin Chadwick’s
monumental Sanitary Report of 1842, the fact that filthy, foul, unsanitary con-
ditions caused disease and premature death became part of the early Victori-
ans’ expanded knowledge.137 Doctors were active everywhere, not only at the
General Board of Health, which was created in 1848, but in the more than 180
localities where the board made inquiries: at Lancaster, it was Dr. Johnston
the honorary secretary of the local board of health; at Derby, the “indefati-
gable labours for sanitary reform” of a local surgeon; at Edmonton, “the cor-
dial cooperation” of Mr. Hammond, “a medical man”; and at Birmingham,
“many doctors.”138 Few were more forward than doctors “in promoting sani-
tary improvement,” said Inspector William Lee; no one, said Inspector Rob-
ert Rawlinson, better knew “the utter wretchedness and want of sanitary
regulation.”139 The findings and views of these doctors, along with the views of
the engineers who conducted the inquiries, were widely disseminated in some
32,000 copies of local reports, 1,500 copies of the report on cholera, 6,000 on
burials, and 11,000 on pipe drainage, all part of the information revolution of
the early nineteenth century.140

Doctors sought to cure society of its illness in every nook and cranny of the
realm, even in those prisons and workhouses where vengeance and parsimony
and an absence of clear-cut answers made it difficult to find remedies that the
public would accept. That doctors viewed the world more humanely was evi-
dent in the views of the two doctors who were prison inspectors, the surgeon
John Perry and the physician Bisset Hawkins. What a contrast between their
reports and those of the two army captains, Donatus O’Brien and John Wil-
liams, who also inspected prisons: the captains emphasized deterrence, the
doctors reform; the captains favored keeping juvenile offenders in prisons,
while the doctors urged sending them to reformatories; the doctors were
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against corporal punishment, and the captains were for it—O’Brien personally
ordering thirty-six lashes for an errant prisoner. O’Brien and Williams praised
the crank and treadmill, and Hawkins and Perry useful labor. Hawkins saw
crime arising from licentious parents and poverty, O’Brien from “idle habits”
and “the propensity to do evil.” The doctors saw crime as a disease arising from
environmental causes; the captains saw it as the wickedness of evil men.141

 In
varying degrees, medical officers of many prisons shared these views, as in a
different context did the medical officers of many poor law unions.

Ruth Hodgkinson, in her massive study of the medical services of the New
Poor Law, describes how local medical officers throughout England fought
for more ample medical relief and better accommodations for the sick, while
a spokesman for the Provincial Medical and Surgical Association told parlia-
mentary committees that since the New Poor Law, the condition of the poor,
with their miserable housing, diets of potatoes and bread, and fevers of every
kind, had greatly worsened. Denying that medical relief led to pauperism,
they urged it be separated from the Poor Law. Orchestrating these protests in
the Commons was Dr. Thomas Wakley, surgeon and editor of the medical
journal Lancet, who was unrivaled in his denunciations of the New Poor Law
and one of the most active humanitarians in Parliament.142

The views of the reforming doctors on prisons and the New Poor Law did
not prevail, as they did, although only partially, with respect to lunacy and
public health. There were no clearly successful experiments, no advance in
knowledge, that could reform criminals and end pauperism, no Hanwells or
Lincolns, no pure water helping to prevent cholera. The practical knowledge
that arose from experience, far more than grand theories, promoted humani-
tarianism. Such experiences were also not limited to reforming doctors. Inves-
tigators from various professions revealed abuses and exposed social evils, just
as they discovered and urged social remedies. Exposing abuse did not, of
course, begin in the nineteenth century, although it occurred to an unprece-
dented extent. With no convincing remedy at hand, however, even such exten-
sive revelations of suffering did not necessarily lead to reforms. Descriptions of
flogging moved the emotions but ran afoul of the military’s claim that it was
necessary; the corruption of juvenile offenders in prisons for adults excited in-
dignation, but for years no action; and that nearly 800 miners a year died from
mining accidents made the humanitarian T. S. Duncombe, M.P., furious, but
left most of his colleagues unmoved. Yet in the 1840s, flogging was greatly re-
duced; in 1850, the government established inspectors to make mines safer; and
after 1854, juvenile offenders were sent to reformatories. Why the changes?
Partly, no doubt, owing to constant, ever-increasing revelations of barbaric
floggings, corrupted juveniles, and dead miners, but also in part because of the
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knowledge, based on experience, that these abuses could be remedied. Regi-
ments that practiced no flogging, a select committee learned in 1835, had better
discipline than those that flogged, just as, said the M.P. Captain Bernal Os-
borne in 1842, the Irish Constabulary and the Indian Army under William
Bentinck proved very efficient, although entirely free of flogging.143

The success of juvenile reformatories and schools of industry also encour-
aged humanitarian reforms. Many and triumphant were the accounts of re-
formed juvenile offenders at the progressive schools at Mettray and Hofyl on
the Continent, the Aberdeen School for Industry in Scotland, and in England
the Philanthropic Institution, the Saltey Reformatory, and many progressive
farm and industrial schools.144 There was no easy way of avoiding successful
experiments, no easy way of denying that improved ventilation and wider
airways reduced a mine’s explosions. The death rate in mines fell by nearly a
half from 1851 to 1861. It was a humanitarian advance that Oliver Macdonagh
attributed to “protracted field work, observation and comparison,” particu-
larly in those reports of the mining inspectors that “prepared educated opin-
ion for further changes.”145 Advances in technology also diminished railway
accidents, smoke pollution in cities, and losses of ships at sea.

Pervasive as was the role of advancing knowledge, one should be cautious
not to imbibe the early Victorians’ uncritical enthusiasm for its promises and
power. Some of that knowledge was dubious or highly selective. Presumptu-
ous, dogmatic, and disputable were the statistics on both sides in the debate
on the Corn Law, Poor Law, and Ireland. One should also be cautious not to
fall prey to the Whig historians’ belief in the constant, progressive, and liber-
ating advance of knowledge or the naive Baconianism that sees knowledge as
springing entirely from mere observation and experiment. But one also
should not react so strongly against naive Whiggism and naive Baconianism
that one overlooks the dramatic growth of practical knowledge, with its myr-
iad social revelations, its vast collections of fact, its increasingly correct use of
statistics, its deeper understanding of social interconnections, and its many
informing experiences, which were full of promising remedies. This dramatic
growth, no less than urbanization or rising middle classes, was part of the
emergence of a stronger humanitarianism.

It was, however, not always powerful enough to overcome the reigning
orthodoxies of a paternalism jealously protecting its local power, a laissez-
faire political economy fearful of government, and the universal worship of
property. Also checking its growth were an equally universal belief in self-
reliant morality and the virtues of voluntarism. Above all, it bowed to the
sovereign power of vested, class, and self-interest, which also formed a very
large part of the early Victorians’ social conscience.
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Vested, Class, and Self-Interest
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Many early Victorians feared that the ideals that inspired their social out-
look were being undermined by powerful material interests: paternalists saw
their ideal of property doing its duties overwhelmed by property’s appetite
for profits; the political economists’ vision of a harmonious laissez-faire
economy foundered on an unharmonious persistence of exploitation, eco-
nomic crises, and poverty; and believers in the nobility of self-help found so-
ciety anything but noble in providing the education so necessary for the first
step. The philanthropists’ ardent desire for moral reformation and the hu-
manitarians’ compassionate desire to remove suffering ran afoul of pervasive
selfishness, deeply entrenched vested interests, and jealous and bitter class
feelings.

There were more than a few Jeremiahs in the 1840s who believed that ma-
terial interests had so corrupted the early Victorians as to reduce the ideals
defining their social conscience to the hollow platitudes of a Pecksniff, who
boasted of virtues he never practiced, or the smooth words of a Uriah Heep,
whose unction covered a deep hypocrisy. Mere pretension, too, from a peo-
ple whom the Examiner called “the most mammon worshipping people on
the face of the earth.”1

It is a charge that many journalists, M.P.’s, clergymen and novelists made,
the charge that a permeating self-interest, a growing selfishness, was corrupt-
ing England.

s e l f - i n t e r e s t ,  a  s e l f - i n d i c t m e n t

The radical press led the way. “Mammon,” declared the Northern Star in
1842, “is the God of England, Mammon is exalted on our altars and enshrined
within our palaces.” It was all part of what Lloyd’s Weekly in 1847 called “The
Mighty Mammon,” a might that made money more powerful in England
than anywhere—a place where “almost everything can be bought and sold.”
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In the England of 1842, announced the Leeds Times, “an intense spirit of self-
ishness . . . pervades the entire system of society.”2

It is not surprising that papers speaking for the unenfranchised and poor
should have cried out against the inexorable workings of self-interest. The
Tory press could be just as indignant. The wealthy, claimed the Tory Fraser’s,
had been “hardened” by “systematic selfishness and Mammon worship,”—so
much so that the high Tory Morning Post found selfishness “the predominant
element of our system.”3 Fraser’s and the Post found this selfishness, as did
Blackwood’s and the Quarterly Review, largely among manufacturers and
traders and in the capital of mammon itself, London.4 But all elements, in-
cluding peers with their town houses and gentry wives bargaining for cheaper
millinery, made up the London that, argued John Murray of Blackwood’s, was
“Everyman for himself . . . and devil take the hindmost.” But mammon,
noted the Oxford and Cambridge Review, had also penetrated the countryside,
where cottage-destroying landlords denied that they were “their brother’s
keepers.”5

The Whig and Liberal press joined the Radical and Tory papers to make
nearly universal the age’s condemnation of inordinate self-interest: the Edin-
burgh Review denounced the “haughtiness” of the rich for “treating the poor
as slaves,” the Sussex Advertiser, the “selfishness which predominates in our
legislature as well as our social arrangements,” and the Educational Times
those upper classes who, it said, were “growing every year more selfish.”6

Members of Parliament, since they represented particular constituencies,
were more particular in their charges. Rural M.P.’s condemned the grasping,
mercenary, rapacious spirit of trade and manufacturing, while urban M.P.’s
denounced the arrogant, domineering, heartlessness of landlords. Some
Radicals did broaden their indictment by accusing the rich as a whole of op-
pressing the poor: the many customs and excise taxes hit the poor harder
than the rich, enclosures robbed them of their rights, the Poor Law treated
them “worse than dogs,” and Irish landlords, after exacting every last farthing,
drove them from their homes. These and many other injustices to the poor
led the utilitarian Charles Buller to conclude that in Parliament, “selfish
wealth had always showed its indifference to the wellbeing of the poor.” It
also led Robert Grosvenor to see in Parliament “the prevailing selfishness
with which human nature is afflicted.”7

As a devout evangelical, Grosvenor knew that original sin was human na-
ture’s great affliction, the source of the age’s evils and corruptions. Years ear-
lier, William Wilberforce had found not only that the rich were steeped in
corruption and profligacy but so were “the whole body of the people.” In
Grosvenor’s own time, the greatest of evangelicals, Thomas Chalmers, la-
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mented over the “desolate tide of selfishness.”8 It is not surprising that the
early Victorians’ indictment of self-interest rang out from many a pulpit. The
premillenarian Reverend Edward Bickersteth declared that the age was sunk
in “hard heartedness and odious selfishness,” while Liverpool’s leading evan-
gelical, the Reverend Hugh M’Neil, announced that “covetousness was the
ruling sin of England.”9

High Churchmen also chastised the rich. “Selfishness in all its forms,” an-
nounced Henry Phillpotts, bishop of Exeter, “has usurped the empire of our
heart.” His fellow Tractarian the Reverend Francis Paget, in his novel of mor-
al edification, The Pageant, pictures a society whose poor law is “hard-
hearted,” whose manufactures are “worldly-minded” and in whose “Guilty
City . . . Mammon has stamped his mark on every brow.”10

The sermons of the Nonconformists are less obsessed with the excesses of
self-interest. “I have no wish,” announced the Reverend Thomas Binney of
the City’s King’s Weigh House Chapel, “to see rich men stripping themselves
of their estates.” Binney never declaimed against riches or self-interest in
themselves, pleading that they served God’s purpose, a sentiment shared by
Binney’s fellow Congregationalist the Reverend R. W. Hamilton of Leeds.
Our lives should be governed, insisted Hamilton, by a “self-love” that is
“consistent with our intellectual existence and the universal good.”11 Neither
Binney nor Hamilton, nor the ministers of other Dissenting churches serving
an urban and upwardly mobile middle class pictured those classes as display-
ing an odious and ubiquitous selfishness. But some Nonconformists, writing
anonymously in the NonConformist and Eclectic Review, did broaden their in-
dictments. In 1844, the NonConformist pronounced avarice “the curse of this
country,” and in 1848, the Eclectic Review angrily attacked the “selfishness
which makes the earth barren, selfishness which starves the millions” and the
“selfishness which dethrones the conscience.”12

Although less persuaded of original sin than the devoutly religious, early
Victorian novelists were even more graphic in their picture of a world made
evil by the excesses of self-interest. Their stories abound in rogues and
scoundrels and the evils of a selfish, moneyed world. Few, of course, were
more masterful in exposing these miscreants than Charles Dickens in Nicho-
las Nickleby, Dombey and Son, Martin Chuzzlewit, and Little Dorrit. Brilliant
are the portraits of the hard-hearted Ralph Nickleby, who has “no appetite
except for pounds, shillings and pence,” and in pursuit of them “he’s greedy
as a wolf”; of the cold, self-absorbed, and remote Mr. Dombey; and of the
brutal materialism of Jonas Chuzzlewit, whose education began with a lesson
on how to spell, first, “gain,” and, second, “money.” Many are the minor
characters devoted to money-getting by any means, fraudulent or not, men
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like Twigg, the crafty director of the Anglo-Bengalee Disinterested Loan and
Life Assurance Co., or Little Dorritt’s Mr. Merdle, whose self-seeking specu-
lations, like a plague, infect all around him.13

Dickens also has his benevolent characters—his Brownlows and Cheery-
bles—as spotlessly virtuous as his miscreants are indelibly black, but some-
how they seem less vivid, less convincing, than the miscreants, which is true
also of the virtuous and evil characters in the novels of Douglas Jerrald, Ed-
ward Bulwer-Lytton, W. Harrison Ainsworth, Benjamin Disraeli, Charlotte
Gore, and C. P. R. James. And in the more realistic novels of Thackeray, the
virtuous are few and not spotless at all. Vanity Fair paints an unflattering
picture of the upper classes, classes vitiated by snobbery, worldliness, social
ambition, and self-interest, and not even aware of the poor. Its leading char-
acter, the ambitious, crafty, dissimulating Becky Sharp is introduced as one
“never known to have done a good action,” while her more innocent well-
intentioned friend, Amelia, neglects her friends “as such selfish people com-
monly do.” Both are part of that “naughty London” so full of “vanity-fairians
. . . of the most selfish disposition.”14

It is perhaps less in their characters than in their backgrounds and narra-
tives that the novelists paint a society riven by avarice. It is such a society that
forms the grim backdrop for Dickens’s Oliver Twist, Bleak House, and Little
Dorrit. There seems no evil that does not befall Oliver as he moves from a
cruel workhouse through the miserly clutches of the undertaker Sowberry to
Fagan’s world of crime; neither is there any manner of injustice that the fee-
hungry lawyers will not commit in order to defend antiquated courts where
“moneyed might [has] the means of wearing out the right.” By 1857 and Little
Dorrit, Dickens’s world has grown darker, a world dominated by a passion for
gain, and a world that has no Brownlows and Cheerybles.

Very few institutions escaped the early Victorian novelists’ indictment of
self-interest: certainly not the law, whose iniquities are exposed by most of
them, nor such evils as rack-renting and evicting landlords. Douglas Jerrold,
in his stage play Black-Eyed Susan, and David Wilkie, in his painting Rent-
Day, show that dramatists and painters as well as novelists could expose vil-
lainy. Bulwer-Lytton in Paul Clifford, after denouncing “parsons who rob the
poor, lawyers who do mischief, and courtiers who obtain sinecures,” con-
fesses that he is sickened by a society where men “lie and cheat and defraud
and peculate.” It is a society not wholly at odds with the world of Disraeli’s
Sybil.

The backdrop to Sybil is a catalogue of evils gleaned from government re-
ports: child labor in mines, near-starvation wages of seven or eight shillings,
filthy, fever-ridden tenements, wretched weavers, cruel game laws, and com-
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pany stores that cheat the laborers. There are also manufacturers full of
“avarice, meanness, cunning and hypocrisy,” a part of the larger class of
whom Charlotte Gore cynically observed, “the richer, the more they take ac-
count of their money.” Mrs. Gore, the most popular of the silver fork school
of novelists, added, with an even greater cynicism, that education did them
little good, since “public schools and college life do their best to cauterize
their hearts.”15

The novelists’ picture of society is not, to be sure, entirely evil; benevo-
lence and kindness, honesty and uprightness, win out in the end. But though
the virtuous often triumph, they do so only after overcoming deeply rooted
evils, evils that the press, the pulpit, and M.P.’s were also denouncing—evils
like the great contrast between the hugely rich and the desperately poor or
wealth’s profound ignorance of the life of the poor, two evils so frequently
commented on that they became a cliché part of the early Victorians’ indict-
ment of the pervasive self-interest that so disfigured society.

It was an indictment that surprisingly few contested. Where was trium-
phant political economy? Where was Adam Smith’s celebration of the fact
that the self-interest, not the benevolence, of the butcher, baker, and brewer,
brought meat, bread, and beer to the table? Certainly not with the age’s sages.
Coleridge could not abide the “new rich men” who threatened “spoilation.”
Carlyle lamented that “with the triumph of cash, a changed time has entered.”
Southey denounced the” grinding rents” of landlords and the “greedy spirit”
of commerce and manufactures. Thomas Arnold called “monstrous” and
“unparalleled” a society with a “population poor, miserable and degraded.”
John Stuart Mill judged the large profits that capital took as “unjust,” and the
“immense amounts” going to wholesalers and retailers “extravagant.” For
Mill, nothing was more universal than “the desire for wealth.”16 The indict-
ment was massive. Self-interest was seen as a great evil—an active, damaging,
sinful, ubiquitous evil. But was that indictment justified?

s e l f - i n t e r e s t  a t  w o r k

Severe though the many indictments of it, the triumphs of self-interest
in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries were great. Britain’s
economy grew by leaps and bounds. In 1801, the country’s gross national
product was £138 million; by 1851, it was £491 million. The population had,
of course, grown too, and prices had risen. Still, in constant prices, the per
capita GNP rose from £12/9s. in 1801 to £23/7s. in 1851. Never had England
known such productivity, never so many gallons of ale, joints of beef, and
loaves of bread, and, as Adam Smith noted, not by the benevolence of the
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brewer, butcher, and baker, but by their self- interest. The national pie had
tripled in size.

But was the pie divided more equally? Were the ale and beef more fairly
shared? Here, there was less to boast of. Inequality rose sharply in Britain
from the 1820s to the 1830s, notes the Harvard economist Jeffrey Williamson,
who estimates, on the basis of the window tax returns, that in 1851, England’s
top 5 percent received 48.38 percent of the national income, and the top 10
percent, 56.53 percent. Williamson is properly modest about the precise accu-
racy of estimates based on an imperfect set of returns, but quite confident
that England experienced “a surging inequality,” which is also attested to by
the findings of the economists Simon Kuznets and Phyllis Dean and the his-
torians Harold Perkins and Eric Hobsbawm.17

Exactly how the larger pie was sliced is difficult to know. After much con-
troversy over the question of whether British workers’ standard of living rose
or fell during the industrial revolution, there is some agreement that it did
rise, if not by 1840, then by 1850. But the working class was huge, varied, and
heterogeneous: some did well, others poorly, with not a few falling into pau-
perism, then climbing out as the economy lurched from crisis to prosperity
and back to crisis, or as harvests failed or farmers, as winter came, sacked la-
borers. Unevenness was the rule, whole sections verging on starvation while
others grew richer and richer, creating that great contrast of wealth and pov-
erty that not only evoked much criticism but challenged the basic assump-
tions of the Victorian social conscience. Was there not, at the very roots of
society, a self-interest that was corrosive of its social ideals, a self-interest at
work in those thousands of individual decisions to keep wages low, working
conditions harsh, and rents high, a self-interest also quick to oppose taxes for
poor relief, sanitary improvements, and relief for famine-stricken Ireland?

w a g e s  a n d  c o n d i t i o n s  o f  w o r k

Self-interest certainly kept the earnings of agricultural laborers low. In
1827, according to Williamson, their wages were 49 percent of the average
earnings of working people in general, but in 1851, they were only 38 percent
of the average worker’s wage. The average itself of course had gone up, but
not enough, according to K. D. M. Snell, to prevent the agricultural wages in
the south from falling. By 1850, Snell calculates, the wages of farmworkers in
twenty southern counties fell, on average, by 21 percent. Farm wages in the
north were 37 percent higher than those in the south in 1850; those in Lanca-
shire were a robust fifteen shillings a week, compared to Wiltshire’s six shil-
lings, a difference owed less to the relative returns to the landowners than to
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the greater demand for laborers in a north bustling with manufactures and
money. Lower wages were not the only change that hurt the farm laborer.
Also greatly reduced were employment by the year, boarding with the farmer,
apprenticeships, close relations with landlord and farmer, and the use of the
commons; instead, there were weekly hirings, dismissals in winter, a harsher
poor law, lost commons, remote landlords, and farmers who were, said a la-
borer, “a close fisted, hard set of fellows.”18

The farm laborer was not alone in suffering low wages and harsh condi-
tions. Weekly wages for adult male farmworkers that ranged from 6s. to 9s. in
Wiltshire and Dorset shocked many, but so did wages of 3s. or 4s. for young
women putting in a twelve-to-fourteen-hour day at straw plaiting or lace
making. Even harsher was the 1s. 2d. to 3s. a week paid to boys in Glasgow’s
shoemaking and tobacco-spinning trades. Kitchen and housemaids made 3s.
or 4s. a week, plus their room and board and uniforms, but slavelike subser-
vience was expected of them and they endured much abuse.19

Conditions of work—long hours, grim workshops, tyrannical masters—
were, in fact, often more oppressive than the low wages paid. Wages often
rose with an industry’s growing demand for workers. Navvies building the
new railways could make 22s. a week, miners in some areas earned 25s., and
pottery workers were paid much more than farm laborers. But railway nav-
vies, although paid well, were exploited in other ways. Paid monthly, not
weekly, and in pubs, the navvies drank and spent, fell into debt, and took
loan-tickets at 20 to 30 percent annual interest, the tickets being good at a
company store—the tommy shops—that overcharged and cheated. They
were also housed in dismal temporary huts, notable for overcrowding,
promiscuity and filth. Work was hard and dangerous. Accidents, a select
committee heard in 1846, were “formidable and distressing.” The same com-
mittee heard that though the majority of accidents were not the workers’
fault, not a penny was ever given in compensation.20 Sheffield grinders also
received no compensation for the disease that the dust from grinding steel in-
evitably brought. Dry grinders, who began at fourteen years of age, had diffi-
culty breathing by the time they were twenty and seldom lasted beyond
thirty-five. Powerful fans and dust flues, which cost no more than £2, proved
helpful but were used only by a few employers.21

Miners also suffered lung diseases, a far greater cause of death than the ex-
plosions and cave-ins that made mine work so dangerous. Dangerous, too,
was the work of potters, who were exposed to lead and arsenic.22 Parliamen-
tary investigations not only revealed these dangers but made two things clear,
first, that most employers were reluctant to improve safety if it involved
higher costs, and, second, that nearly all employers opposed, and opposed
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successfully (because of the state of the law) paying any compensation to in-
jured workers. Parliamentary investigations also revealed that except in min-
ing and textiles, both regulated by acts of Parliament, child labor and long
hours were as rife as ever. Some textile mills, after the Ten Hour Act of 1847,
even worked children aged nine to thirteen in relays in order to work adults
longer than a ten-hour day. In 1859, after thirty-six years as a factory inspec-
tor, Leonard Hornmer complained of the “systematic violation of the Factory
Act.” The Chimney Sweeps Act, which prohibited children from cleaning
chimneys, was even less enforced, and despite the Mines Act of 1850, the
Mining Journal in 1855 could call the working conditions in mines a “public
disgrace.”23

The power of self-interest among early Victorians was not, however, lim-
ited to a passion for low wages and high profits and an indifference to the
health and safety of laborers. For countless landlords, it took the form of a de-
sire for high rents.

r e n t s

The owners of land, houses, and rent-earning property of all kinds did not
fail to get an adequate slice of the expanding income. From 5.3 percent in
1801, their share had, by 1841, increased to a gratifying 8.2 percent. From 1770
to 1850, farm rents rose 100 percent. Rents, however, were not everywhere the
same. According to James Caird, a survey taken in 1850 showed that rent was
a “very capricious thing, often more regulated by the character of the land-
lord or his agent and the customs of the neighborhood than by the value of
the soil or the commodities it produces.” Rents, like wages, thus varied
greatly. It was not always economic necessity that led to exorbitant rents and
abysmal wages, but the landlords’ or farmers’ disposition. Tenant farmers,
like laborers, often faced landlords who were “closed fisted” and a “hard
set.”24 A Lincolnshire tenant farmer told the 1848 Select Committee on Agri-
cultural Customs that his landlord “wished to have all the rent he could get,”
and another witness insisted that “the present state of the law favours the bad
landlord.” It did so by giving the tenant, if his lease was not renewed, not one
penny of compensation for permanent improvements that he had made to
the property.25 To these complaints about high rents and no compensation
for improvements, the witnesses added a third: yearly leases, which discour-
aged improvements. Other government inquiries revealed landlord self-
interest at work: the 1846 inquiry into the game laws revealed how their love
of hunting hares ruined many a farmer’s fields, and the 1844 inquiry into en-
closures showed how their engrossing of the commons and wastelands de-
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prived villagers of their customary rights to graze a cow or a pig on the com-
mons, to collect fuel from wastelands, and perhaps to cultivate a small plot.26

Both Edwin Chadwick’s Sanitary Report of 1842 and the 1843 inquiry into
women and children in agriculture showed rural landlords charging high
rents for miserable cottages. The cottages in “nine villages out of ten,” de-
clared the Reverend Sydney Godolphin Osborne, were “still nothing but
slightly improved hovels.” Osborne was speaking of Dorset, but others re-
ported on hovels that often had only one or two rooms, mud walls, and earth
floors, some of which rented at £3 a year or more, a sum that cut deeply into a
laborer’s scanty wage.27

Conditions were no better for the lowest class of town dwellers. Urban
rents were higher than rural and took a larger share of the workers’ income, a
share that seemed always to increase. In the 1790s, in Leeds, the dismal back-
to-back houses took 5 percent of the workers’ incomes, and by the 1830s, 10 to
20 percent. The landlords’ returns on London tenements were increased by
subdivision of a tenement, which allowed more and more renters to crowd in
a single rental. In 1841, in the slums of St. Giles, noted the Journal of the Sta-
tistical Society, there had been twenty-four tenants to a house, but by 1851, it
was forty-six.28 Housing, rural and urban, in an era of unprecedented popula-
tion growth presented complex problems, problems not without extenuating
circumstances. Difficulties in collecting rent from defaulting tenants and ten-
ants who abused property can help explain, said Edwin Chadwick, the 20 per-
cent return on urban housing.29 But some landlords seemed not to face this
problem. Lord Lansdowne in Wiltshire, for example, charged only half the
prevailing yearly rent of £3 to £4 and provided three-room cottages with gar-
dens, while in Norfolk the Reverend E. Benyon provided even better cottages,
four rooms, two up and two down, and a pantry, for about £4/9s. a year.30 The
manufacturer Titus Salt provided model housing not for a 20 percent but a 4
percent return, and the duke of Norfolk supplied fine dwellings at 15 percent
below the going rate. These are just a few of many examples that led profes-
sional men to tell Chadwick that good housing could be provided at less
cost.31

In an England where per capita income had doubled, where the rich were
richer, where technology advanced by strides, and where inadequate wages
and exorbitant rents were often not an economic necessity, there is no doubt
that the self-interest of the wealthy could be grievously harmful to the lower
30 or 40 percent of society.

That same self-interest also fueled Britain’s promethean economy, multi-
plying its wealth, clothing, feeding, and housing its burgeoning population,
and bringing wonderful inventions and amenities to its ever-more-civilized
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life. Self-interest thus showed itself profoundly paradoxical. A force for so
much good and so much evil, it posed a formidable challenge to the Victorian
social conscience, a challenge that not only faced thousands when deciding
about wages, working conditions, and rents, but also the thousands who as
M.P.’s or local officials, or those who elected them, would determine whether
taxes and rates were lowered or raised, taxes and rates and laws that might
soften the harsher face of self-interest.

t a x e s  a n d  r a t e s

Perhaps no passion is more universal in world history than a deeply
imbedded hatred of taxes. In Britain, in the nineteenth century, at the local
level, this took the form of a hatred of those local taxes on property called
rates. The largest of these was the rate for the relief of the poor. In 1813, this
came to 16s. 5d. a year per capita, a sum that caused a mounting chorus of
protest about property being endangered and morals corrupted, a protest
which remained oddly undiminished in 1831, despite the fact that the rate had
by then fallen to 11s. 9d. The 1830–35 average yearly expenditure on the poor
rate, given the increase of wealth, was, as a percentage of the national income,
only half as great as the average for 1815–20.32 Nevertheless, in 1834, Parliament
passed the New Poor Law, partly in hope of reducing rates, and by 1847, the
poor rate had fallen to 6s. ½d. Edwin Chadwick in 1849 proudly and correctly
boasted that the New Poor Law, in its first 15 years, had saved English prop-
erty £30 million. The Standard in 1842 accused the Whig government of rob-
bing the poor of £4 million.33 There were also loud protests by some Tories in
the election of 1841 and at all times by some Radicals, but in both cases not so
much against lower rates and stingier relief as against its centralization, cor-
rupting patronage, attack on the parish, and cruel workhouses—very expen-
sive workhouses, some said, which increased rates. In fact, the New Poor Law
did lower rates, and it therefore won the support of most Tories, Whigs, and
Liberals, as well as a portion of the Radicals. It became for the wealthy, de-
clared Suffolk’s John Glyde in 1852, “one of the most popular measures ever
passed.”34 £30 million in savings! But what of the poor? Greatly improved in
morals and paid better wages was the immediate answer of the government
and much of the press. Yet farm wages did not rise, the depression of 1841–42
made thousands jobless, and there was no marked improvement—assuming
there had ever been a marked decline—in morality.

The research of Ann Digby, Michael Rose, Rhodes Boysen, and David
Ashworth has shown that never in the 1840s did relief given in the workhouse
even approximate that given as outdoor relief, which usually constituted
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some 85 percent of poor law expenditure.35 Local authorities, far more than
the commissioners in London, called the tune. But local defiance of the
commissioners did not necessarily mean generous relief. The local ratepayers
and those that they elected were often as stingy as the commissioners. The
great Andover workhouse scandal of 1846, where sparse diets led paupers to
eat the marrow of the bones that they crushed for fertilizer, was but the most
famous of scores of scandals whose cruelties and neglect lay far more with
parsimonious guardians than the tyrannical commissioners.36 In 1843, at Dur-
ham, parsimonious guardians, although faced with great unemployment, de-
fied the commissioners’ order to grant outdoor relief in return for a day’s la-
bor. At critical moments, they also even denied workhouse relief unless
forced to provide it. Outright refusal, however, was rare. More often it was
cost-cutting in every possible way: reducing allowances to the aged from 3s.
6d. to 1s. 2d.; making it harder to obtain nonresident relief in parishes not of
one’s settlement; hiring fewer relieving and medical officers, paying them less,
giving them larger districts, and curtailing the amount of relief they could
give; refusing to hire a chaplain or to support an adequate school; and, finally,
implementing the commissioners’ decision that there should be no sugar and
milk for tea and no beef for Christmas dinner.37 But the greatest of all cost-
cutting policies was the threat of no relief unless in the workhouse. At first
glance, the fact that most relief took the form of outdoor allowances suggests
that the workhouse test was not so widely enforced.38 But in fact able-bodied
men constituted only a small part of those receiving outdoor allowances—a
much larger share went to those widows and dependent children also listed as
able-bodied. In fact, the New Poor Law increasingly relieved a smaller and
smaller percentage of the jobless. The workhouse did deter!39 By 1870, four in
five poor law unions had large, menacing new workhouses that frightened the
poor. “The poor dread the workhouse,” reported a laborer to the 1837 Select
Committee on the Poor Law, “as a prison.” “I’d rather be shot,” added an-
other. Henry Mayhew’s vast world of London’s underclass felt the same way;
it was a world of widespread and often acute poverty but one with little re-
course to the Poor Law. After a few months in the workhouse, a hawker told
Mayhew, “Oh I hate it, I’d rather live on a penny loaf a day.” Little wonder
that so few able-bodied male workers received relief. Before 1834, the Poor
Law had relieved more than 100,000 destitute able-bodied men annually, but
in the 1840s, with a larger and wealthier population, it relieved only, writes
Karel Williams, a “negligible” number.40 Neither were the poor law authori-
ties liberal in other ways to the jobless. Although in 1858, with trade union
statistics showing unemployment at 12 percent, only 12,000 of the able-
bodied jobless received outdoor relief—and in normal years only 5,300, a
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fraction of the unemployed so small that it justifies Karel Williams in con-
cluding that “in the 20 years after 1834 a line of exclusion was drawn against
able-bodied men.”41

Poor Law guardians were also resolved to limit outdoor allowances and
guard against extravagant medical relief. The “parsimony” of urban guardi-
ans, writes David Ashworth, “was pervasive,” a parsimony that Anne Digby
also found among farmer guardians in rural East Anglia, who were vigorous
for low rates.42

The wealthy were no less resolved to avoid high rates. Most successful in
avoiding them were the one, two, or three landlords who owned an entire
parish, a parish thus called “closed.” Many of them either destroyed or would
not build or repair cottages, since the fewer the cottages, the fewer the labor-
ers who might become paupers and so be chargeable to their closed parish.
The laborers therefore had to live miles away in “open” parishes, which had to
pay for their relief if they became destitute. How widely were cottages in
closed parishes demolished or left unrepaired or unbuilt? “Very much in-
deed,” in “a great many parishes,” “a great tendency,” “in many small par-
ishes,” “extensively,” such are the reports of five witnesses in 1847 to the Select
Committee on Settlement. “The great majority of the owners of land,” de-
clared the Oxford and Cambridge Review, “have deliberately done all in their
power to diminish their [cottages’] number.”43

The majority of the wealthy also evaded high rates by having the smaller
property owner assessed. Three-fourths of Leeds’s assessment and two-thirds
of Sheffield’s fell on property worth £5 or less, and in Bradford, the figure was
over 70 percent. The poor rate often hit the poor as hard as or harder than the
rich.44 With the national income doubling, with “inequality surging,” with the
rich growing richer, how did the guardians of the Victorian social conscience
justify their harshness to the poor? How did the rhetoric of paternalism, phi-
lanthropy, self-help, voluntarism, and humanitarianism confront this injus-
tice? The answer, in no little part, was to blame the poor. Outdoor relief cor-
rupted them, made them lazy, tempted them to vice, made them surly and
rebellious. Less and less prominent were political economy’s wage fund and
population theories, and more prominent was the need to promote self-
reliance, thrift, sobriety, and industry.

The blame was almost always general and rhetorical. Inquiries that focused
directly on the cause of poverty found them not in laziness but in unem-
ployment, sickness, abysmal wages, high rents, economic crises, winter lay-
offs, declining craft industries, and a profound lack of education and training
in skills. This was certainly the finding of government inquiries into the de-
pressions in Stockport, Rochdale, Paisley, Nottingham, and Bolton, and into



344 b a s i c  a t t i t u d e s

the condition of handloom weavers and agricultural laborers. It even came
out in the 1837 and 1838 select committee hearings on the New Poor Law.
These hearings reveal a curious juxtaposition of sweeping claims of improved
morals with painful details of the poor’s struggles with poverty. In their final
report, the select committee nevertheless judged the New Poor Law a success,
as, on the whole, did Parliament, and, increasingly, a press that had once been
critical of the law.45 The more stringent the wealthy became in relieving the
poor, the more they persuaded themselves it was necessary for the moral
health of the poor. “An excuse for neglect,” declared Dr. W. P. Alison in 1840,
was found in the widespread view that “relief corrupts.” Fears of a poor law
for Scotland, he called “fundamentally and absolutely erroneous,” since
Holland, Hamburg, and Venice all provided generous relief and had indus-
trious populations. And were not English workers far more provident and in-
dustrious than those in Ireland and Scotland, with their more severe policies?
G. W. Perry, in the Peasantry of England, shared Alison’s skepticism of the
moralistic preachments of the affluent. “Most gentry and all farmers,” he
quoted a laborer as saying, “think that every unfortunate creature must be a
bad man.” When such a sentiment became a prejudice, he observed, it “forms
an insuperable barrier to its removal.”46

Such a prejudice certainly helped inform the outlook of those M.P.’s who
in 1847 opposed a more effective poor law for Ireland and in 1849 denounced
an additional 6d. rate on all Irish poor law unions to assist the twenty-seven
hardest-hit unions in the west of Ireland. In 1846 and 1847, the government
had spent over £8 million on various well-intentioned but ill-planned pro-
grams in Ireland: public works, aid to landlords for drainage, relief commit-
tees, soup kitchens, loans to fever hospitals—all done in a faltering and often
ineffective manner.47

In 1847, Parliament decided to make Ireland, and Ireland alone, care for its
own poor and to do so by a more effective poor law. In 1849, because the
poorer unions in the west of Ireland suffered the worst devastations of the
famine, the government proposed to help them by means of a Treasury grant
of £50,000 and an additional 6d. rate on property in all Irish poor law unions.
The 6d. rate infuriated Irish M.P.’s. Ruinous and corrupting, they protested:
“it would end self-reliance,” was “a bonus on idleness,” would “demoralize
the people,” “ruins character,” would “dampen the spirit of the people,”
“weaken self-independence,” and “destroy[s] self-reliance and places a bonus
on idleness.”48

English M.P.’s with estates in Ireland echoed the views of these half dozen
Irish M.P.’s: Sir John Walsh declared the “industry was paralyzed,” and Vis-
count Jocelyn that the expanded relief “discouraged exertion and self-
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reliance.” August Stafford O’Brien concluded by issuing an appeal “for the
twentieth and thirtieth time to the great principle of self-dependence.” Dis-
raeli also opposed the bill, saying it “taught the people to rely on other ener-
gies than their own,” a sternly moral view that, in 1848 and 1849, led five evan-
gelicals—Sir George Grey, Thomas Fowell Buxton, John Plumptre, Richard
Spooner, and Henry Drummond—to oppose a more effective poor law for
famine-stricken Ireland.49

It was in the self-interest of Irish landlords to keep rates low and of English
taxpayers to have Ireland care for its own, a self-interest that made a mockery
of Irish paternalism and English humanitarianism. It was, of course, a mixed
picture. There were extenuating circumstances and there were a few caring
landlords; there were poor law unions in the west of Ireland too impoverished
to support the flood of destitute. But there were also better-off unions ada-
mant against an additional 6d. rate and landlords who drove the poor from
their cottages—in Kilrush Union in one year driving 1,500 from their homes,
many to die. In 1847, six landlords with rents totaling £23,600 gave only £55 to
the local relief committee. Exports of grain, cattle, and dairy products—the
mainstay of rents—declined very little during the famine. In 1847, Irish prop-
erty was still worth some £16 million, and the average poor rate was only 6s.
¼d. on the pound. Wales, with a quarter the population, spent more on its
poor than did Ireland.50

The obsession with low rates did not only affect relief of the poor; it also
inspired local opposition to sanitary improvements. “A strange and unde-
fined dread of expense,” observed the Board of Health’s Inspector Robert
Rawlinson in 1851, “led Macclesfield rate payers to oppose improvements.” It
even touched education: the Manchester Town Council voted in 1850 against
a measure to establish publicly financed schools partly because it would
“operate oppressively on rate payers.”51

A passion for low rates was universal and relentless. Now clamorous and
now silent, boasting of the virtues of frugality and self-help, proud of its defi-
ance of a tyrannical centralization, and viewing low rates quite as sacrosanct
as private property, it constituted a form of self-interest that insinuated itself
into the early Victorian’s social conscience quite as much as that more visible,
collusive, and dramatic form of avarice called “vested interests.”

v e s t e d  i n t e r e s t s

Many of those with vested interests based on their membership in a par-
ticular group or profession, in their great desire for gain, differed little from
avaricious landlords and employers. It was, however, a collective, not an indi-



346 b a s i c  a t t i t u d e s

vidual, expression, a collective expression that often transformed a seemingly
private and selfish desire for gain into a public act for the good of a larger
group. A vestryman opposing sanitary reform could invoke a generous regard
for the local rights of fellow parishioners, while a member of the National As-
sociation of Factory Occupiers appeared to have an altruistic concern for his
fellow mill owners in bravely defending their rights against the dangerous
meddling of a tyrannical government. And if the vested interest was the Col-
lege of Surgeons or the Church of England, their defense of their privileges
and powers could become a moral crusade on behalf of the physical and
spiritual health of the nation. In their collectivity, in their larger aims, in their
greater power and moral appeals, and in their extraordinary numbers and
kinds, vested interests exerted a powerful and pervasive influence and defined
as perhaps no other force did the social conscience of the early Victorians.

That vested interests were powerful and pervasive was a widely accepted
fact. M.P.’s of all parties often referred to them; the Radical Joseph Hume
complaining that the landed proprietors and their interests controlled Par-
liament, and the Tory Gally Knight that the Whigs warred against “three great
interests, the agricultural, the colonial, and the shipping.”52 Reference to rapa-
cious landlords and greedy manufacturers were common in a Parliament that
fought over corn laws and ten-hour days. For the realists, such as the Irish
Liberal Richard Lalor Sheil, it was all a fact of life. “I do not blame men,” he
told the Commons, “for consulting their interests.” He then cited landlords
defending the Corn Law, manufacturers opposing the Ten Hour Bill and the
West Indian planters championing a tariff on slave-grown sugar. For Cole-
ridge, they constituted a “barbarous tumult of inimical interests.”53

On the hustings, M.P.’s were especially frank. The Tory E. C. Cayley told
his North Riding rural constituents, “I am a friend of the landed interests,”
while in Newcastle, where there was a hat industry, the Liberal Samuel Chris-
tie promised, “He should be anxious to forward the interests of that trade.”54

The numbers and kinds of vested interests were many, and their influence
was great. They ranged from the various associations of the captains of in-
dustry and the lords of broad acres to vestrymen, apothecaries, and sextons
anxious about their burial fees. “Tanners, bone boilers, brewers, saw-mills,
flour mills, distilleries, engineers, and wealthy proprietors,” announced the
Times in 1852, combined to oppose sanitary reform. Earlier, it had also listed
“town clerks, city solicitors, attorneys for local improvement acts, turnpike
acts . . . [and] surveyors and contractors . . . pecuniarily interested.”55 These,
and other, vested interests united in 1854 to destroy the General Board of
Health, leading the Liverpool Chronicle to lament, “It is painful to witness the
interference which self-interest has on the legislation of the country.”56 As
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widespread and potent as individual selfishness was, the selfishness of vested
interests was, like all selfishness, a far more insinuating and influential force
on the early Victorian social conscience than the more abstract and rhetorical
appeals to class. In the words of Leed’s leading manufacturer, John Marshall,
“Everywhere there is a dismal civil war of clashing and selfish interests.”57

Diverse and assorted as were these “clashing and selfish interests,” the
more important ones can be classified into three groups, those of the world of
business, of the world of local government and local institutions, and of the
world of the Establishment and its professions.

For many, the power and influence of economic enterprises, whether agri-
cultural or mercantile, was nearly synonymous with vested interests. It was its
classic form. The “battle” over the Corn Law, claimed the Guardian in 1846,
was between the country’s “two great interests,” a view shared by the Morning
Post, which pitched the “agricultural interests” against “the money jobbers
who rule the House of Commons.” That money ruled the Commons was also
the view of Blackwood’s. “Two-thirds of the Commons,” it argued, were “in
the power of the shopkeepers,” a curious claim, given that 38 percent of the
M.P.’s were either Irish or Scottish peers, baronets, or closely related to peers
of England, Ireland, and Scotland; and that another 34 percent were gentry,
making 72 percent of the House of the landed class.58 Journals of a paternalis-
tic outlook were not averse to an economic interpretation of society, espe-
cially since its picture of many and various interests fitted its view of a diverse,
hierarchical, and propertied world of different spheres. It was natural that the
owners of land, mines, ships, factories, houses, and shops should exert their
full rights of property.

Economic interests were indeed powerful and more often than not did
prevail. But not always. The West Indian planters, one of the most powerful
of the eighteenth-century vested interests, lost in 1807 the right to trade in
slaves, and in 1833 the right to own slaves. In the 1840s, they also lost the rights
of extended apprenticeships and of a protected market. The factory owners,
whom the Westminster Review called a “sinister interest,” had to accept a ten-
hour day in 1853. Owners of ships and mines had to yield to more than one
statute regulating their industry.59 Metropolitan builders and expanding rail-
ways, wealthier than ever, also bowed to acts of Parliament, as did the greatest
of all interests, the landed, when Parliament repealed the Corn Law.

The above defeats, however, did not always go deep; nor did the power of
these vested interests cease. Factory owners used relays to evade the first Ten
Hour Act, that of 1847, and many mine owners took so little heed of an 1850
Mines Act that the Mining Journal found it “defective . . . in almost every
clause.” Neither did the General Shipowners’ Association, a powerful vested
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interest, find the passenger acts particularly bothersome; nor did mild sanitary
laws hurt slum landlords or builders.60 All of these interests continued pow-
erful and prosperous, although none as dramatically as the railway interest.

In 1845, the English went mad over railways. By October, they had invested
in 813 schemes registered with Parliament and in scores more not yet regis-
tered. Each scheme was submitted to a private bill committee both in the
Commons and the Lords, in the hope that it would become an act of Parlia-
ment giving the company the power to acquire land and to manage its new
railway largely unchecked by government. There would be no government
planning or supervision as on the Continent. So indifferently did the various
private bill committees treat the Railway Department’s review of each scheme
that Peel, undiminished in his faith in laissez-faire, had the reviews discontin-
ued.61

 The field was now wide open for the uncontested rule of vested interests.
Although the result was a British railway system with many glorious fea-

tures, its financing and construction were chaotic and not without consider-
able pain and much dishonesty and fraud. Most acute was the pain caused by
the panic of October 1845. The bubble had burst. By December, 549 of the 813
registered schemes had collapsed. Many more would follow. At every level, an
insatiable greed had been exploited on a grand scale by amoral lawyers, cun-
ning financiers, and swindling adventurers. Thousands of the duped lost their
life savings; many went bankrupt and some to the debtors’ gaol. Ruined fin-
anciers fled abroad or committed suicide. Many of the middle classes now
suffered the harshness of capitalism so often experienced by the lower classes.62

A second consequence of the uncontested rule of vested interests was the
persistence of those private bill committees that made railway promotion
costly, corrupt, inefficient, chaotic, the prey of vested interests, and the sub-
ject of prolonged battles. The act creating the Great Northern Railway, which
passed on the same day that the Corn Law was repealed (and which was for
many more important), constituted the most prolonged and costly battle in
railway history. The committee promoting the scheme included ten peers,
thirty-two M.P.’s, and powerful local men, and was chaired by Edmund
Denison, M.P. for the West Riding of Yorkshire. The cost of promoting the
act was £432,620.63 Offers of money, shares, and sham directorships won the
support of landowners, capitalists, and local politicians, many of whom testi-
fied before the private bill committees, men who, according to the Railway
Times, showed “no fixed principles” in supporting a report “generally at vari-
ance with common sense, equity, and justice.” Still angry five months later,
the Railway Times denounced these committees as “incompetent” and “the
seat of every species of illegitimate influence.”64 It was a judgment sustained
by knowledgeable contemporaries; to Gladstone at the Board of Trade, they
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were “lavish, extravagant and discreditable.” But the criticism availed little
against share-holding M.P.’s and peers or with M.P.’s, like Edmund Denison,
Charles Russell, and George Hudson, who were chairmen of railway compa-
nies. Hudson, in fact, managed four railways. “He wielded,” observed a con-
temporary “an influence in England unparalleled and unprecedented.”65

The consequences of a system of clashing vested interests were not always
happy. It meant, for one thing, that the Great Western Railway laid down its
rails seven feet apart and the other companies in what became the standard
gauge of four feet eight and a half inches, an anomaly later corrected at great
cost. Costly, too, was the passage of railway acts—if contested, they never cost
less than £100,000. By 1860, English railway companies had spent £30 million
on parliamentary business.66 It left them starved of capital for the actual
building of railways and made English railways far more costly than those of
Belgium, France, or the Germanies. It left George Hudson so heavily in debt
that he resorted to unwise and illegal speculations, falsifications of accounts,
and payment of dividends from capital, all of which spelled ruin.67

Once established, these railways became one of the most powerful of
vested interests, successful in weakening and evading government regula-
tions. There were railway acts as there were factory, mining, prison, lunacy
and passenger shipping acts, but all of these acts were exceedingly chary with
powers of enforcement. Gladstone’s attempt in 1844 to check exorbitant fares
and profits was made impotent by amendments that struck out over half of
the bill’s clauses, a defeat that Gladstone attributed to railway “engineers, di-
rectors, solicitors and agents who filled the lobbies soliciting members’
votes.” M.P.’s did succumb, said Fraser’s, noting that “the RAILWAY INTERESTS

can whip up 300 M.P.’s.” In 1852, the Times declared that the railway direc-
tors’ “pecuniary interests . . . [had] entirely severed them from the rest of the
community,” and in 1853, it found railway services “extremely defective” and
fares “exorbitantly large.”68

The railway interests were not alone in lobbying Parliament. In 1850, the
Liverpool Chronicle announced that “all existing interests opposed the Mer-
chant Marine Bill,” and it cited shipowners, captains, mates and the Liverpool
Chamber of Commerce.69 An act was passed, but a weak one. The early Victo-
rians were far more alive to social abuse than their forefathers and far more
willing to legislate. But in legislating, they retained a deep faith both in the
power of persuasion and suggestion and in the merits of a large area reserved
for laissez-faire and voluntarism. It was a faith not yet shaken by repeated
failures to make improvements. Reformers were not yet fully aware of the
power of the vested interests both of business and of local government and
local institutions.
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l o c a l i s m

Of infinite variety and with deep roots in both the past and people’s affec-
tions, local governments and local institutions formed some of the most
ubiquitous and influential of vested interests. To more than 15,000 parishes,
5,000 J.P.’s, some 200 chartered towns, and 53 counties, all with their thou-
sands of vestrymen, overseers, church wardens, constables, mayors, alder-
men, councilmen, and bailiffs, were added 1,800 local act authorities—
improvement commissions, paving, lighting, cleansing and watching boards,
highway and turnpike trusts, and sewer commissions. Many were the local
residents honored by an appointment to these august boards: in Dover, 105
citizens became pavement commissioners; in Great Yarmouth, 113 became
improvement commissioners; and in the metropolis 1,015 would-be solons
sat, speechified, voted, and banqueted on eight commissions of sewers. The
average highway trust numbered around 100.70 These were honors and digni-
ties not to be lightly given up or subordinated to central control.

They also gave one power, although often more to resist change than to
reform. At first sight, the many acts that created prison, lunacy, poor law,
education, health, and charity inspectors, and that gave them some power to
advise local governments, appeared relatively effective, but in fact many were
so circumscribed that the local authorities retained their essential sovereignty.
Indeed, these acts often strengthened local government: 550 new poor law
unions and 182 new local boards of health added more, not fewer, powers to
local government. In the 1850s, boards of guardians were still defying the Poor
Law Commission. And local visiting justices of prisons and of asylums were
often just as defiant of prison inspectors and lunacy commissioners from
London. Local jealousy, wrote the prison inspector John Perry, was so wide-
spread that despite the entreaties of the inspectors, no prison would unite
with another, each fearing the loss of its precious patronage.71

The multitude of local authorities formed a labyrinth of confusing and
conflicting jurisdictions, some of little use, many extravagant, and almost all
opposed to any consolidated plan for improvement. Such problems certainly
plagued efforts to achieve a cleaner, less diseased England. For each service—
drainage, paving, cleansing, nuisance removal—there was a separate author-
ity. Three hundred boards ruled the metropolis. One parish had five paving
commissions and three lighting and cleansing boards.72 Despite much pa-
tronage, many jobs, and long meetings, they did little to reduce England’s
scandalous death rate.

From 1811–20 to 1831–40, the death rate increased nearly 10 percent nation-
ally, and in Bristol, Leeds, Birmingham, Manchester, and Liverpool it rose 50
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percent.73 Although the sanitary reformers mistakenly thought that a polluted
atmosphere, not polluted water, was the main cause of disease, they did in-
clude polluted water among the conditions that made a locality unhealthy.
Purer water in fact helped in the distinct improvement in the public health
made by the 182 new local boards of health. In some of the unhealthiest
working-class areas, these boards reduced a yearly death rate of 30 in every
1,000 to 20.9 in every 1,000. If all England had experienced the same reduc-
tion, 70,000 lives a year would have been saved and the average lifespan
would have been 48, not 29.74

But it was not to be. In 1854, responding to an array of vested interests far
more formidable than the humanitarianism that underlay the sanitary
movement, Parliament abolished the General Board of Health, amid a chorus
of abuse of centralization and praise of local government.

Many of the hostile interests were at base economic. Private water, gas, and
cemetery companies and their directors, employees, and shareholders wanted
no interference in their affairs and no limits on their profits. Landlords, large
and small, wanted no improvements that would raise rates or cost them
money. Many, too, were the polluting trades—the tanneries, brewers, and
distilleries listed by the Times—who were adamantly against all regulations;
and builders were just as firmly wedded to laissez-faire. These companies,
landlords, and builders employed and contracted for services of engineers,
surveyors, lawyers, architects, and parliamentary agents, all of whom they en-
listed in their battles.

Also enlisting jobbers, engineers, and lawyers in their battles were local
authorities, the sewer, paving, and improvement commissioners; the vestry-
men of the parish; town mayors, aldermen, and councillors; county J.P.’s,
poor law guardians, turnpike trustees, and many others. In numbers and in-
fluence, they were potent; and even more so when allied with the Church of
England and myriad voluntary institutions. This alliance proved strong
enough, when joined to economic interest, to overwhelm the General Board
of Health and to occupy a large place in the social conscience of the early
Victorians.

Samuel Finer and R. A. Lewis, in their biographies of Edwin Chadwick,
and Royston Lambert, in his study of Sir John Simon, spell out in convincing
detail how these vested interests defeated the metropolitan water, burial, and
sewerage improvements planned by the General Board of Health and then
abolished the board itself. In 1852, a disconcerted Lord Harrowby told the
Commons that “the vested interests were in the ascendant.” Lord Derby, the
leader of the Tories, did not deny it. “Existing interests,” he confessed, “had
to be taken into account.” Lord Derby and the Tories, briefly in power in
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1852, had passed a weak act that allowed London’s privately owned water
companies to continue their monopolies. The companies continued to fail to
provide a constantly flowing supply of pure water at reasonable prices.75 Al-
though economic interests largely undid the board’s water schemes, it was the
pride and jealousy of the local authorities that undid the board’s plans to
cleanse England and fight cholera.

Local pride and jealousy also proved the bane of the Poor Law Commis-
sion and the Home Office. Great was the enjoyment of office, power, and
status of local officials, even the most petty. It was an enjoyment shared by
many, and one that, when fused with a powerful and deeply rooted local pa-
triotism, could even override the passion for low rates. Some towns preferred
their own improvement commission, one created by a local act of Parliament
that was far more expensive than a local board created by an order in council
of the General Board of Health. And compounding their extravagance were
the actual works done by their local commission, works far costlier than if
done under the supervision of the General Board of Health’s engineers.76

A jealous regard for independence certainly defined the City of London,
that square mile of financial wealth, sanitary squalor, and medieval govern-
ment. With a revenue the envy of all England, with handsomely paid officials,
and with a Common Hall, a Court of Aldermen, and a Common Council
distinguished by endless oratory, elaborate ceremonies and celebratory ban-
quets, its participants felt themselves the apotheosis of local virtue and honor.
That the City’s mortality was well above the national average, that its over-
crowded graveyards, open cesspools and piles of refuse smelled of putrefac-
tion, and that its foul water spread cholera, in no way inhibited the City’s mis-
sion as the leading defender of local government and leading foe of centrali-
zation.77

Just as furious against centralization as the City were the Tory squires in
Parliament. Since they represented rural areas and were less involved with
sanitary evils, not to mention water companies and slum landlords, their lo-
calism was more purely political. But the Tory squires’ hatred for Whig
commissions and boards was not therefore less entrenched. He “hated central
commissioners,” announced Oxfordshire’s Joseph Henley; he was “opposed
to every kind of commission,” insisted Devonshire’s Lewis Buck; and Lin-
colnshire’s R. A. Christopher declared that “centralization is the greatest evil,”
a sentiment the irascible Colonel Sibthorp, his fellow Lincolnshire M.P., con-
curred in, denouncing commission after commission, since he “much pre-
ferred the old system.” For the Henleys and Sibthorps, the old system was the
“parochial system,” from which they should never have departed.78

Support of the parochial system meant opposition to the Public Health
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Act, which not one Tory squire among the twenty-four most vocal in the de-
bates of the 1840s supported. They believed that an expanding central gov-
ernment threatened those spheres that were indissolubly a part of a paternal-
ist hierarchy.79 So did the paternalist press, the most vocal of all against cen-
tralization. In 1834, the New Poor Law had evoked from the Albion, Courier,
John Bull, Standard, and Morning Herald angry denunciations of centraliza-
tion, and thirteen years later, the last three were still unrelenting in defending
local government from the same evil. The Standard, after calling the Public
Health Act quackery, asked, “How much farther are we to go with this cen-
tralization?” “We are for corporations against bureaus,” announced John Bull,
condemning the Public Health Act for striking at “that local vitality which
[made] England and Englishmen what they are.”80

Paternalists of an ecclesiastical bent in particular saw the tightly knit par-
ish, whose self-contained, proud, inward-looking mentality gave rise to the
term “parochial,” as the centerpiece of society. A Christian bulwark against
secular and centralizing forces, the parish taught morals, ministered to its pa-
rishioners, and improved society. It was a mentality that also infused those
charities, visiting societies, hospitals, and schools so integral to the volun-
tarists’ outlook. The advocates of nearly 30,000 charities—archaic, anoma-
lous, and often grossly inefficient and corrupt—defeated centralizing bill af-
ter centralizing bill, settling in 1853 for a watered-down act that created char-
ity commissioners with inadequate powers.81 Great too was the clamor against
“centralization” by Nonconformist voluntarists in 1847 as the Committee in
Council on Education gave out larger and larger grants—over four-fifths of
them—to Church of England schools. High Churchmen wedded to their
parish schools joined in the outcry against this “Prussian” centralization, a cry
that also opposed any suggestion of a national, rate-supported system of edu-
cation.82

Localism found a fertile soil not only in the paternalist and voluntarist
outlooks but in the civic pride of growing towns, where the laissez-faire and
self-reliant outlooks flourished. Lord Palmerston who as foreign secretary
made the sovereigns of Europe bow to his will, had in 1854, as home secretary,
to bow before delegations from Liverpool, Manchester, and York. He with-
drew a police bill that would have increased the Home Office supervision of
borough police forces. The bill was too centralizing, as were proposals in 1839
that would compel counties and large boroughs to establish police forces un-
der Home Office supervision. All that could be passed in 1839 was a permis-
sive act authorizing the establishment of county police forces, whose regula-
tions and chief constables need be approved by the home secretary only if the
county so desired. There were no great economic interests involved, or even,
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as with resistance to the Poor Law, much jobbing and party factionalism, but
there was much civic pride. John Bright of Rochdale observed that he had “a
very excusable attachment to the old forms of local government.” It was a
sentiment as deeply rooted as hatred of higher rates and underlay the power
of localism as a vested interest.83

Hostility to centralization came in many forms and harbored both sins
and virtues; it left much undone but also did much that was admirable. Cen-
tralization also meant different things to different people. The clearest defini-
tion came from John Austin, professor of jurisprudence at the University of
London, in the January 1847 Edinburgh Review. Centralization was not exces-
sive government, proclaimed this Benthamite, still fearful of government, but
only government whose local and central authorities are better coordinated.
Austin’s was a lonesome voice. Far more popular was the view of the unre-
lenting opponent of the General Board of Health, Lord Seymour, who said in
1854 that centralization was “the interfering with everything and everybody.”84

That was the fear of thousands, a fear exploited by the London barrister and
antiquarian Joshua Toulmin Smith, whose many pamphlets in the 1840s and
1850s denounced centralization, exalted local government, and expounded a
constitutional theory underlining both. There was, Toulmin Smith argued, a
law of local self-government, part of a “fundamental law that was superior to
Acts of Parliament,” a law dating from the Old English folkmoot, or popular
assembly, of King Alfred’s day and reaffirmed by Magna Carta and the Peti-
tion of Right. Whig commissions and central boards and inspectors not only
violated that fundamental law but undermined the local self-government that
was all that stood between English liberty and Continental despotism. Toul-
min Smith hated above all the General Board of Health, the pure embodi-
ment of centralization, which was only “communism in another form.”85 Full
of fictitious history and gross distortions, his arguments fitted John Stuart
Mill’s claim that centralization was a subject of “unreasoning prejudice.” Yet
Toulmin Smith was published and praised in the Peelite Morning Chronicle,
and his pamphlets were distributed by the City of London.

Fear of centralization could also, J. S. Mill added, be the subject of “ratio-
nal disapprobation.”86 Mill’s own rational disapprobation was furthered by
reading de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America and expressed itself in an arti-
cle in the April 1836 London and Westminster Review. Many visits to France
and much study of European monarchies had persuaded Mill that highly
centralized governments blunted the vigor and intelligence of citizens. In his
Political Economy of 1848, he found that “in proportion as all real initiative
and direction resides in government, there is a perpetual tutelage.” Toulmin
Smith was quick to use both judgments in his pamphlets.87
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In Toulmin Smith, John Stuart Mill, and many Englishmen, the question
of centralization blended confusedly with a fear of overgovernment. For
many, centralization meant too much government, as in Lord Seymour’s
“interfering with everything and everybody.” It was an association that often
overlooked the meddling of local authorities.

But were local authorities “government”? For the most passionate lovers
of local authority, not really, not truly. For them, government meant central
agencies and Whitehall bureaucrats. Parishes and towns, county J.P.’s and
improvement commissions were all part of that world of local institutions,
like hospitals and schools, and almshouses, that had deeply entwined them-
selves into the affections of the people. As John Bull said, “We prefer corpora-
tions to bureaus.”88

Such local corporations when allied, as they often were, with local eco-
nomic interests, formed a vast and bewildering array of vested interests, all
powerfully influencing the early Victorians’ social conscience. Different in
kind but no less a vested interest was the national Establishment, whose in-
stitutions—Church, law, Parliament, the military, universities, public
schools, and professions—had long and powerfully defined social attitudes.

t h e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t

Jeremy Bentham wrote often of “Judge and Company” and their baleful
influence on English law. In his Church-of-Englandism and Its Catechism Ex-
amined (1817), he also considered the Church an entrenched part of the Es-
tablishment. Lawyers and clergy were among the “sinister influences” that
Bentham found so harmful. So, in 1842, did Punch, which caricatured “the
o’er fatted Bishop [and] the Croesus of costs, the lawyer . . . each a social evil
doer.” Army and naval officers were also part of the Establishment—eighty-
three of them sat in the Commons.89 Even the fellows of the Royal College of
Physicians, all of whom had to be graduates of Oxford or Cambridge, prided
themselves, as did university dons and professors, as being part of the re-
spectable professions, professions that constituted a vested interest of no little
influence.

These various members of the Establishment had three characteristics in
common, (1) they belonged to exclusive and privileged hierarchies, (2) in
performance they had striking shortcomings, and (3) they were generally
hostile to reform.

That the Church and military were exclusive and privileged hierarchies
both proudly confessed. “We are,” said the bishop of Chester, “a distinct or-
der of men, a peculiar people, set apart.” Lord Cardigan, lieutenant colonel of
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the Fifteenth Hussars, felt the same, although only of officers of aristocratic
background and high rank.90 From bishops to curates, from generals to cor-
porals, everyone knew his place, just as solicitors did when serving barristers,
who could alone argue cases in court, or apothecaries when they met one of
the 168 fellows of the College of Physicians or a member of the powerful Col-
lege of Surgeons, who, along with physicians, monopolized the crucial posi-
tions in London’s ten teaching hospitals. Some 5,230 curates, whose average
pay was £81 a year, did most of the visiting and much of the preaching for
rectors and vicars who received far more and many of whom were nonresi-
dent. Fellows and licentiates of the College of Physicians, only 5 percent of
the medical men, made far more than apothecaries, who made up three-
quarters of those practicing medicine.91 And although solicitors on occasion
did well, as in the railway mania, they never, on the average, equaled the in-
comes of barristers. In only a few short years, exclaimed Douglas Jerrold’s
Shilling Magazine, they earned three-quarters of a million pounds!92

Entry into the exclusive realms of clergy, law, physicians, and commis-
sioned officers went to the privileged and well-connected, not necessarily the
ablest and best-educated. To become a barrister, one needed only to join one
of the four Inns of Court, eat a certain number of dinners, and sit at the feet
of a barrister, for whom they did some work. Graduation from Oxford and
Cambridge, where no medicine and little theology were taught, plus some
elementary questions answered in Latin, led to both the clergy and to the
College of Physicians, while a lieutenant colonelcy in the cavalry went not to
the skilled and experienced but to aristocrats wealthy enough to purchase a
commission. “The officers were,” writes Gwyn Jenkins in The Army and Vic-
torian Society, “part of the ruling class . . . closely linked to . . . that class
through ties of kinship, shared educational experiences . . . and a mutual wish
to preserve the status quo.”93

Once in their profession, the clergy, barristers, officers, and physicians
could and did learn their respective arts, although by no means always fully
and well. Almost all, however, did enjoy the fruits of a closed, privileged
world. Even solicitors, because of the arcane and mystifying nature of the law,
could join “Judge and Company,” just as thousands of clergymen—the poor-
est curates excepted—did enjoy either the incomes, tithes, fees, and pew rents
of 10,540 benefices and the ease of scores of cathedral appointments. Such was
not the fate of regimental officers, those men of no connection but much ex-
perience, who actually trained and led the army, but who saw aristocrats of no
real abilities gain through purchase and favor promotions and decorations
that they were denied.

The second characteristic of these privileged professions, a striking short-
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coming in performance, flowed in part from a lack of rigorous requirements
for entry. “The defect of the enacted law and the failure of many solicitors,”
concludes the legal historian William Holdsworth, “is a reflection of an im-
perfect system of legal education.”94 The same could be said of the clergy,
physicians, surgeons, and officers in the Army and Navy. The Army, which
was to prove its bravery more than its skill in the Crimea, was ill-managed
and ill-directed. Lord Worsley, looking back on the Crimean forces, judged
them “completely ignorant of the art of war” and served by an “incompetent
staff of officers.” To Punch, the Army was “the most enormous job” and its
officers “selfish, brutal and busy fighting duels and seducing women.”95

The medical world, despite the conscientious work of many general prac-
titioners, was not free of quackery. There was, according to the Lancet, “a
whole army of quacks and high quackery.” In an age when medicine was de-
veloping a scientific basis, such quackery, along with ignorance and incom-
petence, could have been reduced by strict examinations and licensing. But
such did not exist. There were also no government regulations, no one to
check the monopoly practices and high fees of the College of Physicians and
College of Surgeons. Surgeons and physicians who made as much as £8,000
and £10,000 a year would, to the outrage of the Lancet, collect another £5,000
to £6,000 from struggling apprentices as payment for four or five years of
hospital supervision.96

High fees and high costs—cannibal costs to Punch—were, of course, the
hallmark of the lawyer and a principal reason for lawyers’ unpopularity. “No
other institution,” confessed the Law Magazine, was more often blamed for
“pecuniary injury.” But high fees were, the Law Magazine added, necessary.
The public, it said, simply did not understand how complicated and difficult
the law was. The public’s doubts were not allayed, and the law was denounced
for its endless delays, useless technicalities, confusion of jurisdictions, and ar-
chaic practices, such as granting a few sergeants-at-law a monopoly in arguing
cases before the Court of Common Pleas.97 From Bentham’s view that lawyers
were full of “sharp-sighted artifice” to Dickens’s picture of Dodson and Fogg
in Pickwick Papers as “the sharpest of the sharp,” the literature of the day pic-
tured no profession more corrupted by self-interest—unless one turns to the
highest dignitaries of the Church.98

One of the favorite targets was Henry Phillpotts, bishop of Exeter, who,
having spent thousands to move his palace a hundred yards, then spent
£3,000 for further improvements. He had in his cathedral, said the Western
Times, “a pew twice as big as his state coach while the poor stood in the back.”
Other bishops also spent thousands on their palaces, using money, as Exeter
had, from the very Ecclesiastical Commission that was supposed to distribute
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the Church’s wealth more fairly. But according to Joseph Hume, in 1850, that
Commission gave £128,000 to bishops and only £93,000 to the rest of the
clergy.99 To the public, the payment of tithes, fees of all sorts, pew rents, and
Church rates to a Church already wealthy in endowments and property re-
vealed a mercenary Church, a view heightened by stories of corruption in ec-
clesiastical courts and charitable foundations.

The shortcomings of the Church, law, military, and medicine were color-
ful and dramatic and enlivened the press and literature of the day, as they
have many histories since. But they should not obscure the day-to-day useful
work of an average clergyman, lawyer, doctor, and officer—nor those whose
conscientiousness and talents brought distinction to these professions, often
of a selfless and idealistic nature. There were doctors who attended to victims
of cholera, law-reforming barristers, curates dedicated to the poor, and able,
self-taught colonels. But admirable as was their work, they could not prevent
these Establishment professions from forming a vested interest largely inimi-
cal to reform—the third characteristic.

Military officers’ opposition to reform was unwavering. An Army that
made no effort to abolish flogging, end the purchase of commissions, develop
professionalism, and improve the dreadful lot of the common soldier also
had the power and the friends to defeat any effort at reform from Parliament.
The Navy was no better. William Williams told the Commons in 1847 that
sailors were “the most oppressed and worst treated body of Her Majesty’s
subjects . . . and treated with a degree of cruelty unequalled in any other
country.”100

The College of Physicians and the College of Surgeons also made little ef-
fort to adopt that system of education, examination, and licensing that would
end quackery. They also blocked parliamentary efforts at reform. From 1840
to 1856, 17 reforming bills fell prey to these proud, unreformable physicians
and surgeons.101

The lawyers did better, but only marginally. The solicitors’ Law Society
created lectureships and examinations, while many judges and barristers did
help Parliament reform some parts of the law, but the reforms were small and
piecemeal. Not until the 1875 Judicature Act did the Victorians substantially
reform their costly and cumbersome machinery of justice and its archaic pro-
cedures.102 The Law Magazine in 1840 both realized the need for and yet feared
reform. It criticized the high fees and monopoly privileges of the sergeants-at-
law, found the arrears of the Queen’s Bench appalling, denounced useless si-
necures, and wished the law more simply stated. But in 1841, it also judged
“bad” the past five years of law reform, defended the game laws, found fault
with Lord Campbell’s bill for Chancery reform, condemned the bankruptcy
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reforms, because they threatened the role of lawyers, and called the 1841 Local
Courts Bill “the result of grievance mongers.” It declared that the Chancery,
the estate-swallowing monstrosity of Dickens’s Bleak House, was for some
purposes, “the most effective tribunal . . . it is possible to devise.” The Law
Magazine in 1849 was quite candid as to the cause of its mixed responses: “It is
one thing to determine what reforms of the law ought to be and another to
ascertain what reforms are practical.”103 A greater candor would have per-
suaded the editors to add “and reforms that left vested interests untouched.”
Never, it announced, should Parliament encroach on the powers of J.P.’s or
force the Inns of Court to give examinations.104

The men of the law, like the men of the cloth, thought of themselves as
“men set apart.” They, too, had their ideals of fairness and justice, and they
deeply believed that they served the public good, which some did. Service to
the public good and pursuit of their vested interests became so mixed that the
latter took on a more attractive attire, one more immune from criticism.

A mix of public good and private interests was certainly true of the clergy’s
resolve to be the teacher of the nation. It was both a selfless and self-ag-
grandizing effort; selfless, certainly, in that outpouring of energy and money
needed to be the nation’s teacher; but self-aggrandizing in the eyes of Non-
conformists, Catholics, and rationalists. The ideal way, according to ardent
Anglicans, for the Church of England to become the schoolmaster of the
people was for the state to provide it with the necessary money, but with no,
or very few, strings attached. The Factory Education Bill of 1843, with its
Church-dominated but rate-supported schools, was an approximation of this
ideal. But its defeat before a flood of hostile petitions, editorials, speeches,
and pamphlets made it clear that in an England half of whose worshipers were
non-Anglican, it was not a feasible ideal.

A second option, a pure voluntarism with no role for the state, formed the
ideal of a large proportion of the Nonconformists and a significant number of
High Churchmen. But unable to raise even a sliver of the needed money, the
second option floundered on that nemesis of voluntarism, want of funds. A
third option was a partnership of state and Church, one that was established
in 1839 and 1840, in which the state helped with modest grants accompanied
by modest strings, the strings being a Committee in Council on Education
whose inspectors could visit and report on those schools receiving aid. The
Church drove a hard bargain. It won for the archbishop of Canterbury the
right of consulting on, and if necessary, vetoing, the appointment of inspec-
tors of Church schools. It also won the right to issue religious, and to confirm
all general, instructions. The Church also insisted that grants go only to
schools that could raise an equal amount of money, a requirement that ex-
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cluded the poorer districts with the greatest need. The Church made its own
catechism the core of its religious instruction and religion the core of its
modest secular instruction: reading (and even geography) was taught by the
Bible.105 It was the best approximation to the ideal of the Church as teacher of
a nation that could be won. It was an option that became entrenched in the
1840s and 1850s as larger and more numerous grants strengthened the
Church’s role, but it was an option that failed to educate the nation.

Even though the government after 1847 gave large grants to supplement
the salaries of schoolteachers and to train pupil teachers, the Church’s Na-
tional Society schools fell short of providing an adequate education to those
requiring it. “The National Society,” declared the Reverend Richard Dawes,
founder of the excellent King’s Somborne school, “has been a national de-
ception . . . retarding the cause of education rather than advancing it.” The
voluntary system had been tried, announced the Reverend W. F. Hook in his
1846 pamphlet On the Means of Rendering More Efficient the Education of the
People, “and has failed.”106 The reports of the Anglican education inspectors
support both Dawes and Hook. Their reports emanate gloom: “deplorable
teachers,” the average stay at school only one and a half to two years, only one
in six can read correctly, “dirty and squalid,” “apathy of the country gentle-
men,” and, above all, “great deficiency of funds,” “the rich don’t give,” and
“want of funds growing worse and worse.”107 Hook in his pamphlet urged
rate-supported schools with religious instruction given separately according
to one’s faith. Hardly any Churchmen supported Hook’s plan, nor did they
support W. J. Fox’s 1850 Bill that advocated a similar plan. Only 58 M.P.’s
voted for Fox’s bill to 287 against.108 The Church of England could command
far more votes than any other vested interest. It would, of course, deny that
an ancient and national Church established by law was a vested interest. Yet
with nearly half of churchgoers on Census Sunday in 1851 non-Anglican, with
much of the working class indifferent or alienated, and with freethinkers of all
sorts multiplying, Anglican believers were not a majority. They had become a
vested interest, a fact that made their insistence on being the nation’s teacher
an insuperable barrier to any effective solution to the education problem.

The Church even obstructed part of the sanitary movement. In London
and northern cities, the Church still buried corpse after corpse in parish
graveyards that were already overcrowded. In Leeds, in 1842, the Reverend
W. F. Hook declared the parish graveyard full. In 1844, the town council
opened a new suburban cemetery, with 22,000 of its plots set aside for the
Church of England. Anglicans, but not Dissenters, were to pay the Church
what they wished. But Hook wanted a shilling for every burial, Anglican or
not, and continued burying 2,000 a year in a parish graveyard already over-
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flowing and did so until he won higher fees. The Church in London was no
less resolute in defense of burial fees, even though its graveyards were no less
full, a fact that led Lord Palmerston in 1853 to call them “a disgrace to a civi-
lized community.”109

Vested interests whose goals were idealistic and made sacred and hallowed
by tradition and religion were quite as insinuating and compelling as the
material ones. What Anglican could deny the injunctions of the Church’s or-
dained bishops? What Dissenter could challenge the pastor’s invoking of in-
fallible scripture? Certainly not William Gladstone, Lord Ashley, or John
Bright. Gladstone and Ashley, Victorian earnestness and humanity personi-
fied, could rise above the most powerful of material interests—a mercantile
Gladstone taking on the railway interests, a landed Ashley opposing the Corn
Law—but both were in the 1840s unwavering in their insistence that the
Church of England be the teacher of the nation. From the Quaker John
Bright, in 1847, arose a loud cry against any education that was not purely
voluntary. More than two decades later, Bright’s and Gladstone’s Liberal
Government established a ratepayer system of primary education. The diffi-
culty had been religious, Bright remembered, and arose not from the public
but from “ministers of religion, not with any wrong intention, but because
their eye was directed so much to . . . one great object.”110

A parochial loyalty to a particular faith moved leading Anglicans and Dis-
senters. It constituted an idealistic vested interest far more subtle and persua-
sive than the lobbying of railway companies or protection societies. The
Church of England, of course, being unrivaled in wealth, power, and privi-
leges, had the greatest influence.

Soon engineers, architects and other emerging professions also joined the
Establishment, each with its jealous regard for their learning, privileges, and
petty powers, each willing to oppose reforms that encroached on its interests
and all able, with considerable dexterity, to interweave their own concerns
with the age’s emerging feelings of class, feelings that Karl Marx, having just
moved to Soho, saw as the main determinant of a society’s social conscious-
ness.

c l a s s  i n t e r e s t s

For Marxists, a society’s dominant ideologies are a reflection of the inter-
ests of its dominant classes, and the classes in turn a reflection of its modes of
production. It is a model that Marxists and some non-Marxists have applied
to the England of the nineteenth century. After three centuries of urban and
capitalist growth and political and intellectual changes, the diverse ranks and
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orders of society began to coalesce into upper, middle and working classes,
each with its own identity and consciousness. By the 1840s, E. P. Thompson,
Asa Briggs, and Harold Perkin have argued, a working and a middle class had
emerged to confront the landed or upper class.111

But the Victorians themselves did not quite see it in so Marxist a way. The
Victorians held neither a simple nor a consistent view of “class” but views
that were complex and varying. There were, however, amid these different
views, three rough-hewn models that won considerable support: (1) that there
were many and various classes, (2) that there were the rich and the poor (or
propertied and unpropertied), and (3) that there were roughly three classes,
lower, middle, and upper. The first two were inheritances from the eighteenth
century, the third somewhat new, not well formed, and usually referred to by
the plural as the “middle classes” and the “working classes.”

The first view, that there were many and various classes, was the most
widely held. From the Radical W. J. Fox’s references to the “various classes,”
which included journalists, the military, the law, and the clergy, to the Tory
Sir James Colquhoun’s “the various classes and interests,” most M.P.’s and
journalists, like most of the English, saw a multitude of classes. The Economist
even considered both West Indian planters and anti-slave philanthropists as
classes. It was a pluralistic world, as the world of the eighteenth century had
been, and like the latter, it was hierarchical, although rather less so. The
“orders” and “ranks” of the eighteenth century had become the various
classes and interests of the Victorian age. George Porter’s “every class touches
on that below . . . the tradesman the journeyman” is not unlike the Reverend
Robert Vaughan’s “the gradations of society are nicely marked.”112

That these various gradations were no longer as linked to one another
formed the lament of the paternalists. Lord John Manners, at a Young Eng-
land gathering, decried the fact that the separate classes were not as in the past
united. They constituted instead a multiplicity of “interests.”113 Few terms oc-
curred more frequently in parliamentary debates and political editorials than
“class interest,” a term that reflects a very widespread identification of class
with interests making the analysis of class overlap that of vested interests. But
as universal and powerful as was this model, it sometimes yielded to the sim-
pler, although just as old, model of rich and poor. It certainly did in the end-
less sermons of the day, as well as in editorials decrying both the growing gulf
between rich and poor and the failure of the rich to help and to know the
poor. It also underlay a popular economic interpretation of politics, namely,
as Lord Grey declared, that there was one law for the rich and another for the
poor, or as the York Herald argued, that “the rich too often legislate for them-
selves.” Thomas Arnold declared that the rich and the poor formed “two dis-
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tinct classes” and that the distinction constituted England’s “real plague
spot.”114

In 1842, the Spectator spoke of three classes, the higher, the middle, and
manual laborers. The concept is not often seen in eighteenth-century peri-
odicals, but for Victorians, it was increasingly familiar. The Whig Sir William
Clay told the Commons of the upper, middle, and “humbler classes”; the
Peelite William MacKinnon of the upper and middle classes and “the poor”;
and the Tory Philip Bennet of the “three great classes.”115 The Spectator, Clay,
and MacKinnon all spoke of the middle and upper (or higher) classes, but
none of them of a working class as such. Nassau Senior declared that society
was divided into “three classes, labourer, capitalists, and proprietors of natu-
ral agents,”116 and the triumph of political economy, with its economic triad
of labor, capital, and land, did much to promote the concept of three classes.

But even more important was the actual increase in the numbers, power,
and consciousness of the middle classes. “We are all aware,” wrote Thomas
Arnold, “of the middling classes.” “We are far more middle class,” declared
the Congregational Year Book, “than a century ago”; and the Edinburgh Review
said that “the real characteristic of English society is the extent, wealth, and
power of the MIDDLE CLASSES.”117 A pride in the middle classes grew with their
numbers and powers, a pride greatly promoted by the growing strength of
Nonconformity. “The middle classes are more intelligent and educated than
ever,” wrote the Congregationalist Robert Vaughan, delighted that “no
country in history had a larger middle class.” From the Nonconformist Pa-
triot and from the Leeds Mercury, edited by the Congregationalist Baines,
came a view of the middle classes as “the most influential part of the commu-
nity” and the source of “the domestic virtues—economy, forethought and the
spirit of association.”118

Strong in numbers, increased literacy, and activity, the working classes al-
so made themselves felt, but not as effectively or self-consciously. The emer-
gence of powerful and self-conscious working classes in Victorian England
would ultimately lead, however, to the winning of the vote in 1867, the full
development of trade unions, and the founding in 1900 of the Labour Party,
whose roots lay in the process that E. P. Thompson so brilliantly describes in
The Making of the English Working Class, but whose maturity came later than
he asserts. Early Victorian England was the age when the middle classes
emerged to claim partnership with the aristocracy, an age of 1832 Reform
Acts, Corn Law repeals, a self-reliant ethos, and an uncontested capitalism.

There were, to be sure, some in the 1840s who spoke of the “working
classes.” In the Commons, they came from all parties: the Tory Edward
Cayley, the Whig Robert Slaney, the free traders George Villiers and Mark
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Philips, and the Radical Joseph Hume. Outside the Commons, Blackwood’s
and Fraser’s used the term, but infrequently, and most of the press not very
often.119 W. F. Hook used it at a meeting on the ten-hour day, but seldom if
ever in a sermon, nor did other Anglican divines. John Stuart Mill in 1836
praised the “working classes” for their advancing intelligence, but not many
shared that optimism or used that term.120 The workers themselves began to
use the term, however, a sign of a growing working-class consciousness. The
four decades of economic crises and political repression after the outbreak of
the French Revolution increased their bitterness, a bitterness all the greater
when high stamp taxes shut down their newspapers. In 1831, during the Re-
form Bill agitation, radical workers formed the “National Union of the
Working Classes,” and in 1834, many trade unions marched in support of the
Tolpuddle farm laborers unjustly transported to Australia. That the Reform
Act denied them the vote, the 1833 Factory Act the ten-hour day, and the New
Poor Law outdoor relief only fueled an anger that erupted in Chartism.
Chartists such as Ernest Jones, Bronterre O’Brien, and Julian Harney
preached class struggle, while Feargus O’Connor in the Northern Star ad-
dressed “Letters to the Working Classes.”121

The term “middle classes” had also emerged. But oddly enough, it was not
very prominent, even in the Corn Law debates, although it did dramatically
appear when Richard Cobden asked Sir Robert Peel in 1846 to govern through
the “bonafide representatives of the middle class.” Outside Parliament, writers
such as Lord Brougham, John Stuart Mill, William MacKinnon, Edward Bul-
wer-Lytton and the Reverend Ralph Wardlaw, a Congregationalist from Glas-
gow, saw in the middle classes the center of intelligence and conscience.122

But for others the middle classes merged with the concept of the “higher,”
the “upper” classes, that large, many-layered category most often called the
“rich” or “wealthy.” The model of society that informed many educated early
Victorians was not the triad of working, middle, and upper classes but a soci-
ety of rich and poor, and, within that dualism, a multiplicity of gradations.
Talk was less of class than of the people, the landlords, the farmers, the labor-
ers, servants, and paupers, or of manufacturers, shopkeepers, operatives, and
the destitute. The Bible itself and the many who preached its messages, spoke
endlessly of the rich and the poor, as did M.P.’s and editors of every persua-
sion, and the latter did so far more often than they did of classes, working,
middle, or upper. Such class terms are not only strikingly absent in the
speeches and writings of the three greatest champions of factory reform, Lord
Ashley, Richard Oastler, and John Fielden, but also absent in the speeches of
the Radicals Thomas Wakley and Joseph Brotherton and the Chartists’ friend
Thomas Duncombe.123 “Working classes” is also a term absent from the re-
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ports of select committees concerned with those who built railways, dug coal,
and unloaded that coal in London, that is, of workers who thought of them-
selves as “navvies,” “pitmen,” and “coal whippers.” Radicals like William
Cobbett, William Lovett, and Jacob Holyoake made little use of the term
“class,” since their battle was with landlords, cotton masters, a corrupt and
repressive government, a privileged Church and law, and fundholders and the
moneyed men—a battle fought on behalf of the many, the people, the poor
and distressed, the farm laborer and handloom weaver, overworked children
and women in mines, paupers, and oppressed taxpayers, all of whom were
denied their God-given rights as free-born English.124 Few had a precise sense
of class. The Chartist Feargus O’Connor certainly did not. In the Northern
Star, he wrote on “The Industrious Poor of the Middling Classes,” including
therein tradesmen, although later he spoke of shopkeepers as “another
class.”125

O’Connor was not alone in his confusions; many early Victorians did not
have a clear view of the classes that were emerging in a society in transition.
The old hierarchical ranks and orders, whether in a landed community or a
mercantile town, had not yet yielded to the horizontal groupings of distinct
working, middle, and upper classes. As a result, the early Victorians enjoyed
neither the more definite hierarchies of the eighteenth century nor the work-
ing-middle-upper triad of Edwardian England. Although there was no wide-
spread sense of three distinct classes, there was much talk of “class legisla-
tion,” of a law for the rich and a law for the poor, and even of a class-ridden
society. Disraeli pronounced it “an age when all social evils are ascribed to the
operation of class interests.”126 The Northern Star declared that the “greatest
evil is class legislation.” Even the Tory Fraser’s and Standard declared that the
“greatest evil is class legislation,” and that when men act “as classes [they] act
selfishly.” The response of the Leeds Times was more vigorous; it called “the
system of class legislation monstrous.”127

Those who condemned class legislation were not always specific, but when
they were, they pointed to game laws, enclosures, settlement acts and the
Corn Law, all products of a landlord-dominated Parliament.128 That enclosure
gave landlords new land, that a parish settlement kept rates low, that the Corn
Law kept rents high, and that game laws gratified the landed were part of their
“class interest.” But powerful as the rural landlords were, they were still one
of many classes. Manufacturers were another class, and they pushed their
legislation, as did shipowners or London bankers. It was still a pluralistic
world, one filled with many classes. It fitted Sir Stafford O’Brien’s paternalist
world in which, on the new railways, all classes, “peers and peasants travelled
together.” It also suited the Times, which wrote of “those classes which form
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the substructure of society.”129 Among those many classes, the Standard sin-
gled out hosiery workers as “yet another class subjected to the money power,”
while the Spectator talked of the “helpless classes,” that is, “rural agricultural
labourers, milliners, shirtmakers, domestic servants, and oppressed govern-
esses.” For Chambers’ Edinburgh Journal these workers add up, not to a
working class, but to “the miserable classes.” For Henry Mayhew, who rarely
used the term “working class,” workers constituted a vast and vastly various
world of costermongers, crossing sweepers, bargemen, coal heavers, vagrants,
street artists, and many, many other groups of striking diversity.130 The Chris-
tian Teacher called juvenile delinquents “this neglected class,” and Lord Ash-
ley described lunatics as “this unhappy class.” There were, said the Patriot,
“different classes of clergymen,” just as there were, for Disraeli, “those various
classes that form what is called the agricultural interests.” All were part of a
diverse world of many classes, each with a particular interest.131

These diverse interests collided with each other, bitterly and often. The
early Victorians knew class conflict, plenty of it. But it was less a conflict be-
tween a self-conscious working class and a well-defined middle class, or even
between these two classes and an aristocratic class, than between particular
interests, interests at times called “classes,” as if the terms were interchange-
able. “New interests have sprung up,” wrote the North British Review, and
“new classes of men.”132 Cotton operatives fought the cotton lords for shorter
hours, the farmer fought the landlord for lower rents, the northern pitmen
fought the mine owners for the right to form a trade union, and the coster-
mongers the police for the right to sell on the street. England was a myriad of
class struggles, struggles so often lost by the “helpless” and “miserable”
classes that to speak of “the oppression of various classes” would be more ac-
curate than to use the term “class struggle.” Shirt makers and agricultural la-
borers could no more take on flinty contractors and tight-fisted farmers than
navvies or women and children in lace making, straw plaiting, and a host of
other small trades could overcome their all-powerful employers.

The early Victorians not only had a sense of many different class conflicts
but, before Marx, their own sense of the importance of the mode of produc-
tion, modes they knew as “interests.” In the epic debate on the Corn Law, ref-
erences to the landed and manufacturing interests, to landlords, farmers, ag-
ricultural laborers, and factory operatives predominate. And quite popular
was the simple “cotton versus corn.” Such references far outnumber those to
a middle or working class. Neither, in the 1840s, did economic debates in
Parliament deal so much with classes as with bankers, shippers, railway com-
panies, joint stock enterprises, handloom weavers, frame knitters, hop pick-
ers, London bakers, and many other particular modes of production, the ba-
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sis of what the flax king John Marshall called a “war of clashing selfish inter-
ests.” “Great,” announced James Grant in his Newspaper Press “are the num-
ber of weeklies which are the organs of class interests”; and he then cited The
Railway Record, The Builder, and The Farmer.

Was it not, then, the self- and vested interests of individuals and economic
groups—of ratepayers for lower rates, millocrats for lower wages, and land-
lords for higher rents—and not the loyalties and values of landed, middle,
and working classes that defined the early Victorian social conscience? At first
glance, yes. But a deeper look reveals that, as many early Victorians knew,
there was, at least, a rather homogeneous landed class, an elite, an elite often
loosely called the aristocracy. As Thomas Arnold made plain, “when I speak
of aristocracy I always mean the whole class of gentlemen and not the nobil-
ity.”133 It was a landed elite, many of whose younger sons, as gentlemen, had
no rents to defend, no lands to enclose, and no game to preserve, but who
nevertheless stoutly defended game laws, high rents, and enclosures, and did
so from a sense of loyalty to and shared values of their own class. These loyal-
ties and values, along with aristocracy’s long history of social superiority, its
wealth, and its dominant privileges gave it a cohesiveness other classes lacked.
A privileged boyhood on a large estate, spartan years at a public school, and
then Oxford, Cambridge, or the Army were the common molds for the
shaping of a landed governing class that many held in awe and that made up
two-thirds of the Commons and nearly the entirety of the Lords. Their class
outlook formed a dominant part of the Victorian social conscience. It was
preeminently a paternalist outlook, one first learned on the estate, at gather-
ings of the tenants, at occasions of hospitality, perhaps with acts of kindness
to the poor—building good cottages, granting allotments, providing Christ-
mas beef and ale. Paternalism was also learned from a father who as J.P. con-
cerned himself with crime, prisons, highways, and poor laws. The estate was a
small kingdom, hierarchical, deferential, based on a mystical sense of land’s
superiority and full of affecting ceremonies. Its paternal duties and virtues
were preached from the pulpit, extolled in novels, and bred into the young
heirs of England’s broad acres.

Upbringing in the Church and in Anglican schools and universities only
furthered in young gentlemen both a superiority and authoritarianism that
bordered on the callous and a conservatism rooted in an undying attachment
to the Establishment. The authoritarianism of the landed classes could be
formidable, at times cruel. The duke of Richmond, in so many ways a model
paternalist, had a severe side. As postmaster general, he insisted on capital
punishment for those who stole letters, and as a commissioner of Pentonville
Prison, he insisted on separate confinement and the treadmill. As a landlord,
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he dismissed laborers who frequented beer shops. The earl of Cardigan, in no
way a model landlord, flogged and court-martialed his men and dueled with
rivals for the most trivial reasons. And although exposed in the press, de-
nounced in the Commons, and tried in the Lords for killing a man in a duel,
he was nonetheless declared innocent by fellow members of his landed class.
The earl of Lucan evicted hundreds from his Irish estates, the duke of Suth-
erland thousands from his Scottish ones, and numerous lesser landlords a
great many for various and many reasons.134

None of western Europe’s landed classes (except Russia’s) countenanced
so much flogging and birching, but then none had public schools in which
both masters and student prefects birched pupils and bullied underclassmen.
It was a system that not only bred much violence but furthered an authori-
tarianism first bred on the landed estate.

It is not surprising that the landed in both the Commons and Lords urged
separate confinement and the treadmill or crank labor. Even the benign Whig
Lord Lansdowne pled in the Lords for a punishment that would deter by “a
degree of severity short of absolute cruelty.” In the 1844 debate on prison dis-
cipline, not one peer was critical of separate confinement. Neither, in the
1840s, did any peer besides the earl of Stanhope criticize the severity of the
New Poor Law’s workhouse test.135

Also deeply ingrained in the outlook of the landed class was a conserva-
tism whose love of the status quo underscored its indifference to social
abuses. In the 1840s, the House of Lords initiated not a single social reform.
Neither did most of the country gentlemen representing the rural counties. A
suspicion of legislative action permeated the House of Lords. “One can not
legislate,” exclaimed the bishop of Exeter in 1844, “on the evil of prostitu-
tion.” “There can be no legislation on sanitary matters,” announced the duke
of Buccleuch, since there “is not yet sufficient evidence.” For Lord Mel-
bourne, it was not only skepticism of legislation but, says his biographer
David Cecil, the fact that social reform “bored him.”136 For a generation raised
on Burke and Coleridge, act of Parliament reform was suspect. The Tory Lord
Londonderry even pronounced the 1842 Mines Act excluding women and
children from mines, a “rash and hasty alteration.”137 The Lords then forced
the Commons to lower the age for excluding boys from fourteen to ten years
of age. The Lords also killed bills prohibiting the use of boys as chimney
sweepers and dogs as pullers of carts, as well as a bill guaranteeing tenants
compensation for improvements. “They are utterly destroying,” declared the
Hull Advertiser of the Lords in 1847, “the Irish Poor Law Bill.” The Lords also
“expunged,” complained Thomas Wakley, the clause in the Inclosure Bill
compensating the poor who lost their cottages. They were quick to expunge,
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as they did the provisions for financing education in both the 1833 Factory Act
and the New Poor Law. With twenty-six bishops in their midst, the peers, al-
most all good Anglicans and friends of an exclusive Church education, voted
222 to 118 against a Whig plan in 1839 to create an Education Committee,
thereby forcing the Whigs to create it by an Order in Council.138

In the Commons, county members were no keener for social reform than
the Lords; they too desired harsh prison discipline, defended military flogging
and capital punishment, wanted no compensation for tenants or evicted cot-
tagers, opposed any education that was not Anglican, and had doubts about
the sanitary movement, attitudes that for many of them did not reflect their
self-interests so much as the views of their class, views groomed in their es-
tates and schools and furthered at an Oxford and Cambridge where, observed
Lord Normanby, a dull and empty classical education drove them to “sport
and dissipation.” The only general rule of action that they learned, Normanby
added, was “rank in society, the respect of our fellows.”139

There was, of course, a new seriousness in the 1820s and 1830s at Oxford
with the Noetics at Oriel and the Tractarian Movement and at Cambridge
with the “Apostles,” but none of its devotees, the Noetics’ Thomas Arnold
and the Apostles’ Frederick Maurice excepted, dedicated themselves to the
removal of social evils. Religious truth and error was their preoccupation. A
few did learn from Nassau Senior at Oxford and George Pryme at Cambridge
about political economy. “The young tyro who comes fresh from Mr. Sen-
ior’s excellent lectures on political economy,” declared Lord Ashburton,
“carries all before him in the House of Commons.”140 Political economy’s in-
tellectually rigorous laissez-faire doctrines thus dovetailed with a deeper,
laxer, live-and-let-live rural laissez-faire to underscore the landed class’s con-
servatism and indifference to social reform.

The outlook, style and dispositions of the landed class, a class nurtured at
university, school, and estate and anchored in an Establishment that included
Church, law, the Army, and Parliament, encompassed many more character-
istics than noted above. In its preoccupation with rank and its love of “sport
and dissipation,” it developed its own code, its own way of dress, its distinct
gradations, even such niceties as the proper way to address a letter. It was a
code and outlook that gave the landed class a greater unity than the more di-
verse middle and working classes.

For a while, during the great Corn Law debate, the middle class did assert
an identity, not so much in reference to itself as in its attack on the aristoc-
racy, an attack full of class bitterness, a bitterness with wider roots than mere
vested interests. Both sides, of course, claimed that the other side acted from
self-interest; a desire for cheap bread and low wages inspiring the manufac-
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turers, and a desire for high corn prices and high rents the landlords. But in
fact wages did not fall because of repeal, and neither did rents collapse; nor
was it actual self-interest, so much as class enmities, that informed their grand
meetings, thundering editorials and endless, bitter debates. The Anti-Corn
Law League’s collapse after repeal, wrote F. M. L. Thompson, the historian of
England’s nineteenth-century landed society, showed that there was no
longer “any prospect of a middle class elite peddling a general bourgeois
ethic.” Instead, sufficient numbers from the middle classes were seduced into
the aristocrat’s “charmed circle” to prevent any challenge to the landed class
from “a counter-elite.” It was a seduction, wrote Lord Normanby, that many
wanted. “The inferior ranks,” he observed, “rush onward to mingle and con-
found amongst the first . . . all are pervaded by the same aristocratic feel-
ing.”141 A large segment of the middle classes aped the manners and outlook
of the landed elite, including its Toryism. “The English nation,” wrote Lord
Campbell in 1841, was “determinedly Tory, not only the peerage, the Church
and the land . . . but the commercial and professional men.”142

There was considerable truth in the Whig Lord Campbell’s lament, but it
was not the whole truth. Some of the new wealth did go Tory, seeking gentil-
ity in the purchase of a coat of arms and a country house, but significant as
such parvenus were in the aristocracy’s co-option of the ranks below them,
they constituted only a part, and the lesser part, of that diverse, sprawling,
heterogeneous mass of journalists, solicitors, clerks, shopkeepers, actors, inn-
keepers, manufacturers, East Indian merchants, bankers, Dissenting minis-
ters, schoolteachers, and a hundred more callings, that lay between the landed
elite and the lower orders. There was no common mold, no common experi-
ence of landed estates, public schools, and universities to shape the outlook
of these various groups. They varied in every way, even regionally. The puri-
tan ethic of the industrial towns bore no great resemblance to the bohemian
world of London journalists, artists, victuallers and nouveaux riches. Charles
Dickens, whose novels map London’s many-layered middling classes as pre-
cisely as Henry Mayhew does London’s lower classes, seldom, if ever, refers
(as Mayhew also does not) to a middle or a working class.

Quite different from London’s middle classes were those of the industrial
towns of the north, less sprawling and multifarious, with fewer classes, but
nonetheless classes that were varied and complex. The classic and oversim-
plified picture is of a proud middle class, its wealth gained from industry, its
religion Nonconformist, its politics Whig-Liberal, in conflict with an op-
pressed, radical working class. But recent historians, like Anthony Howe, Pat-
rick Joyce, John Garrard, Richard T. Trainor, and G. R. Serle have shown a
more complex picture. Many industrialists, for example, in such Lancashire
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towns as Preston, Bolton, Blackburn, and Bury were connected with landed
families and were Tory in politics and Anglican in religion.143 Birmingham
also knew substantial Tory, Anglican, and gentry influence, as, to a lesser ex-
tent did Bradford. Other West Riding textile towns, like Leeds, on the other
hand, were Whig-Liberal, Nonconformist, and fairly independent of the
landed interest. Religion was a divisive force; being Anglican or Noncon-
formist was often more important than one’s class. Yet in these northern
towns, industrial wealth did lead to the creation of urban elites, which domi-
nated the towns’ politics, culture, and philanthropies. Almost all the M.P.’s
from Lancashire came from the middle classes.144

Although, in the 1840s, these urban elites differed in many ways from Lon-
don’s multifarious middle classes, and from the middle classes in the ports
and the watering places of the south, there were three experiences that, in
different degrees, they all shared and that had a somewhat similar impact on
the early Victorian social conscience: first, they all confronted the privileged
and sometimes arrogant aristocracy; second, they experienced more intensely
than did the aristocracy the religious and moral revivals; and, third, by fru-
gality, forethought, and industry, many of them had achieved considerable
success, an experience that deepened their belief in self-reliance.

Some emulated the ways of the landed elite and yearned to join the ranks
of gentility, but many more resented the landed elite’s overbearing, arrogant,
and importunate ways. In the Commons’ debates on game laws, military
flogging, chimney sweeps, law reform, the Law of Settlement, Irish famine,
and the Corn Law one finds in the speeches of middle-class M.P.’s a compas-
sion for the distressed that is joined to a resentment of the aristocratic authors
of that distress—a class jealousy that inspired stern lectures on virtue from
the northern press and jocular satires in London’s Punch.145

The many ranks of the various middle classes read religious and moralistic
periodicals, many evangelical, but some Broad Church, Unitarian, or Quaker.
This was largely a movement of the middle classes, although one that im-
pinged on the aristocracy and challenged it to become more respectable and
moral. The morality of the religious revivals could, however, be as hard on
prisoners and paupers and as indifferent to the overworked and underpaid as
it was charitable in its visiting societies and philanthropies.

The third experience, success through virtuous industry, made the social
consciences of many of them harsh and demanding. Their own (or their fa-
ther’s) hard-won success and elevation in society simply strengthened their
belief in a rigorous self-help individualism. It is in such ways that these simi-
lar experiences of the middle classes had a “class” influence on the early Vic-
torian social conscience.



372 b a s i c  a t t i t u d e s

The equally many-layered and regionally diverse working classes also had
some experiences in common. They ranged from suffering miserable wages,
long hours, and economic crises to the endurance of a severe paternalism and
political oppression. Many also experienced an upward mobility and a hard-
won respectability, experiences that helped bring workers together, although
neither as firmly as the Chartists claimed nor nearly as firmly as the cohesion
that occurred within the elites of industrial towns or among the merchant
princes of the City of London. Still, the working classes were a reality, in
multiplying numbers and huge concentrations, in an increased sense of its
own identity, in large meetings and mass petitions, and in a radical press and
societies for self-improvement and self-help. But workers were largely
voteless in parliamentary and most local elections and barely represented in
the most influential periodicals, in Church or chapel, or in the world of phi-
lanthropy. After the fall of Chartism, they withdrew to their friendly societies,
new model trade unions, Owenite communities, newspaper rooms, working-
men’s colleges, temperance societies, and local protests against the New Poor
Law and long hours.

In the 1840s, many felt that the working classes posed a threat. In April
1848, after Paris, Vienna, and Berlin had fallen, talk of revolution increased,
rising to a pitch before May 10, the day of the mammoth Chartist meeting at
Kennington Common. But after a cloudburst washed away the meeting, the
landed and middle classes resumed a complacency that was disturbed neither
by the continuation of the harsh Poor Law, which saved millions in rates, nor
by the exploitation of women and children throughout agriculture and in all
manufacturing except textiles.

No great impact could also come from working classes that still largely saw
government as the great evil, a government supposedly full of spies, and sine-
curists, guided by priestcraft, determined on repression, and dedicated to
high taxes and profligate spending. Hardly any saw in education grants, in-
dustrial regulations, law reforms, sanitary legislation, and even the Poor Law’s
educational and medical programs, the beginning of a welfare state. Neither
did the other classes urge the expansion of such a state. They also considered
government an evil. It was the great paradox, the great riddle of the early
Victorian social conscience, that the very growth of a government that less-
ened social evils more than did paternalism or philanthropy was so vigorously
opposed.
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Nothing improved the well-being of the early Victorians more than Britain’s
vigorous capitalism. The political economists’ invisible hand—the self-
interest of brewers, butchers, and bakers, among others—had bettered the
lives of millions; and no advice was wiser than that of practicing a vigorous
self-reliance. But as prodigious as was capitalism’s creation of wealth and as
wise as were the admonitions of self-help, painful and widespread social
grievances—many the offspring of capitalism itself—refused to go away. Pa-
ternalism and philanthropy did, to be sure, mitigate these evils, but however
generous and successful their efforts, the grievances remained stubbornly
widespread, a nagging and persistent blot on the early Victorian social con-
science.

A capitalism not always benevolent, a self-help unable to cope with eco-
nomic crises not of its making, a paternalism mostly rural, patchy, and often
ineffective, a philanthropy more zealous and diffuse than focused and lasting,
and a humanitarianism often more compassionate in poems and paintings
than in effective legislation, all this left unsolved and persistent the worst so-
cial evils. Bewildered and disconcerted, more and more early Victorians saw
few solutions for these unrelenting social ills other than the intervention of
the government, which greatly displeased the many who found “government
itself a vast evil.”

There were few indeed who saw much good in government. For its milder
critics, it was vexatious, mischievous, bungling, and too prone to meddle; for
tight-fisted critics who held fast to their pocket books, it was costly, extrava-
gant, wasteful, and rapacious; for lovers of English liberties, it was despotic,
tyrannical, and dictatorial, as well as crafty, corrupting, and priest-ridden; and
for the deeply pious, it was a government of near infidels. Their complaints
formed a compendium of the evils of government that can be divided into
three categories: (1) oppressive and unjust, (2) costly and corrupting, and (3)
inept and unwise.
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It was the working class who suffered the most from an oppressive and
unjust government, and it was their spokesmen—Chartists and Owenites—
who complained most bitterly. Government’s “crafty, dishonest acts,” de-
clared William Carpenter in the English Chartist Circular, lead to “oppression
and extortion” and prove Tom Paine’s dictum that “government in its mild-
est form is evil,” a sentiment also expressed by Julian Harney in his London
Democrat. Harney attacked “blood stained kings . . . tyrant aristocrats, . . .
persecuting priests . . . and monstrous poor laws,” all part of a government he
later described as all barracks, bastilles, police, and enclosures. What consti-
tutes history, asks Thomas Cooper in the Chartist epic poem The Purgatory of
Suicides, but a constant struggle for liberty against despots and their hirelings,
base priests, corrupt judges, and war-mongering generals?1 It was a struggle,
proclaimed England’s leading Chartist, Feargus O’Connor, between freedom
and despotism, and against a government of the “grasping, selfish and un-
principled,” of men who substantiated Paine’s famous claim that “gov-
ernment is the art of conquering at home.” So deep ran O’Connor’s hatred of
government that he called the Education Committee a “miserable abortion,”
opposed the income tax as “a monstrous injustice,” and denounced rural po-
lice, Whig centralization, and “all regulation of the hours of adult labour.”
That an income tax on the rich would relieve the burdensome indirect taxes
on the poor, and that an education committee, the regulation of labor, and a
good police would greatly benefit the working class, meant little to
O’Connor, so deep was his obsession with an oppressive and unjust govern-
ment.2

Owenite socialists shared, if more mildly, O’Connor’s obsession. Owen
himself had little faith in any government beyond a paternalist rule within a
village community.3 Neither did his disciples, although they were often more
severe in their criticisms. George Holyoake, for example, in the Movement,
condemned England’s paternal government as “most degrading”—a tyranny
composed of a “well flogged” Army, a “semi-savage” Navy, “brutal” revenue
officers, and “a vast system of demoralization,” a view shared by the Chartist
Goodwin Barmby, who in his Prometheus lamented “the persistence of des-
potism and tyranny, the result of kings and class legislation.”4 The radical
economist and journalist Thomas Hodgskin added that government was
“profligate, poisonous, corrupt and rapacious,” all part of “the shackles of
paternalism.” Hodgskin condemned government and called the system of
taxation “monstrous.”5

Popular Radicals had every reason to see government as oppressive. It
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formed an indelible part of their experience, both personal and from reading
and hearing of past oppressions. It was an experience of countless unfair indi-
rect taxes that weighed heavily on the people, of a brutal military, foul jails,
workhouses, and asylums, and law courts and magistrates that were lenient to
the rich and harsh to the poor. Forgetful that England was the freest of coun-
tries, working-class Radicals exaggerated these evils, but not by much.
Owenites were imprisoned for blasphemy, Chartists for sedition, trade un-
ionists for organizing and editors for selling unstamped newspapers. Magis-
trates imprisoned for the slightest offence, for playing cricket on Sunday, for
not going to Church, and for begging. A huge war debt made heavier by the
1819 return to gold (whereby good pounds repaid the loan of inflated ones)
was paid for, as the popular William Cobbett never wearied of proclaiming,
by taxing articles consumed by workers and not by taxing the incomes of the
rich. Nearly three-quarters of the revenue came from customs and excise
taxes on such items as bread, soap, candles, windows, sugar, tea, and coffee.6

There were also the martyrs of a persecuting Church, part and parcel of an
oppressive and unjust government. In 1842, the Baptist John Thorogood of
Leicester and William Baines of Braintree sat in jail for their refusal to pay a
Church rate for the repair of Anglican churches in which they never wor-
shipped, while scores of others endured and resented the Church of England’s
appetite for tithes, property, fees for pews, burials, and a host of services, as
well as fines imposed by ecclesiastical courts for a host of minor offenses.7

And vivid and melancholy to witness were the brutalities in the Army and
Navy—with their press gangs and floggings—and the wretchedness of prisons
and workhouses, brutalities, which led Thomas Hodgskin, Douglas Jerrold,
and many others to resolve to make war on an oppressive government.8

It was a war made harder to wage through the press because government
imposed stamp taxes that made newspapers too expensive for most workers.
Courageous Radical publishers such as Henry Hetherington and William
Carpenter nevertheless published cheap, unstamped newspapers and were
imprisoned for their efforts, leading one Radical to denounce the “brute force
of government.”9

The brute force of government had deep roots in the memory of working-
class Radicals, memories of repressive laws and persecuting trials during the
period of the French Revolution and during the postwar economic crises that
followed. Working-class Radicals remembered the Peterloo massacre, the
“Six Acts” against sedition, persecuting trials, acts outlawing public meetings,
and acts declaring their publications seditious or blasphemous.10 Most diffi-
cult would it be for a working-class radicalism formed in this period not to
see government as anything but oppressive and unjust.
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It was also difficult for the Radicals of the 1840s not to view the nearly sov-
ereign rule of England’s more than 5,000 J.P.’s as oppressive and unjust.
Thousands endured squalid jails for poaching, vagrancy, begging, drunken-
ness, blasphemy, and other trifling offenses. The penalty was typically only a
fine, but inability to pay it brought jail. Some 12,000 debtors also languished
in prison. No wonder the Weekly Dispatch denounced the “oppression and
injustice” caused by the “great unpaid.”11

The bitter experiences of repressive authorities not only persuaded Radi-
cals that government was oppressive and unjust but shaped their conception
of socialism. The socialism that they developed was a socialism without a
strong central government, a socialism whose government was limited to the
community. Owenites even differed on the government of communities,
Christian Owenites like John Minter Morgan desired the paternal rule of dea-
cons, the economist William Thompson looked to a vast series of capital-
labor associations, Abraham Combe preferred the rule of agricultural villag-
ers, and Goodwin Barmby wanted “home colonies” financed by parliamen-
tary loans. Ricardian socialists like Hodgskin—a socialist largely because he
believed labor created all wealth while capitalists appropriated most of it un-
justly—were more anarchist than socialist. A Godwinian who valued private
property and hated government, Hodgskin ended up as an assistant editor of
the Economist, England’s leading advocate of laissez-faire. Mainstream
Chartists, the followers of Feargus O’Connor, looked to private property,
land companies, and local government while denouncing centralized poor
laws and police.12 There was little talk of nationalization of land, and it was in
papers that few read. “Land must be made national property” through “an as-
sociation of which the workers will be the only lords,” Harney said, con-
demning the “unholy faction [that] perpetuates tyranny.”13

An ingrained hatred of government as oppressive and unjust not only
limited Chartists and Owenites to land schemes, village communities, and
cooperative societies, but also blunted the social vision of other Radical and
liberal friends of the workers. They were a varied group, including
Benthamites like J. A. Roebuck, the Manchester School’s John Bright, Radi-
cals of Painite-Cobbett persuasion like Thomas Wakley, old Whigs grown
radical like Sir George Strickland, proud urban localists like Captain George
Pechell, the Irish nationalist Sharman Crawford, and the retired admiral Sir
Charles Napier, the friend of the oppressed and the flogged. They differed on
much, but not in their common hatred of an oppressive and unjust govern-
ment. All agreed that a Corn Law that enhanced landlord rents by enhancing
the price of bread for the poor was unjust. From 1837 to 1846, no other issue
was debated so often and so fiercely. For many its injustice ran so deep and
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wide that its repeal would bring such prosperity that Parliament could pass
ten-hour acts, abolish the inquisitorial income tax, and ease the stern Poor
Law.

Many Radicals and Liberals believed that the New Poor Law was cruel and
oppressive, though not all of them. The Benthamites Charles Buller and Ed-
ward Strutt supported it, although their fellow Benthamites John Leader,
John Bowring, and, by 1842, Joseph Hume condemned it. Localists and hu-
manitarians like W. T. Egerton and Thomas Wakley denounced its centrali-
zation and its cruelties. Even Richard Cobden opposed it.14

An analysis of the twenty to thirty M.P.’s who voted against the law shows
a curious alliance of Radicals—Thomas Wakley, Thomas Duncombe, John
Fielden, Williams Williams, and Joseph Brotherton—and a hard core of Tory
paternalists—Colonel Charles Sibthorp, William Ferrand, Joseph Henley,
Henry Halford, and Lewis Buck.15 Centralization was its great evil for the To-
ries, easily government’s most oppressive feature. For the Radicals, the great
evil lay in the cruel incarceration of paupers in grim and oppressive work-
houses. The Tory M.P.’s were part of the Establishment and so found them-
selves supporting repressive measures like the Master and Servant Act, which
allowed J.P.’s to imprison insubordinate servants, enclosure acts whereby
landowners ended the rights of the poor to the commons, game laws that im-
prisoned thousands, penal laws that preserved capital punishment, acts ena-
bling magistrates to whip erring juveniles, laws closing pubs and railways on
Sundays. These measures and the use of Home Office spies were part of what
Thomas Duncombe called a “most insidious, oppressive, arbitrary, iniquitous
and tyrannical attempt to oppress the working classes.”16 Except for the Ten
Hour Act and acts to repeal repressive Tory acts, the Radicals proposed few
significant social reforms calling for an active government; and they not only
divided on ten-hour bills but many who were for a ten-hour bill wanted no
inspectors to enforce it. Also, those who opposed it did so less on grounds of
political economy than to preserve the “rights” of labor. The Radicals sought
more to abolish repressive laws than to pass positive laws.

In 1847, the Radical John Fielden, who wanted a ten-hour act without in-
spectors, denounced “centralization in every form,” since from it came “loss
of liberty.” Roebuck, a Benthamite, also proposed few social reforms to his
Bath electors, but only the end of unjust taxes, bad laws, and tithes.17 Numer-
ous speeches at the hustings highlighted the faults, not the virtues, of gov-
ernment.

The middle-class Radical and Liberal press was also unhappy with an op-
pressive government. The hostility of the Liberal press, of the Daily News,
Weekly Chronicle, Economist, Punch, Examiner, and Sunday Times, ran almost
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as deep as that of the Radical Sun, Dispatch, Lloyd’s Weekly, Howitt’s Journal,
Douglas Jerrold’s Weekly, and People’s Journal. Most oppressive of all laws, of
course, was that which taxed bread and brought economic crises. Remove the
infamous Corn Law, they proclaimed, and famine, pauperism, and over-
worked seamstresses would be things of the past.

For many, but not all of these periodicals, the New Poor Law was nearly as
unjust. “Pernicious” and “brutal,” declared Howitt’s Journal of a law that the
Weekly Dispatch called infamous, the Sunday Times, “iniquitous and cruel,”
and Douglas Jerrold’s Weekly, “one dead weight.”18 The columns of the Times
and the pages of G. R. W. Baxter’s The Book of the Bastilles (1841) formed a
vast and vivid catalogue of its cruelties. For many, these and innumerable
other hateful laws came from a landlord-dominated Parliament. “So un-
bending is the law,” said Dickens’s Daily News, that “the wonder is that the
landowning-legislature has not done more mischief.” The mischief was great:
unjust game laws, laws excusing bankrupts while imprisoning poor debtors,
confusing libel laws, ecclesiastical laws randomly enforced, and a huge crimi-
nal law code, vexatious, costly, slow, mystifying in its technicalities and com-
plexity, and brutal in its treadmills and hulks.19 They all lent support to the
Economist’s claim that governments are far more powerful for mischief than
good, a claim the Leeds Mercury was quick to use in its Nonconformist jeal-
ousy of a government that supported a persecuting Established Church. The
Leeds Times was just as severe in its condemnation of the government’s
“coercive system,” with its many “soldiers, police, gaolers and hangmen.”20

The Leeds Times omitted the justices of the peace from the “coercive sys-
tem.” The Radical and Liberal press, however, kept a vigilant watch on their
harshness and injustices. From Exeter’s Western Times and London’s Punch
and Weekly Chronicle came tales of a year in prison for a man who had stolen
five fowls, of prison for three boys for taking some peas, of a woman impris-
oned for taking some dried sticks, and of a woman fined 38s. for loud talk at a
market, a woman sent to the lockup because she couldn’t pay the fine.21

Harsh sentences for trifles and prison for those unable to pay fines were not
the only way the justices of the peace oppressed the poor: they also adminis-
tered prisons, asylums, and workhouses with such indifference, parsimony,
and cruelty that the Spectator declared that the justice done by the great un-
paid was full of “enormities . . . that offend against justice,” and Punch that
the law was full of “iniquity” and “tyranny.” The Examiner devoted a regular
column to the “Justices’ Injustices.” One-fourth of the J.P.’s committals, an-
nounced the Economist, were “unjust,” part of a government vast in evil.22

A belief that government was evil even persuaded some Radicals to doubt
whether government should limit a laborer’s hours to ten or educate the peo-
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ple, two reforms most beneficial to the working classes. The Sun, Weekly Dis-
patch, and Lloyd’s Weekly, all three friends of the workers and of humanitarian
causes, all opposed the further regulation of factory labor: it was “vexatious
and disastrous,” wrote the Sun in 1842; it was “a direct blow at liberty,” argued
Lloyd’s in 1844, and for the Dispatch in the same year, it was a denial of the
workers’ “undoubted right to dispose of their labour.” A surge of humanity—
or of the clamor of the workers—led the Dispatch and the Sun to reverse
course, however, and, in 1847, they declared for the Ten Hour Act.23

Lloyd’s could not reverse its course. The Ten Hour Act remained “a blow
at liberty” and the ““subversion of every principle of self-dependence.” To
Lloyd’s, government was still evil, as it was to Howitt’s, and the People’s Jour-
nal, which were both keenly humanitarian and opposed to government edu-
cation. “We are,” proclaimed Howitt’s, for a “national and not a government
system of education.” Government education, it added, would “mold the
people to patient acquiescence,” a view not unlike that of John Stuart Mill,
who, except for elementary education, preferred schooling by “voluntary so-
cieties.” If education were managed by a “government corporation,” it would
mean “political despotism,” since “a government which can mould the
opinion and sentiments of the people from their youth upward can do with
them what it pleases.” Perhaps it was best, argued Samuel Smiles in the Peo-
ple’s Journal, that the government do nothing for education, since “a govern-
ment half school teachers and half policemen” would be “far more despotic
than one with an army.”24 Howitt’s and the People’s Journal also gave no sup-
port to the Ten Hour Act. It is astonishing how suspicious these radical jour-
nals—the voice of the people—were of factory and educational reforms. The
Westminster Review alone realized one of the reasons for this paradox. It was,
it speculated in 1840, the “fateful legacy” of the impact of “mischievous and
often wicked legislation on the public mind,” one that continued “long after
the government ceased to do evil . . . leaving it powerless to do good.”25

Wicked laws did leave a fatal legacy, but a legacy left to a public mind recep-
tive to it, a mind confident in the Enlightenment’s faith that progress was in-
evitable once men freed themselves from perverse government and became
wiser and more rational, a dream never more buoyantly expressed than in the
writings of William Godwin and his followers, all of whom saw government as
a vast evil. Among his admirers were Douglas Jerrold, Thomas Hodgskin, W. J.
Fox, William Carpenter, Charles Dilke, and Edward Gibbon Wakefield, the
owners, editors, and contributors of a score of journals, including the Athe-
naeum, Daily News, Punch, Economist, Weekly Dispatch (top among weeklies in
circulation), and, until 1847, the Morning Chronicle.26

 Dickens chose three of
them—Fox, Hodgskin, and Jerrold—as leader writers for the Daily News.
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Francis Place knew Godwin, as did Robert Owen, who would argue little with
Godwin’s indictment that government “aggravates inequality . . . fosters inju-
rious passions and . . . robbery and fraud.” No wonder Godwin told his son-in-
law Shelley not to push for social reform. Shelley did not. Instead, he de-
nounced kings and priests, tyrants, and every form of oppressive government.27

Nonconformists also saw government as oppressive, but not entirely.
They shuddered at Godwin’s anarchism, although not at his scathing attack
on priestcraft. By 1843, Dissenters, who could now hold office, and enjoy the
civil registration of births, marriages, and burials, grew more moderate. Al-
though compulsory church rates, exclusion from Oxford and Cambridge, ec-
clesiastical courts and burial fees still irritated them, government seemed less
a vast evil. Then came the Tories’ bill to establish factory schools managed
and taught by Anglicans and inculcating the catechism and creed, schools that
would be paid for by the ratepayers, many of whom were Nonconformists in
factory towns. An aggressive, monopolizing Church of England aroused vivid
memories of a persecuting Church and of unjust laws. The Nonconformists’
fury was so enormous that Peel withdrew the Education Bill. In 1847, that fury
was again aroused when a Whig government voted £100,000 for teachers and
pupil teachers, four-fifths of which went to Church of England schools. Non-
conformists found it intolerable that they had to pay taxes that helped
propagate catechisms and creeds that they thought downright popish. Gov-
ernment was indeed oppressive and unjust.

“Iniquitous,” “despotic,” “plundering,” “ungodly,” and “tyrannical” were
only a few of the invectives hurled at this unconstitutional “Prussian” scheme
to pay “hordes of hirelings” to impose ecclesiasticism on England. That the
Committee on Education intended to give greater aid to Dissenting schools
did little to allay their fears. London’s most popular Congregationalist, the
Reverend Thomas Binney, called the Established Church a “great national
evil,” and that it should be “the teacher of the nation” was intolerable to most
Nonconformists, who denounced the Education Bill as “a monstrous step to-
wards bureaucratic despotism.” Kay-Shuttleworth, secretary to the Committee
on Education, a good Anglican and a judicious observer, admitted that under
the Tories, that committee had become “nearly an engine of the worst despot-
ism.” The individualism and the independent-mindedness of the Noncon-
formist conscience could not abide such an evil, and its protests rang out in the
pages of the Eclectic, Patriot, Baptist Magazine, NonConformist, and Congrega-
tional Magazine, as well as in the Leeds Mercury and Sheffield Independent.28

The Education Committee was not the only face of government oppres-
sion. There were also the Corn and Game Laws, the injustices perpetrated by
J.P.’s (who were full of “oppression, chicanery and fraud,” said the NonCon-
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formist), ecclesiastical courts (which to the Baptist Guardian were “grinding
and destructive), the infamous Poor Law, the oppressive and unconstitu-
tional Metropolitan Building Act, and the General Board of Health (for the
Patriot “despotic, absurd and audacious”). The besetting sin of the age, de-
clared the NonConformist, was centralization, which is “despotism practical-
ized.”29 Nonconformity yielded little to Radicals in viewing government as
oppressive and unjust.

Neither did some Tory backbenchers. Loud and persistent was their con-
demnation of centralization. Not only the New Poor Law, the Education Or-
der, and the Public Health Act were condemned, but highway, police, burial,
enclosure, and tithe bills. “I hate all commissioners,” exclaimed Sibthorp, an
antipathy shared by another county member, Lewis Buck, who denounced
“every kind of commission” as “most unconstitutional.”30 There were good
reasons, said Sir Henry Halford, for their antipathy: “officious functionaries”
would bring an “army of strangers” and an “administrative despotism, odious
and inquisitional.”31 For Disraeli, centralization was fatal to liberty, and for
David Urquhart, it was “destructive of local government.”32

Evangelicals such as Lord Ashley and High Churchmen such as Gladstone
also condemned the Committee on Education as unconstitutional. High
Churchmen deeply feared Erastianism—the doctrine that placed the state in
control of the Church—and that fear increased as the Whigs moved to reform
the Church.33 It was a view furthered by much of the Tory press and its war on
centralization. The Times led the way. Its hatred of the despotic New Poor
Law spilled over into a hatred of a central police, “fashioned to keep people
subservient,” an anger at sanitary measures that were “inquisitorial and ex-
pensive,” and a deep suspicion of a Metropolitan Building Act, disfigured by
its “monstrous machinery.” Highway acts, charity commissions, enclosure
and railway bills and allotment schemes also formed part of the centralization
that the Times saw as oppressive and unjust.34 The Tory Standard and John
Bull found no reason to disagree. For the Standard, the centralized Poor Law
was, in 1834, worse than Turkish despotism. Fourteen years later, the Public
Health Act evoked the lament, “have we not heard enough of the effect of
centralization.” John Bull had not. It found that the centralized Poor Law “de-
grades the gentry and clergy,” and that the Public Health Act was a “positive
evil” in its “oppressive interference.”35

For Tories, the government was not oppressive and unjust in the same way
as it was for Radicals. Government did not mean unjust prison sentences,
laws against strikes, taxes restricting the press, and enclosure acts ending the
rights of the poor, but rather laws oppressive to magistrates, town councillors,
sheriffs, and myriad local officials who had long acted under the sway of a
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gentry and clergy who ruled the localities.36 Government was oppressive to
old ways, but perhaps not unjust, certainly not unjust, in Tory opinion, to
those who suffered from the vagaries, capriciousness, neglect, and arbitrari-
ness of a petty officialdom that was also often costly and corrupting, two
characteristics many also imputed to all government.

g o v e r n m e n t  a s  c o s t l y  a n d  c o r r u u p t i n g

Sir Robert Peel, in 1842, told the Commons that although the government
needed £50 million to govern and protect Britain, its revenues barely ex-
ceeded £48 million. He therefore proposed a 2½ percent tax on incomes over
£150 a year. The country exploded in anger. More hateful taxes for a more
profligate, costly government. The hostility to taxes and to extravagant gov-
ernment had deep roots, not only in human nature, but in several specific
factors: (1) the eighteenth-century British political system of influence and fa-
voritism, of pensions, sinecures, and placemen; (2) the huge war debt run up
starting in the 1790s; and (3) a system of taxation that was easy on the rich and
hard on the middling and lower orders.

John Wade, in his The Extraordinary Black Book (1831), described in great
and revealing detail the “Old Corruption,” the system of the ruling oligarchy
that not only dominated government itself, but the Church, the military,
land, the county, the Bank of England, and the East India Company; in short,
it was a wealthy, powerful, and very costly Establishment. Royalty itself, in
1831, cost £1.4 million pounds, roughly one-third the amount spent on the
nation’s two million paupers. Privy councillors, most of them already inde-
pendently wealthy, cost £650,640, and the bishops cost £220,000. Six thou-
sand idle half-pay army officers each received a generous stipend, not to
mention 200 admirals, only 10 of whom were active. The civil service was
filled with incompetents chosen for reason of family, friendships, and politi-
cal favor. Then there was the law, a large, varied, and sprawling system of re-
dundant and overlapping courts, thin on justice and fat on fees—as Dickens
was to relate and Bentham to lament. There was finally the annual charge on
the debt—in 1842, over £25,500,000, a sum constituting 59 percent of gov-
ernment expenditure.37

So revealing of these abuses, and of sinecures, pensioners and placemen,
were the reports of the 1807 Select Committee and subsequent investigations
that Bentham was persuaded that “everywhere the whole official establish-
ment is a corruptive establishment: to possess the sinister benefits of corrup-
tion, is the universal wish.” And, he concluded tersely, “government is in it-
self one vast evil.”38
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After 1815, four-fifths of the heavy taxes that paid for this costly, extravagant,
and often wasteful government came from excise and custom duties on bread,
bacon, butter, soap, candles, and more than a thousand other items. These du-
ties weighed heavily on the lower classes.39

 In 1819, the Tories also returned the
pound to the gold standard and so paid back to many creditors pounds of more
value than the pounds loaned, thus enriching the wealthy at the cost of the
many and raising debt payments to 59 percent of the budget—an injustice that
William Cobbett and other Radicals never let the public forget. A costly and
corrupt government thus became part of government as a vast evil.

Many in Parliament certainly thought so. In 1833, it led William Cobbett
to oppose a £20,000 education grant. “Not one single farthing,” he declared,
“in the way of taxes.”40 In the 1840s, with Cobbett gone, Wakley, Fielden, and
Duncombe kept up the protests against heavy taxes and a burdensome debt,
Wakley against the debt, taxes and “profligate expenditure,” Fielden over ex-
cessive taxation and the contracted currency of 1819, and Duncombe, in 1847,
over the cost of ever-increasing patronage.41 They demanded retrenchment,
but not as persistently as its unrivaled champion, Joseph Hume. For four
decades, he condemned sinecures and pensioners, bloated budgets, and prof-
ligate expenditure and preached the severest economy. It was a message that
Cobden and the Manchester School never wearied of delivering. “Extrava-
gance in your Imperial legislature,” argued Cobden, “is the cause of the
growth of pauperism and crime.”42 Punch satirized the bishops’ need for tens
of thousands of pounds, and the £70,000 spent on the Queen’s stables. The
Westminster Review asked angrily why London pageants cost £2,000. And
why, asked the Weekly Dispatch, should the government spend £45,000 on
royal palaces?43

Nonconformists also had their complaints. The Eclectic Review spoke out
against “pensionary hordes” and the “mischievous race of placemen”; the
Baptist Examiner against the “defiling patronage” and profligacy “of men of
no religion”; and the NonConformist against “extravagant pensions” lavished
on favorites. Even the government’s working servants angered the Patriot, es-
pecially the “army of commissioners, surveyors and state stipendaries” that
were part of a “place creating, all centralizing corrupting policy, borrowed
from [France’s “citizen-king”] Louis Philippe.”44

The Patriot, in one sense, was the most accurate. The new extravagance (if
extravagance it was) came from newly created commissioners and inspectors,
not sinecures and placemen, a once common species now on the way to
oblivion. The Tories of the 1820s and the Whigs of the 1830s had abolished
most sinecures and pensions and placemen. What now angered Tories was
that new species, expensive Whig commissioners.
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In 1849, the Tories Joseph Henley and Henry Drummond attacked high
government salaries, Drummond so boldly that he won the praise of Hume
and Roebuck, those staunch champions of retrenchment. The Tory George
Hudson, the railway king, joined Drummond and Henley in calling for the
reduction of huge government salaries, unnecessary palaces, and high taxes.45

County Tories in particular demanded low taxes and cheap government.
“All taxation is injurious,” announced Henry Willoughby, and Somerset’s
William Miles and Lincolnshire’s Sir John Trollope pleaded with Peel to al-
low no increases in the county rate. Devonshire’s John Buller promised his
electors that he would “through the greatest economy . . . end the burden of
taxation,” and Worcestershire’s Sir John Packington promised “rates . . . as
low as possible.”46

In 1844, no tax was more unpopular than Peel’s proposed income tax.
Odious and inquisitional was the universal refrain from Whig, Liberal, and
Radical M.P.’s, and even Tory ones when liberated from Peel’s whips. But it
was not odious. At less than 2.5 percent, and only applied to incomes over
£150, it allowed Peel to reduce some of the indirect taxes so burdensome to
the poor. Of the Radical and Whig papers, only the Westminster Review sup-
ported it. “A monstrous injustice,” “unjust and odious,” and “an enormous
and unnecessary evil” were the angry retorts of the Northern Star, the Exam-
iner, and the Weekly Dispatch, and to the Leeds Times, it was “a nuisance per-
fectly intolerable.”47

It was most difficult for the Radical and Liberal press to see any tax as just.
For decades, arbitrary and capricious taxes—stamps on newspapers, taxes on
windows, the infamous Corn Law, unending excise duties, and innumerable
legal and ecclesiastical fees—had persuaded them that taxation, like the prof-
ligate government it paid for, was part of an evil government.

That a costly, profligate government was seen as evil was not limited to
London’s M.P.’s and newspapers; it also pervaded local town councils, boards
of guardians, improvement commissioners, highway boards, and those who
elected them, as well as the justices who visited prisons and asylums and were
ex officio poor law guardians. The same opinion was also dominant at the
Treasury, which kept a tight rein on all Whitehall budgets and blunted the
central government’s efforts to end social abuses. Whatever the department,
there were always too few inspectors and assistant commissioners. Fear of
burdening the English taxpayer even led the Treasury, after 1847, to urge, and
the government to accept, drastic cuts in aid to famine-stricken Ireland, and
the same fear led justices, in county after county, to tolerate ageing and over-
crowded prisons and asylums, guardians to neglect the poor, and town coun-
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cils to do little about disease-ridden towns. Costly government was every-
where abhorred.

Abhorrent also was patronage, not only because costly, but because cor-
rupt and corrupting, a legacy of the eighteenth-century world of placemen
and pensioners, of jobbery and favoritism, and of appointments not by merit
but by politics and friendship. Patronage led to a local and national civil
service that was incompetent, torpid, and prey to special interests. The Non-
conformists’ Eclectic Review complained of “pensionary hordes and mischie-
vous placemen,” especially after 1847, when these hordes were Church of
England teachers and pupil teachers paid for by the taxpayers. For the Radical
Thomas Wakley, patronage made boards of guardians a “political instrument
. . . [of] designing men,” and for High Tories, patronage meant hordes of
commissioners who were the favorites of Whig peers and the product of
Whig jobbery.48 For Toulmin Smith, it was all part of a “universal jobbery and
universal corruption.”49 There was much patronage in early Victorian Eng-
land, but it only led to some petty jobbery and malfeasance in the localities
and a rare scandal in a central department. The Eclectic Review, Wakley, and
Toulmin Smith were mistaken; there were no hordes of placemen, guardians
with designs, and universal corruption. Patronage, to be sure, continued, but
it was transformed. Although friendship and politics more than merit deter-
mined appointments until the civil service reforms of the late 1850s, both
Whig and Tory ministers chose men of ability and honesty, in many cases a
necessity, since such men were needed for the delicate and difficult tasks fac-
ing factory, education, and health inspectors, or railway, poor law and enclo-
sure commissioners. But although the English government was not corrupt,
placemen and pensions were fast disappearing, and patronage was responsi-
bly used, protests against it persisted. Deeply etched memories and fears from
an older age continued to persuade the early Victorians that government was
evil because corrupt. Also deeply etched, and also largely in error, was a re-
markably pervasive belief that government itself was corrupting.

The belief that a generous poor law corrupted was widespread. From the
Whig Lord Brougham in 1834 to the Tory marquis of Granby in 1849, M.P.’s
condemned poor laws, English and Irish, for encouraging idleness.50 The
Radical John Bright insisted that by encouraging idleness, poor laws increased
pauperism, and the evangelicals Edward Horsman and Henry Drummond
lamented that they “destroyed the character of the poor,” and “would further
pauperism.” Young England’s Augustus Stafford O’Brien insisted that they
increased “misery and poverty.”51 The two evangelicals and Stafford were
speaking of the Irish Poor Laws of 1847 and 1849, laws that persuaded Irish
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landlords in the Commons (Napier, French, Herbert, and Bourke) that an in-
crease in poor relief would ruin Ireland. In 1843, Fraser’s considered poor laws
ruinous, saying that such laws “always have destroyed and always will destroy
more lives than they save.”52

The Irish M.P.’s also worried that an Irish poor law would “paralyse the
exertion of the landed gentry,” a worry that Peel shared when viewing the de-
pression-ridden Scottish town of Paisley. Government interference, said Peel,
would discourage local exertion.53 Burke, and many paternalists and philan-
thropists after him, warned that government interference would dampen pri-
vate benevolence. The eloquent Chalmers declared that it discouraged giving,
and the voluble Henry Drummond that it “dried up all source of private
charity.”54

The High Church Edmund Denison said no to government education be-
cause it would dampen the flow of giving, while the liberal Baptist George
Dawson said no to grants to Ireland because it “checked the flow of private
benevolence.”55 Churches of all persuasions had a vested (although altruistic)
interest in Christian benevolence, just as they had in a Christian education, a
field in which all government interference was seen as an evil. It would “cor-
rupt society,” declared the Dissenters’ Reverend Pye Smith; it would
“debauch the public mind,” concluded his fellow Congregationalist the Rev-
erend Thomas Binney. Nonconformists feared that hundreds of government-
paid Church of England teachers—many of Puseyite leanings—would propa-
gate religious error, a fear Puseyites themselves had of teachers paid for and
supervised by an infidel Whig government. The High Church English Review
denounced the government’s Battersea Training College for its state-
controlled latitudinarian education and condemned the Reverend W. F.
Hook’s plan for schools supported by the ratepayers (with excused time for
religious education in a faith of one’s choice) as promising “a race of infi-
dels.”56

For many, the corruption brought by government education schemes and
poor laws only proved that legislation in general was an evil. Legislation, said
the Leeds Mercury, “spoils whatever it touches.” The Leeds Times was even
more severe: “Laws themselves are the greatest propagators of crime,” since
they “debase, demoralize and brutalize.”57 In Parliament, in 1848, Joseph
Napier blamed Ireland’s troubles on excessive legislation. The North British
Review found no reason to disagree, saying that the “late legislation . . . had
utterly and entirely demoralized the people.”58 These declarations are from
Radicals, Irishmen, High Churchmen, Nonconformists, and High Tories,
each often in opposition to new schemes and each with their own special an-
gers. But even the Whig Edinburgh Review feared a government that cor-
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rupted. Three of its key writers, Nassau Senior, George C. Lewis, and Thomas
Spring Rice believed that a generous poor law corrupted. Senior also warned
in 1841 that morals should never be at the mercy of a legislature “capable of
injury from rash interference,” and in 1848, he declared that the greatest ob-
jection to government was its “tendency to keep people in leading strings.”
The warning that it was dangerous for government to keep people in leading
strings came from John Stuart Mill’s Political Economy, a book Senior also
praised for its warning of the evils of centralization.59 Mill’s view of govern-
ment was large and many-sided and often ambivalent. He saw its reality and
necessity but also its dangers. He had read de Tocqueville (perhaps too en-
thusiastically), studied deeply the evils of Continental autocracies, and
learned from his father and others of earlier repressive Tory governments. He
also had at the core of his outlook a powerful belief in the sovereign virtues of
individuality. There is thus in his writings a recurring anxiety about govern-
ment: “Poor laws are generally injurious,” “an income tax is inquisitional,”
“government is harmful to spontaneous action,” and “people who habitually
look to their government . . . have their faculties only half developed.”60 That
Prussia’s and France’s centralized school systems, which were decidedly supe-
rior to England’s, left their citizens’ faculties less developed is most unlikely.
Although Mill’s fears of a corrupting government are part of a larger more fa-
vorable estimate of it, it was his warnings of the evil of government and his
ardent belief in a self-reliant individuality that Blackwood’s, the Spectator, the
Edinburgh Review, the Christian Remembrancer, and most other journals, un-
derscored in their reviews. Britain’s most strident localist, Toulmin Smith,
was as quick to use Mill’s warning that dependence on government left facul-
ties half developed as he was to adopt Mill’s strictures on a corrupting cen-
tralization.61

g o v e r n m e n t  a s  i n e p t  a n d  u n w i s e

A large number of early Victorians saw government as inept and unwise
more than oppressive and corrupting, the latter indictments coming more
often from angry Radicals, persecuted Dissenters, and Tory backbenchers
irate at centralization. All, of course, saw government as costly, although with
a growing prosperity, that objection came more from county magistrates,
town councillors, and boards of guardians than from members of Parliament.
With the government becoming less corrupt and many injustices remedied,
the public found government less oppressive, although many still saw it as
both inept and unwise.

Economists had long judged government interference to be ignorant and
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meddlesome. Few were the educated who had not read Adam Smith’s cata-
logue of the folly of allowing mercantilist laws to regulate the economy. Far
wiser was it to trust in the laws of the marketplace and individuals’ decisions,
which were far more intelligent than those of government. None of the lead-
ing economists of the 1840s—Senior, McCulloch, Torrens, Mill—doubted
the superiority of the laws of the market and the decisions of individuals to
government interference. The economists, however, also had their lists of ex-
ceptions, which were by no means modest ones. But these exceptions were
quite overshadowed by their lists of foolish government interventions. That
the individual, alone and in groups, best knew his own interest was a nearly
universal assumption. Neither Bentham, the economists, nor the landlords
doubted it. It was a dominant theme of John Stuart Mill’s Political Economy.
“The great majority of things are worse done by the intervention of the gov-
ernment,” he told his many readers, “than by the individual.” Mill also told
Auguste Comte that “what is done for people benefits them only when it as-
sists them in doing what they can do for themselves,” a rather severe test
when the needed benefits might include elaborate waterworks or expensive
asylums, whose beneficiaries might include the utterly destitute or mentally
ill. Mill always had difficulty overcoming his belief that government was inept
and unwise.62 For the Radical Thomas Hodgskin, that difficulty was insuper-
able, and it suffuses his Popular Political Economy, as indeed it did the popu-
larization of political economy by Jane Marcet and Harriet Martineau and in
journals like Chambers’ Edinburgh Journal—even by the paternalist Southey
when he insisted that “more may be done by . . . active individuals than could
be effected by legislative interference,” a sentiment Coleridge echoed in ex-
alting “free agency” and condemning “Act of Parliament Reform.”63 Disraeli
and Peel had no higher estimate of government. Twice Disraeli told the
Commons that government had never built a single road, bridge, or canal,
adding the second time that neither had government established a university
or an empire. Such failures would not have surprised Peel, who decried the
“torpid hand of government.”64 The Peelite William MacKinnon saw no rea-
son to contest Peel’s opinion, since he believed that “except for teaching the
poor that they are responsible for distress the government is without
power.”65 Distress, for some, was providential and so beyond government, so
at least declared the Tory evangelical Henry Drummond. “No House,” he
said, “will have the power to relieve distress,” adding that “misery is the lot of
man.”66 Many Whigs and Radicals knew that economic crises, not God, cre-
ated economic distress, but they too doubted government’s ability to end it.
No M.P. had a more compassionate interest in helping the working classes
than the Whig Robert Slaney, chair of various select committees and the
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author of five works investigating social conditions. Yet he wrote of the “im-
possibility of increasing employment by legislation,” that the only answer for
jobless handloom weavers lay in their own conduct, and that the government
should not adopt “a uniform and complete plan of education.”67

From 1843 to 1845, five select committees and five royal commissions,
along with special reports of the Poor Law Commission, investigated the
plight of handloom weavers, lack of schooling among the poor, the distress of
textile towns, the exploitation of women and children in workshops and
fields, the need for allotments, and an improvement in the conditions of Irish
peasantry. These were thorough investigations that revealed pervasive and
acute social evils, yet not one committee or commission dared recommend
that government act to remove them. For the weavers, the answer was only
free trade and education, an education that was unlikely, since the 1838
Committee on Education had said it that it was “not prepared to propose any
means for meeting the deficiency”; nor did any of the voluminous reports on
distress in textile towns and the exploitation of women and children in work-
shops dare to propose a government remedy; and neither did the Devon
Commission on Ireland, which announced, “we can not recommend any di-
rect legislation,” nor the allotment committee, which rejected the idea of a
compulsory act of Parliament.68

Fear of offending vested interests certainly lay behind much of their ti-
midity, but so did the belief of the M.P.’s that government was inept and un-
wise, a sentiment just as widespread in the journals that the M.P.’s read. The
liberal Athenaeum argued strenuously that the belief that the legislature could
greatly help the working class was “a fatal delusion” and called government
interference “the monstrous fallacy of the age.” Also a delusion, said the
Radical Sun, was the belief that acts of Parliament were “remedies for great
ills.”69 For the Unitarian Christian Teacher, the remedy for the evil of women
working in factories lay in educating them and not legislation, since “laws
have proved but sorry preventives.”70

Paternalist journals had no higher an estimate of government. “Govern-
ment can neither wholly prevent nor effectively cure,” insisted the Quarterly
Review, “the evils arising from economic distress,” and neither was “any set of
laws adequate to the permanent cure . . . of the evils of Ireland.” The Christian
Remembrancer also found “many ills of our social system . . . beyond the
power of legislation.” It later insisted that “all legislative enactments must be
powerless,” since “Christianity is the only cure.” Finally, the Morning Post, in
opposing the Public Health Act, claimed that “there can be no remedy of so-
cial evils but by the rich.”71 Paternalism and laissez-faire had little trouble co-
existing.
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Many others considered the problem of Ireland to lie beyond legislation. It
was a bog of hopeless ills, ills so deeply rooted and perplexing that only
knowledgeable landlords, not inept government, could solve them, and then
only partly. The Edinburgh Review’s Nassau Senior looked to the rich in Ire-
land, free of any compulsion, to aid the poor. In 1846, he denied that poor law
relief was “a right” and, despite a serious shortage of workhouses, opposed
any outdoor relief for the destitute. In 1848, he criticized John Stuart Mill’s
proposed public works, allotments, and allowances. “Government,” wrote
Senior in 1841, “has laboured to fetter and direct the people.” Thomas Spring
Rice and Charles Trevelyan, Senior’s colleagues on the Edinburgh Review,
were no keener about government. When confronted with manufacturing
distress, Rice concluded that “it is on moral remedies we must rely” while
Trevelyan denounced the use of public works during the Irish famine, prefer-
ring instead the voluntary work of the Society of Friends.72

There was little that government was wise enough to remedy: not the evils
of exploitative company stores and not costly burials in overcrowded church
graveyards, according to Peel’s home secretary, Sir James Graham; not Lon-
don’s water supply, said the Whig Lord Seymour; certainly not prices, said the
Board of Trade’s Henry Labouchere; not diseased towns, said the Economist
and the Morning Post; and not the distress of the poor, said a nearly unani-
mous Commons to Ferrand’s motion of 1842 to spend a million pounds for
poor relief.73 Even Edwin Chadwick and Lord Ashley, those stalwart advocates
of sanitary reform, opposed public housing because of skepticism of govern-
ment.74 It was folly too, declared G. Calvert Holland, Sheffield’s leading pa-
ternalist, “to look to government to remedy ignorance and misery.” “To call
upon government for their redress,” he wrote, “would be about as effective
as a prayer offered up to Jupiter.” Even Ireland’s famine lay beyond gov-
ernment. “It is only by the power of God himself,” declared Liverpool’s
leading evangelical, the Reverend Dean M’Neil, “that the calamity can be
removed.”75Loud and widespread was the opinion that a government too of-
ten inept and unwise should have but limited ends.

t h e  l i m i t e d  e n d s  o f  g o v e r n m e n t

As unwise and inept as the Victorians thought government, and as oppres-
sive, unjust, and costly, it was a necessity. There were things government
should do as well as not do. A rule was needed, a clear definition of the duties
of the state was needed. Many thought they had found one in Adam Smith’s
neat and succinct definition of them as threefold: protection from “violence
and invasion,” “the exact administration of justice,” and the establishment of
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“public works and public institutions which it can never be for the interest of
the individual . . . to erect.”76 This attractive definition, happily in consonance
with John Locke’s view of government as little more than the protection of
life and property, became the basis, along with Locke’s dictum, of the pithy
and popular phrase “the protection of person and property.” For countless
early Victorians, government was ideally to consist of little more than the law
courts, the military, and the police. The “protection of person and property”
defined the ends of government along the entire spectrum of opinion that
ranged from the English Chartist Circular to the Tory Fraser’s and included
the Leeds Mercury, British Quarterly, Congregational Magazine, and Edinburgh
Review. It was also held by such disparate thinkers as Burke, Coleridge, Nas-
sau Senior, Frederick Maurice, Dr. Channing, and the utilitarian John Arthur
Roebuck.77 The language could vary. Fraser’s spoke of “life and property” and
Maurice of “individual rights and possession.” It could also be amended. The
Westminster’s caveat was “until the government grew wiser”; Burke added “to
protect and encourage industry”; and the Leeds Mercury included foreign af-
fairs and revenue, although these could be subsumed under a wider inter-
pretation of “protection.”78 Coleridge added four vague positive ends, but
concluded that since they had been already largely achieved, “nothing was
asked of the state than to withhold or retract all extrinsic and artificial aids to
an injurious system.” The Economist was even more negative, saying: “Unless
it be for the punishment of crime we know not for what purpose govern-
ments subsist.”79

Neither Adam Smith’s threefold duties nor “protection of person and
property” logically precluded an expanded role for the state. Could not pro-
tection of persons mean the protection of labor from endless hours in a fac-
tory, or of the poor from squalid, diseased slums? And could not Adam
Smith’s “institutions which it can never be to the interest of the individual to
erect” include old age pensions and a national health service? Did not the
economists add on function upon function? All true! Yet the definition of the
state as no more than a protector of persons and property, as constantly used
in the press, invariably carried negative implications. Burke followed its use
with the injunction that “in all other respects the less they do the better.”
Fraser’s used the definition in an article denouncing the income tax as inqui-
sitional. Roebuck assumed it when he declared that “to do more . . . would
bring immediate mischief.”80 The Nonconformist British Quarterly, Congre-
gational Magazine, and Leeds Mercury used it to attack government educa-
tion, and Nassau Senior, J. R. McCulloch, Jane Marcet, and the Morning
Chronicle as an expression embodying the wisdom of laissez-faire.81 For Mar-
cet, it meant that government should “annul every law that interferes with
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property,” a thoroughly negative view of government that was shared by Lord
Brougham and the Liberal M.P. Thomas Wyse. Brougham asserted that “the
only duty of government was to remove obstacles.” Wyse declared that “all
the state can do [for education] . . . is to shovel away the obstacles [and] let
society work of itself.”82 It was advice that Wyse himself, who introduced a
progressive education bill, never followed.

The widespread belief that the state was evil, or at least inept, faced little
competition. There was no positive theory of government intervention, no
modern collectivism. There was, to be sure, collectivism—Owenite, Fourier-
ist, and Christian Socialist—but it was unmistakably local and communal,
with scarcely any room for an active central government.

It is also true that the economists wrestled with the problem. John Stuart
Mill, Nassau Senior, and J. R. McCulloch each devoted a chapter to the scope
of government, chapters that, although they showed that the three were not
blind apostles of laissez-faire, also made it clear that they thought laissez-faire
was the best rule. Their lists of justifiable interferences were ample. They in-
cluded education, public health, roads, canals, harbors, and all those public
works blessed by Adam Smith. Then there were laws defining commerce and
property and finance, to which they would add laws controlling corporation
property and laws protecting factory children, lunatics, and animals. But am-
ple as were the lists of these three economists, they do not add up to a theory
of collectivist government. The interventions were random, disconnected ex-
ceptions, reflecting no compelling logic. Most of the exceptions listed also
were already part of the law of the land. Neither Mill, Senior, nor McCulloch
outlined or campaigned for new schemes of intervention, and all three op-
posed the ten-hour day—even for women. They wanted government limited.
“Untenable,” declared McCulloch “is the doctrine that government can in-
terfere advantageously with its subjects”; it was “a most fatal error,” argued
Senior, “to interfere other than for protection,” and Mill echoed these senti-
ments in his section “The Inferiority of Government Agency,” with its cele-
bration of “spontaneous action.”83 Although the economists silently accepted
government intervention when it came to a matter of economic advantage
(like banking acts), their real trust was in the invisible hand of the market and
the self-reliance of an educated people.

The paternalists also looked to what Coleridge called “free agency.” Al-
though collectivist in rhetoric, full of the organic unity of all classes, they re-
served their collectivism for the smaller spheres defined by property, parish
church, and locality. The utilitarians, even though the greatest happiness
principle would prove to be the preeminent rationale for government inter-
ference, looked askance at a government seen as repressive, corrupt, arbitrary,
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and Tory, all hateful features that led the working class to an even greater
hostility to government.

There was, in fact, no ideology or theory in early Victorian England urging
a larger, more active state. Government in itself continued to be perceived as
a vast evil. It was unjust, costly, corrupting, inept, and unwise. Furthermore,
it was “unnecessary,” because the early Victorians had such an overflowing
confidence in the invisible hand of the economists, the paternal rule of prop-
erty, the mission of the Church, the self-help of a better-educated people, and
the beneficial work of philanthropy and voluntarism. More widespread even
than this confidence was a belief in Coleridge’s exhortation to be “better peo-
ple” and Carlyle’s command “reform yourself.” Similar pleas were heard in all
the pulpits, High Church, evangelical, Nonconformist, and Catholic. The call
to be better Christians expressed a Christian laissez-faire more pervasive than
that preached by the economists.

That in the very period when these laissez-faire attitudes were dominant,
hundreds of laws and scores of agencies expanded the role of government as
never before poses a paradox, one whose resolution is necessary before one
can understand the social conscience of the early Victorians.
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c h a p t e r  1 4

The Inexorable Growth of Government

�

However evil the Victorians considered government, it never ceased to grow.
In twenty-three years, from 1833 to 1855, Parliament passed 6,898 acts (2,522
public, 735 private, and 3,031 local). It also created more than twenty central
departments, although the exact number is hard to state, since there can be
differences on what to include. Should one, for example, include the inspec-
tor of Welsh highways, the commissioner of saving banks, the inspector of
quarantine, and the inspector of salmon fisheries? The larger departments
employed hundred of commissioners, assistant commissioners, agents, in-
spectors, and surveyors, who investigated and reported on every conceivable
problem and every possible institution, ranging from the meanest dame
school to the most sacred cathedral close, from the smallest workshop to the
most imposing mill, and from the filthiest slums to the wealthiest Oxford
college. Neither the most remote lighthouse nor nearest London theater es-
caped the tentacles of government.

More than one-third of Parliament’s acts strengthened local government,
enlarging the functions of the J.P.’s, already at the height of their power, and
of England’s over 15,000 parish vestries, 587 poor law unions, 178 municipal
corporations, 708 statutory authorities, and 182 new local boards of health, all
of whom regulated Her Majesty’s subjects in an unprecedented ways, forbid-
ding, for example, women from cleaning windows six feet above the ground.
The same government that many called evil proved repeatedly useful, as did
that accursed continental device “centralization.” By 1851, the 22,000 civil ser-
vants of 1815 had become 39,000. They and some 25,000 local officials gov-
erned England.

A powerful central government, however, had not been unknown in ear-
lier times. In George III’s reign, 8,000 officials worked to raise and manage
the finances for what John Brewer, in Sinews of Power, calls Britain’s “fiscal-
military juggernaut.” To defeat Napoleon, the central government spent a
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larger share of the nation’s income than it did in the 1840s, but hardly any of
it went to new departments performing new functions.1

England’s central government, after 1832, grew in three areas, the regula-
tion of the economy, the supervision of local authorities, and the continuance
of a firm, law-and-order, moral governance. The first of these areas, the eco-
nomic, proved one of the most contentious and ambivalent. Political econo-
mists determined on achieving a laissez-faire society demanded the end of the
Corn Law, the Navigation Act, and every vestige of an anachronistic mercan-
tilism; at the same time, humanitarians and workers clamored for factory and
mining acts and a growing middle class called for a more rational and safer
system of railways and steamships. The result was factory, mining, merchant
marine, and railway acts. Parliament passed factory acts in 1833, 1844, 1847,
and 1853. The Factory Act of 1833 excluded children below nine years of age,
limited those aged from nine to thirteen to eight hours of work, which the
1844 act cut to six and a half. The 1844 act also required that no child could
work half-time without receiving half a day of schooling, and that machinery
be fenced, and contained a host of strict regulations to prevent evasions. The
1847 act gave the young and women a ten-and-a-half-hour day, which effec-
tively included men, and the 1853 Act declared illegal the use of children in
relays to work men more than ten and a half hours. The mining acts of 1842,
1849, and 1854 excluded women and children and required stricter measures
to reduce accidents. The merchant marine acts of 1849 and 1854 took the first
faltering steps toward improving the dismal conditions of the seamen, toward
enforcing stricter qualifications for its previously untested and often incom-
petent officers, and toward the establishment of better and safer standards of
navigation. Passenger acts added to the regulation of ships, ending the fatal
overcrowding of emigrants on filthy, ill-provided, disease-ridden, and disas-
trously unsafe vessels. And finally the Railway Act of 1844 gave the humbler
classes cheaper, faster, covered trains.2 Beyond these acts, there were few that
substantially improved the fate of the jobless and destitute or relieved the un-
derpaid, overworked, and exploited. Britain’s 100,000 factory operatives con-
stituted only a small fraction of the workforce. Millions of workers had no
protection whatever: workshop workers in the fifty trades investigated by the
Children’s Employment Commission; weavers, whose plight the Handloom
Commissioners described; railway navvies, whose squalid dormitories and
harsh and dangerous work a select committee exposed; and the one and a half
million agricultural laborers, the worst paid, worst housed, and most ne-
glected, although no more neglected than the costermongers, scavengers, and
street people of Henry Mayhew’s London.3
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That Parliament fell short of protecting the lower orders did not mean it
was unalterably opposed to government interference in the economy. On the
contrary, intervention grew and grew. It did so because the middle and upper
classes (including the economists) found government useful. They repealed a
Combination Act outlawing trade unions in 1825 only to pass an act severely
restricting them in 1826, just as the repeal of the Corn Law in 1846—a tri-
umph of laissez-faire—was followed by a Drainage Act offering low interest
loans to landowners—a clear case of government intervention. The 1849 re-
peal of the Navigation Act, a triumph of laissez-faire, was followed by an 1854
Merchant Marine Act with 548 clauses, a triumph of interventionism.4

Property far more than humanitarianism demanded act upon act of Par-
liament. Property, sacred and inviolate when legislation threatened to harm
it, was less sensitive if the legislation helped it—and much of it did help. Just
as landowners welcomed drainage acts, so in 1836, 1841, and 1843, they wel-
comed the tithe, copyhold, and enclosure commissioners whose intervention
commuted tithes in kind to cash (and lessened them), turned copyholds into
freeholds, with ampler rents, and made enclosures cheaper and landed estates
more profitable. By 1860, over half a million acres had been enclosed, to the
gain of landowners and the loss of holders of small plots and of rights to the
commons.5 For centuries, Parliament had legislated on how land was held,
how it could be entailed and how bought and sold. Legislation also defined its
rights over game and determined that the eldest son should inherit the estate
intact. Railway acts even required landowners to sell rights-of-way to railway
companies. A pure laissez-faire never existed. Two thousand laws, wrote
Ramsay McCulloch in 1843, regulated commerce.6 Parliamentary acts granted
railway companies the right to buy land, regulated the companies in order to
lessen accidents, and determined what they could charge other companies.
They also appointed inspectors to see that the lines were safe.7 Devastating
shipwrecks, over 500 a year, led to the 548-clause Merchant Marine Act of
1854, an act that also increased government power over lighthouses, the ex-
amination of pilots and masters, the construction of the ships, the working
conditions of the seamen, and much more, an act that insurers, shipowners,
and the middle and upper classes, who desired safety, felt it was to their inter-
est to support, just as it was to their interest to support the Bank Act and the
Joint Stock Company Act of 1844. The Bank of England and no other bank
could issue paper money, and then only in a fixed ratio to its gold reserves;
and the law now excused owners of stock in joint stock companies from li-
ability for their losses.8 The extent of government interference was great. Par-
liament not only passed laws against the adulteration of food, it established
weights and measures, regulated the fares of hackney coaches, established the
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competency of physicians, and prevented the sale of poison. Parliament also
promoted public utilities, docks, harbors, and the Thames embankment, and
created a Department of Art and Science that would establish schools for the
training of industrial designers. The government also supported a Museum of
Practical Geology to help mine owners. Government legislation to encourage
and organize capitalism and to ensure that railways and ships were safe and
hackney coaches inexpensive far outweighed legislation to protect adult
workers.9

Extensive too, although usually blunted, was government interference to
supervise local authorities and to improve society, a second area of govern-
ment’s inexorable expansion, the area of the hated centralization. From the
New Poor Law of 1834 to the Police Act of 1856, the failure of local govern-
ment to cope with the acute problems of the growth of populations, towns,
and industries led to greater central supervision. In 1835, came the prison in-
spectors; in 1842, the commissioners of lunacy; in 1848, the General Board of
Health. Like the Poor Law Commission, they all had inspectors or assistant
commissioners and powers to inspect, report, and advise, but to do little
more. The Poor Law Commission could issue regulations, confirm local ap-
pointments, settle local disputes, and give grants to and require the appoint-
ment of good medical officers, auditors and schools. Yet imposing as these
powers seemed, local guardians persisted in assisting 85 percent of the pau-
pers out of doors, refused to establish district schools, and tolerated not a lit-
tle abuse. The other commissioners and inspectors had even less power and
therefore had to depend on persuasion and publicity to make a partnership
effective in which the lion’s share of power remained with local authorities
who enjoyed sovereign control over rates.10

For all the outcry against centralization, in day-to-day governing power,
the local authorities gained more power than the central government. The in-
exorable growth of government was as much local as central. The 587 poor
law unions and 182 boards of health expanded the role of local government,
as did the county justices and parish and borough officials, all given greater
powers by lunacy, prison, police, and highway acts. Centralization did not
mean less government, as the Benthamite jurist John Austin argued, but
more.11 The 1834 Highway Act left power to parish vestries and turnpike
trusts, while the Police Act of 1839 allowed the counties to establish, only if
they wished, a more effective police, which, by 1841, half the counties did.
Some 15,000 parishes continued to manage, and often with scandalous negli-
gence, four-fifths of England’s roads.12 And although seventeen out of twenty-
six counties did establish county police, their performance was a mixed one,
some excellent, many more so ineffectual that Parliament in 1856 placed them
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under tighter Home Office supervision. Local boards of health, largely inde-
pendent after the 1854 abolition of the General Board of Health, also had
mixed results; again, some were excellent, but most, even in great towns, fell
prey to small-minded, factious officials, to powerful vested interests, and to
an overwhelming resistance to higher rates.

But not all was resistance to rates. When civic pride was involved and
when amenities were desired, towns were quick to use Parliament’s many acts
of permissive legislation to create a vigorous and expanding local govern-
ment. From 1808 to 1851, Parliament passed acts that permitted towns to es-
tablish, regulate, and fund common lodging houses, libraries, markets and
fairs, museums, baths and washhouses, and schools of design, the fruits, not
of an evil government, but of a government that formed a new and growing
dimension of the social conscience of the early Victorians. As many a mag-
nificent town hall reveals, civic pride had no hesitation about expressing itself
in local government.13

Local government, although imposing in its town halls and increased
powers, was not without its weaknesses and failings. More acts and depart-
ments did not always mean a kinder, more generous government. Poor law
unions not only had many new powers, but also the harsh workhouse test, the
bastardy clauses that forbade the unwedded mother from gaining help from
the father, and the separation in workhouses of man and wife. And for the
many destitute able-bodied males who were denied any relief but that in a
workhouse, the local administration of the New Poor Law meant either a
negligent or a harsh government. From 1835 to 1850, despite a 50 percent in-
crease in population, a huge increase in wealth, and severe economic depres-
sions, 20 percent less was spent on poor relief by local unions in control of
rates than in the previous fifteen years.14 The expanded local government was
no less harsh or negligent as regards the imprisoned and mentally ill, impos-
ing treadmills, solitary confinement, and leg irons in some prisons, and per-
mitting wretched, dirty, overcrowded common rooms in others. Asylums
varied from enlightened Lincoln to miserable Bedlam, the embodiment of all
that was wrong with local government.

Local government could also be both extravagant and neglectful. Proud
towns like Sheffield and Leeds disdained to establish a local board of health
by means of an order in council through the General Board of Health, which
cost £88, preferring to create a board through a local act, whose passage cost
£1,600 or more. Their boards then failed to make many needed improve-
ments because their elected members opposed higher rates. Fifteen years after
Parliament abolished the General Board of Health in 1854, the Sanitary
Commission of 1869 reported that all but a few exemplary towns, such as Liv-
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erpool, had failed to provide an adequate sanitary system.15 But all was not
failure and neglect. It is quite undeniable that local government, prompted
and supervised by the central government, as well as prodded by its own vig-
orous critics, grew and improved inexorably. In twenty years, by working
through Parliament, it added 3,631 local and personal acts to the statute book,
the vast majority being local. And undeniable, too, is the fact that these acts,
like the central government’s mining and prison acts, often suffered from
lack of funding and from powers too meager for the challenges faced. They
nevertheless did much good. Many of the 587 poor law unions, despite some
Scroogelike niggardliness and continued abuses, did vaccinate children, set
up dispensaries, give 85 percent of relief outside the workhouse, improve the
care of the elderly sick and orphaned in more commodious workhouses, send
the insane to asylums, and teach children to read. In 1847, local schools taught
40,000 pupils to read and write. And most improved of all was medical serv-
ice, on which they spent 64 percent more in 1852 than in 1838. Some even
gained and used the power to indict those who failed to remove nuisances.16

Prisons and asylums, despite the excesses of the treadmill and solitary
confinement and barracklike housing of the mentally ill, were also substan-
tially more comfortable, clean, and orderly. The asylums were freer of chains
and of cold, unheated, and overcrowded wards. Despite the sanitary failings
revealed by the 1869 commissioners, England was laying sewers, building wa-
terworks, employing health officers, and laying the basis for healthy towns.
That sanitary improvements lagged behind growing squalor is unhappily
true; but though they produced no Valhalla they did avoid Stygian depths.
The growth of local government for all its tentativeness and its surrenders to
selfish ratepayers and vested interests forms a positive and salutary aspect of
the growth of the early Victorian social conscience.17

For many, quite as salutary as these improvements in local government
was the government’s role in guaranteeing law and order and in providing a
moral governance. That government should guarantee law and order was be-
yond dispute. From time immemorial, it had been the government’s unques-
tioned obligation to protect persons and property. Nothing was more neces-
sary than that government jail thieves, put down riots, and hang murderers.
Only radicals protested against the imprisoning of Chartists who conspired to
riot, and even fewer protested the coercion bills that denied the Irish their
constitutional freedoms or objected to the militia suppressing riots. Nor did
many protest when Lord Palmerston refused to grant, because it would create
a “public nuisance,” the right of the Total Abstainers Society to march in
Birmingham.18 Most early Victorians who boasted of English liberties much
preferred law and order and thus did not consider as evil those old, en-
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trenched institutions that preserved order. Vagrants, poachers, drunkards,
blasphemers, and all manner of criminals quailed in terror before the more
than 3,000 county justices in their petty and quarter sessions and assizes. Nor
did early Victorians object to the lord lieutenants whose militias suppressed
riots, and the sheriffs, bailiffs, coroners, and constables who apprehended
wrongdoers. These officials, along with governors of prisons, workhouses,
and asylums, made up the elaborate, much-disciplining, and greatly esteemed
local governments of England, whose activities and powers, along with those
of the central courts, never abated. From 1805 to 1842, the prosecution of
crime increased sevenfold. Legislation also greatly increased the J.P.’s power
to dispense with juries and to whip or send miscreants to prison by summary
powers.19

Two events convinced early Victorians of the need of a greater moral gov-
ernance: a constantly increasing crime rate and the constant growth of the
cities, where Mayhew found “criminal tribes,” Dickens “a menacing sav-
agery,” and Blackwood’s the breakdown of “restraints of character, relation-
ships and vicinity.”20 The early Victorians’ fear of sinful man and of unchecked
appetites and impulses led to a threefold demand for a greater moral govern-
ance: (1) a demand for legislation to prohibit immorality, (2) a demand that
law itself inculcate morality, and (3) a demand that government help schools
educate children in righteousness. Although prohibition of immorality had a
long history, much remained to be done. From 1835 to 1845, the early Victori-
ans thus passed laws outlawing bearbaiting, cockfighting, bare-knuckled prize
fighting, gaming houses, and obscene publications, as well as laws for censor-
ing the theater. Blasphemy and homosexuality still earned one a prison term,
and profanity and nonattendance at church a fine. Both in the press and in
Parliament, some Nonconformists and Scottish and Anglican evangelicals
demanded sabbatarian laws forbidding trading or railway travel on Sundays,
but an increasingly secular and capitalist England said no.21

There was, however, no opposition to the use of law as an instructor of mo-
rality. Secular as well as ecclesiastical courts enforced new divorce laws, new
county courts using new laws continued putting debtors in prison, and charity
commissioners demanded that endowments be honest. Laws multiplied and
deviance was increasingly made criminal, in keeping with the 1840 Bankruptcy
Commission’s report that “the law is the most powerful of teachers.”22 Laws
could also be more positive in their moral governance. Law created post office
savings accounts to promote thrift, and law, by regulating friendly societies,
promoted self-reliance. That cleanliness and enlightenment might prosper,
law insisted on sanitary regulations and allowed towns, if they wished, to apply
rates to baths and washhouses, libraries, parks, and art galleries.23
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The promotion of libraries and galleries was, of course, more than mere
law, an inculcator of morality. It involved the use of knowledge and beauty to
further morality itself, part of the third form of moral governance. An ex-
panding government spent millions on the British Museum, the National
Gallery, schools of design, art unions, the Great Exhibition, and geological
and natural science museums.24 It also decided to help Church schools edu-
cate England’s children.

In 1839, Parliament created the Committee on Education with two in-
spectors of schools and £30,000 in grants that went to some 400 schools of
the Church of England and the nondenominational but largely Noncon-
formist British and Foreign School Society. Twenty years later, in 1859, there
were thirty-four inspectors and grants worth £723,115. Grants, which had be-
gun as aids to building, now covered payment of teachers and pupil teachers,
retirement benefits, and school supplies.25 No other department of govern-
ment experienced so rapid and substantial a growth. That growth in 1839 did
not at all seem inexorable. The Church of England proclaimed loudly and
clearly that it and not the government was the educator of the people, and
Nonconformists, ever jealous of the state, were loud and clear in their volun-
tarism. Yet despite intentions, two underlying forces were at work, a growing
awareness that England, the world’s preeminent industrial and capitalist soci-
ety, had the most inadequate system of public education in western Europe,
and a recognition that England was preaching self-help to the poor without
providing them with the instrument for its attainment. Desire as they did, and
passionately, that Church schools teach everyone, they could not fund them.

There was nothing too venerable or sacred to escape the government’s in-
sinuating and proliferating touch—neither Oxford University (in 1854 thor-
oughly investigated by a commission) nor the Church of England itself. In
1836, the Whigs established a permanent Ecclesiastical Commission, and in
1836, 1838, and 1840, they passed acts equalizing (somewhat) the very unequal
incomes of the bishops and clergy. They sought to prohibit a clergyman from
holding more than two benefices and to suppress nonresident livings so as to
terminate the more useless prebends and canonries and redistribute their
funds to the poorer clergy. The bishops soon gained control of the commis-
sion and reforms lessened, but the precedent was clear, Parliament and its
commissions could regulate the Church. In 1850, through the Privy Council,
the government even forced the bishop of Exeter to give a living to a Rever-
end G. C. Gorham, whose doubts about baptismal regeneration the bishop
and other High Churchmen considered rank heresy. The bishops found
themselves part of government, and a government that by an act of Parlia-
ment in 1846 created the two new bishoprics of Manchester and Ripon.26
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The pervasive and constant growth of government bettered, if falteringly,
the people’s lot. Although often imperfect, even woefully so, it represented
the more generous aspect of the early Victorian social conscience. Govern-
ment did considerably more good than harm. Its 6,300 statutes passed be-
tween 1832 to 1855 and scores of commissions and departments did not di-
minish English liberties, bring unbearable taxes, or check an expanding
economy. Its main weakness was that it did not do enough. Viewed collec-
tively, to be sure, these thousands of acts did seem to sound the death knell of
a pure laissez-faire (if it ever existed), but viewed individually, and particu-
larly in each act’s pronounced weaknesses, they reveal the great impact that
laissez-faire thinking had on the growth of government. The early Victorians
were impelled to make many tentative and exploratory first steps, and they
left huge areas of wretchedness and misery untouched, a part of the large do-
main of a laissez-faire society. Still, the inexorable growth of government
made of England a more civilized and humane society. It was a profoundly
significant event. But why did it occur from 1833 to 1858, in a country where
so many people believed government to be evil?

t h e  f o r c e s  b e h i n d  t h e  g r o w t h

o f  g o v e r n m e n t

Three powerful and three supplementary forces led to the expansion of the
state. The three dominant ones were those old, familiar, and reliable friends of
historians of Victorian England, the classic triad of population growth, indus-
trial revolution, and urbanization; the three supplementary ones were emerg-
ing classes, advancing knowledge, and the dynamics of government itself.

From 1801 to 1851, the number of people in England and Wales doubled,
from 8.9 to 17.9 million, a not entirely disagreeable fact for economic expan-
sion, except that so many were destitute paupers, declining handloom weav-
ers, homeless vagrants, and the underclass of London. They just kept multi-
plying, from 1810 to 1820 by 18 percent, an explosion that aggravated the vast
destitution caused by the acute economic depressions of 1816–17 and 1825. It
alarmed a generation raised on Malthus’s Essay on Population and led them to
look to government for remedies. One of them, Sir Robert Wilmot Horton,
under-secretary of state for the colonies, had, in 1823 and 1824, persuaded the
prime minister, Lord Liverpool, to set aside £56,000 for the emigration of
distressed paupers to Canada. Horton’s Select Committee on Emigration
heard many a landlord urge state-assisted emigration, as did Malthus himself,
who wanted the government to pay for the emigration of 500,000 Irish, al-
though only if their cottages were destroyed to prevent repopulation. The
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Tory government dismissed the idea as too expensive. Too expensive was the
view also of later Whig governments, which in 1831 gave only a token grant to
assist female emigration.27

A great many of overpopulation’s flood of poor were crammed into un-
safe, overcrowded, and filthy ships, were given meager rations and foul water,
and died of disease or shipwrecks. So grievous were these evils that from 1823
to 1852, Parliament passed eleven acts, put numerous agents-general in Eng-
lish ports, and established a Land and Emigration Commission to regulate the
passenger trade. Overpopulation had again helped cause an expansion of gov-
ernment.28

Emigration, great as it was, did not stem a population explosion rooted in
falling death rates and rising birthrates, an explosion that flooded rural Eng-
land with vast numbers of unemployed and underemployed paupers and
seemingly caused an unending, unnecessary rise in the poor rate. It was this
specter, the fruit of overpopulation, that haunted the outlook of both the
landed classes and the writings of the economists and that helped lead to the
age’s most revolutionary act of centralization, the New Poor Law.

The sheer numbers of a multiplying population not only overwhelmed
bloated towns and drove up crime but helped drive down the meager wages
of weavers to a barely subsistence level and filled to overflowing poor houses,
prisons, and asylums. “Understaffed and overcrowded,” is the historian
Kathleen Jones’s judgment of the country lunatic asylum at York in 1816—103
patients in quarters designed for 55.29 Prisons, too, were overcrowded as crime
rose and people multiplied. Select committees and the press demanded more
and better prisons and a reformed and efficient police, demands that led to
the growth of government, both local and central.30

Population growth alone did not, of course, lead to that expansion. In-
dustrialization and urbanization played a role, although not always an indis-
pensable one. In largely rural Ireland, an exploding population helped foster
the expansion of government; by 1830, it had no fewer than nineteen public
departments, including prison and education inspectors.31 England and Scot-
land, however, experienced, despite the arguments of revisionist historians to
the contrary, an industrial revolution. The revisionists deny both that eco-
nomic growth was revolutionary and that vast numbers poured into strictly
industrial firms. But though growth was not as explosive as the more zealous
historians claim nor steam-driven factories so universal, by 1850, Britain’s per
capita income was twelve times what it had been in 1750. And quite as revolu-
tionary as steam-driven factories was the division of labor and rationalization
of production that characterized the cutlery trades of Sheffield, the potteries
of Staffordshire, and the hardware manufacturers of the Black Country.32
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There were also railways and steamships, and soon thereafter, railway and
merchant marine departments and inspectors. And although factories were
not ubiquitous, they were both numerous enough and scandalous enough in
their exploitation of children to lead to factory acts and factory inspectors and
the growth of government. No abuse equaled the exploitation of factory chil-
dren in arousing the social conscience of the early Victorians. It led many to a
new awareness of society. “A new social state,” declared Charles Buller, M.P.,
in the 1844 factory debate, and “masses of labour place them [factories] more
completely under the control of the government.” For the Westminster Re-
view, in the same year, England was experiencing “a new era in the social life
because of machinery . . . and the factory system.”33

But not all areas won the dramatic attention that the satanic mills did; those
on the periphery often went unnoticed. Iron making and iron fashioning, a
great industrial triumph, brought no government intervention; neither did
the navvies building the railways nor the overworked and underpaid women
and children in England’s dismal workshops. These women and children out-
numbered those in textile mills.34 In widely dispersed preindustrial work-
shops, they went unnoticed until the Commission on Women and Children
in Manufactures of 1843—and then were only passingly noticed and soon for-
gotten. Meanwhile, images of monstrous factories whose relentless machines
enslaved and deformed six-year-olds who worked fourteen and sixteen hours
a day filled the debates in Parliament, speeches at great gatherings, and pam-
phlets and the press. Featured prominently by Michael Sadler’s Select Com-
mittee of 1832, these images forced the Whig-Utilitarian dominated Royal
Commission of 1833 to admit that cruel abuse of children did occur. These
same abuses inspired Blake’s phrase “satanic mills,” Southey’s “moral excres-
cences,” Coleridge’s indignation, and Lord Ashley’s tireless campaign to pre-
vent them. They persuaded Parliament to vote for a larger central government
and for the first significant regulation of capital and labor.

The industrial revolution also led to an expanded state in less dramatic
ways. By the late 1850s, there were inspectors of railways, steamships, mines,
and smokestacks. There were some protests by doctrinaire economists, mine-
owning lords, and railway stockholders, but no clash of ideas. In 1849, Dis-
raeli, with a bow to his Lord Londonderry, opposed a bill empowering in-
spectors to see that mines were safe, but he invoked no great principles. It was
a bill that Joseph Hume, so often and belligerently laissez-faire, supported.35

Rare was the M.P. who took a consistent position on government interven-
tion. Few also wanted railways more dangerous, steamships more likely to
sink, towns smokier and more disease-ridden. Acts to make things safer and
cleaner were a part of the technological imperatives of the industrial revolu-
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tion. And just as technologically imperative as safe railways and steamships
were the engineering advances that made mines safer, advances demanding
enforcement by government inspectors.

Industrial advances also joined other economic developments and popu-
lation growth to promote urbanization, the third leg of the classical triad of
forces leading to government growth. In 1851, 54 percent of the people, not
the 20 percent of 1801, lived in large towns. In the thirty years after 1801, the
population of the towns in Lancashire and the West Riding of Yorkshire in-
creased fourfold, with Leeds increasing fivefold. Londoners, 864,000 in 1801,
numbered 2,367,000 in 1851.36 Urbanization had exploded with a suddenness
unparalleled in world history. It evoked an energetic voluntarism and a dedi-
cated philanthropy, only to see both fall short of removing the more persis-
tent and deeply rooted abuses. It also revealed the shortcomings of self-
reliance and paternalism. Manchester cotton lords knew no more how “prop-
erty’s duties” could remove Manchester’s slums and destitution than phi-
lanthropists knew how to lessen London’s massive poverty. It forced the early
Victorians to build a more active central government.

Two facts defined the impact of urbanization, the concentration of abuses,
and the rise of urban social reformers. Rural England, of course, also knew
crime and ignorance, and, although less in extent, disease. But urban crime,
ignorance, and disease were so visible! so immediate! so dramatically con-
centrated! They haunted the minds of the early Victorians as dispersed rural
evils did not, filling the pages of journals, government reports, pamphlets,
and novels with stories of dreadful murders, raging cholera, and a drunken-
ness and profligacy unchecked by education. Those “moral maladies,” said
the Sun in 1847, are “consequent upon the congregation of men.”37 Good as
well as evil was also consequent on the congregation of men. It was largely
urban, not rural, England that produced the reformers who grappled with
these issues. London, above all, with its great societies and dominant press,
was the most demanding of social reforms. It was the Prison Discipline Soci-
ety, established by William Wilberforce in 1816, that demanded improved
prisons. He was aided by pamphlets from London’s Law Amendment Society
and the Philanthropic Institute, which pioneered in the establishment of re-
formatories.38 It was the Central Society of Education, aided by the statistical
societies of Liverpool, Manchester, Birmingham, and Sheffield that champi-
oned public education, aided by the Church of England’s National Society
and the Nonconformists’ British and Foreign Society, both centered in Lon-
don. It was also, in the 1850s, Manchester, allied with other towns, that
formed the Lancashire Public Schools Association, soon to become the Na-
tional Public Schools Association. And strengthening sanitary reform was the
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Health of Towns Association, whose very title reflected those urban problems
and urban forces behind the creation of the General Board of Health.39

London was, of course, the home of Parliament, Whitehall, the law courts,
and, in season, many of the country’s wealthy landowners. It might thus seem
a national as well as an urban center. It was both. A city of two million,
dwarfing all others in wealth and importance, it was a huge demographic fact,
from which the early Victorians’ social conscience could never escape.

Provincial towns, however, also produced, as rural England seldom did,
social reformers. It was Birmingham and Bristol, not Norfolk and Suffolk,
that produced M.D. Hill and Mary Carpenter, the two most important cru-
saders for the Reformatory Act of 1854. Aiding that crusade were also Man-
chester’s Thomas Beggs, Liverpool’s Edward Rushton, and “those benevolent
persons in every large town” that Mary Carpenter found “willing to rescue
their fellow creatures.”40

The benevolent of large towns also demanded better education of the poor
to reduce the moral corruption spawned by towns. In 1833, fearful of “the vast
mass of manufacturing population,” the Edinburgh Review announced that
“we can no longer defer the great education question.” From cities came
those most zealous for education; their statistical societies made the most re-
liable investigations and their members the most eloquent pleas before the
1835 and 1838 select committees on education, pleas backed by resolutions
from the northern manufacturing towns.41

Even more purely urban was the sanitary movement that responded to the
fact that not only was the death rate in towns twice that in the countryside,
but their stench and filth were far more vivid and disagreeable. Edwin Chad-
wick’s 1842 Sanitary Report and the 1844 Report of the Royal Commissions on
the Health of Towns were powerful and entirely urban, as were the many
Health of Towns associations that demanded government action. It was an
urban evil and an urban movement that quite overwhelmed the staunchest
laissez-faire principles of the Globe, the Examiner, the Daily News, and, in the
provinces, the Manchester Guardian, Carlisle Journal, and the Scotsman.42

Less formidable than the triad of population, industrial and urban growth
was the first of the three supplementary forces, the emergence of more pow-
erful middle and working classes. A great increase of people, industry, and
towns characterized the first thirty years of the century as much as the next
thirty years, although it was the latter thirty, the years after the Reform Act of
1832, that saw the revolutionary growth of government. Before 1832, French
wars, postwar dislocations, Tory repression, the struggle for Catholic emanci-
pation, and the concentration of the rising middle classes on the political re-
form of Parliament limited social reform to some weak and nearly unen-



The Inexorable Growth of Government 409

forceable truck, factory, prison, and lunacy acts. After 1833, came acts en-
forced by central inspectors and commissioners, acts as unwelcome to the
unreformed Tory as welcome to the reformed Whig Parliament. Although
land still dominated the reformed Parliament, the middle classes had a much
larger voice, a voice that from 1833 to 1856, allied to Whig and liberal gentry,
created some twenty central departments. Only two of the departments, the
single 1842 mining commissioner and the 1845 Lunacy Commission came
into being during the rule of the Tories, but both were private, not govern-
ment, bills.43 That more voters from the varied middle classes returned more
M.P.’s, that Nonconformists now accounted for 15 percent of the electorate,
and that workers became a more organized force, with their press, unions,
friendly societies, and petitions must not be omitted from the forces leading
to a larger government. Kay-Shuttleworth, who as an assistant poor law
commissioner and secretary to the Education Committee, was at the center of
social reform, observed, in 1866, in his Law of Social Progress, that the Reform
Act brought in the middle classes and that they brought in thirty years of so-
cial reform.44 He could also have added the Municipal Reform Act of 1835,
which brought elected mayors and town councils and a broader franchise to
local government. Whether government was a vast evil or not, emerging
forces wished it larger, more representative, and more active.

That they did so was in part due to the second supplementary force, the
revolutionary advances in knowledge, advances both in the discovery of new
knowledge and the greater dissemination of existing knowledge. From 1832 to
1844, claimed Toulmin Smith, Parliament created 166 commissions to inves-
tigate everything from the navigation of the Shannon to the Thames em-
bankment. From 1833 to 1852, more than 200 select committees also probed
into every aspect of British life.45 Their many large folio volumes joined the
even more numerous folio volumes of the reports of scores of permanent
commissioners, assistant commissioners, and inspectors and the reports of
hundreds of private and voluntary authorities, the most important of which
were multiplied many times over by countless newspapers, journals, pam-
phlets, and books. That the rich did not know how the poor lived, a claim
Disraeli made in Sybil, is a dubious claim.46 Victorians were flooded with sci-
entific knowledge and social facts. That it furthered their humanitarianism is
quite probable, that it led to a larger government a near certainty. Engineers,
physicians, chemists, geologists, and inventors filled their reports with find-
ings that demanded a directive government. Disastrous mining accidents led
the government in 1844 to appoint England’s leading geologist, Sir Charles
Lyell, and its leading physicist, Michael Faraday, to a government commis-
sion on mining accidents, and in 1845, it added the geologist Henry de la
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Beche and the chemist Dr. Lyon Playfair to the commission, and all four rec-
ommended state action. That better ventilation, firmer buttressing, and the
wider use of Davy lamps would reduce accidents persuaded that most de-
voted votary of laissez-faire, Thomas Chalmers’s North British Review, that
government must intervene.47

Science also made it difficult for the government not to intervene in the
nation’s public health. The discovery by medical men that where there were
foul cesspools, filthy courtyards, no sewers, pollution, acute overcrowding,
and contaminated water, there were disease and death called for action; and
particularly so given the engineers’ development of a system that used the
continuous flow of water to flush refuse through improved glazed tubular
drains, which made continued lethargy intolerable and government action
inevitable. Moreover, since local government often lacked the needed scien-
tific knowledge, some central supervision became necessary.48 Railway acci-
dents, like mining explosions and polluted towns, brought in the engineers.
“If the government needs an officer of a high capacity,” declared Henry La-
bouchere, president of the Board of Trade, “we choose a royal engineer.” All
eight of the railway inspectors came from the Royal Engineers. Education and
scientific knowledge was also esteemed by county asylums, who welcomed
the lunacy commissioners for their knowledge of mental illness.49

Science and technology insinuated themselves everywhere. There were
soon smokestack inspectors and inspectors of salmon fisheries, Welsh roads
inspectors, inspectors of Thames steamers, examiners of physicians, pilots,
and engineers, and commissioners to inspect lighthouses—all bringing to
bear advances in science.50 These advances joined an equally impressive ad-
vance in society’s knowledge of itself, of its failings and possibilities, as devel-
oped in investigation upon investigation, and made known to the public by
the press, by learned journals, by books and pamphlets, and by endless gov-
ernment reports. The proliferating government reports point to the third
supplementary force, government itself.

In 1832, there already was much government, both local and central, in
England. The country was perhaps more misgoverned than undergoverned.
The statute books bulged with powers that Parliament had given to local
J.P.’s, to parishes, and to statutory authorities that they might firmly rule
England, powers that came from a central government that was free of large,
continental bureaucracies. But although free of large bureaucracies, Parlia-
ment and the courts were clearly and incontestably centralized and sovereign.
It was a government that had defeated the armies of Louis XIV and Napoleon,
built an empire, passed more than 2,000 laws regulating commerce, and pre-
sided over the birth of industrial capitalism. Its magistrates, many of whom
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were M.P.’s and active in supervising highways, police, prisons, bridges, asy-
lums, and law and order, were experienced governors, governors who saw
their cherished eighteenth-century model of government—a Parliament leg-
islating, local officials administering, and law courts enforcing—fail to meet
the problems of an industrial and urban society, problems ranging from child
labor and a growing pauperism to cruelties in prisons and asylums and acci-
dents to railways and steamships. These M.P.’s and J.P.’s had not been shy of
passing poor laws and factory, prison, lunatic, railway and merchant marine
acts to meet these challenges. Furthermore, neither they nor Whitehall offi-
cials began with a tabula rasa. The officials at the Board of Trade who fash-
ioned the Merchant Marine Board, for example, began with forty statutes
passed by their predecessors.51

They expanded the functions of government by strengthening their own
departments, encouraging local government, and calling for new depart-
ments to enter new areas. The factory, mining, railway, and emigration in-
spectors were particularly anxious to strengthen their modest powers and
staff. The Factory Act of 1844 gave the government far stricter powers to
regulate working and meal times, to fence machinery, to grant certificates of
age, and to be more strict in requiring the schooling of children; and the
Mining Act of 1854 greatly increased the power of inspectors to enforce the
law. Both acts not only reflected the constant recommendations of the in-
spectors but were largely drawn up by them.52 No fewer than six general acts
and hundreds of private acts increased the powers of the Railway Department
from 1840 to 1846, and from 1828 to 1849, five acts added to the powers of the
emigration commissioners.53 The inspectors not only helped draft the acts
but, by means of their reports, read by M.P.’s and summarized by the press,
and by appearances before select committees, argued for an expanded role.
They also, by persuasion, increased that role in their visits to mines, factories,
railways, and ships.

Poor law assistant commissioners and lunacy commissioners, and health,
prison, and education inspectors not only expanded the powers of their de-
partments but those of local authorities. The engineering inspectors of the
General Board of Health played a crucial role in the creation of 182 local
boards of health, as did many education inspectors in multiplying the num-
ber of schools and lunacy commissioners in promoting county asylums.54

Prison inspectors were also active. Frederick Hill drafted the Scottish Prison
Act that established a General Board, and Whitworth Russell and William
Crawford campaigned for the adoption of cellular prisons suitable for sepa-
rate confinement. They promoted such changes both throughout their dis-
tricts and for the Home Office’s Pentonville and Parkhust prisons.55
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Frederick Hill teamed up with Joseph Fletcher, an education inspector, to
help establish juvenile reformatories, and both had an influence on Mary Car-
penter. Inspectors and commissioners did not reserve their wish for a more
active government to their own departments. Edwin Chadwick, who wrote the
1833 Factory Act and wrote half of the famous report that led to the New Poor
Law of 1834, also became the secretary of the new commission. From that po-
sition, he wrote the Constabulary Report of 1839 and the famous Sanitary Re-
port of 1842 that led to the 1839 Constabulary Act and 1848 Public Health Act.
The movement that culminated in the Public Health Act had its beginnings in
the 1838 Report on Fever in London by three poor law assistant commission-
ers, Neil Arnott, Southwood Smith, and James Kay-Shuttleworth.56 Kay-
Shuttleworth joined another assistant commissioner, E. C. Tufnell, in a pow-
erful report on England’s scandalous lack of schooling. Kay-Shuttleworth also
testified to that failing and to the need for a better system before the 1838 Select
Committee on Education.57 Frederick Hill and Leonard Horner, both in their
reports and separate publications, repeatedly called for better education not
only in prison and factory but throughout England, pleas that helped in the
establishment of the Committee on Education. Since Parliament refused to
support a normal school, Tufnell and Kay-Shuttleworth did so from their own
incomes. Tufnell as a member of the 1833 Factory Commission was one of the
first to inform the nation of the cruel treatment of children in mines. The
ceaseless probings of inspectors stung the early Victorian social conscience.58

They were, however, more than gadflies. Their experiences and remedies
informed many a statute. Seymour Tremenheere, whose many voluminous
reports as a mining commissioner and education inspector probed society’s
every failing, was also instrumental in drawing up nineteen acts of Parliament.
William Blamire, a tithe commissioner and expert on rural property, gave in-
valuable testimony to the Select Committee on Enclosures and became first
an enclosure commissioner and then a copyhold commissioner. He was, said
his biographer, “at the heart of the great rural reforms.”59 The growth of gov-
ernment was in part self-generating. It had a dynamism of its own, and at the
heart of that dynamism were the commissioners and inspectors.

So inexorable were these forces, so pervasive the view that government was
evil, and so weak the ideas favoring a larger government, that many historians
see the growth of government as reflective of economic, social, and institu-
tional, not ideological, forces. An “intolerable state of things,” argues W. L.
Burn, along with “prejudices and habits and interests” was far more important
than “pseudo-philosophical theories.” Burn was praising Oliver MacDonagh’s
Patterns of Government Growth, a pioneering study of the passenger acts as a
model of government growth. According to this model, a historical process
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begins when “a blaze of ascertainable abuse” that is able to “melt economic
doctrine” interacts with “the rub and wear of experience” and “the most ordi-
nary of everyday reactions.” The result is a “self- generating” process, largely
independent of “human purpose”60 Harold Perkin also praises MacDonagh,
especially his emphasis on industrialization, urbanization, and “ordinary,
uninstructed humanitarianism,” as the “prime movers” of government
growth. Derek Fraser underscores this view in his Evolution of the Welfare
State, calling government growth “practical, unplanned, and ad hoc.” It was a
process, Karl Polanyi observes, that took place in all Western countries
“irrespective of national mentalities” and that was implemented by “peoples
who were mere puppets.”61

They were not mere puppets! It was not merely a blaze of grievances and
ordinary humanitarianism, exclaims Jennifer Hart in her 1965 article in Past
and Present, but principles and standards. “Ideas,” she writes, after attacking
MacDonagh, Burn, Kitson Clark, Roylston Lambert, and myself, “can influ-
ence people.” The “general climate of opinion” does count. Abuses, she ar-
gues, do not become problems without principles and standards, and cer-
tainly do not provide solutions.62

MacDonagh and Perkin do not, in fact, omit ideas from their account of
historic processes. MacDonagh admits that ideas influence that process, just
as that process molds ideas, while Perkin sees at work an ideology that is the
“crystallization of the accepted wisdom as hitherto unvoiced assumptions.”63

Viewed largely, over a half century, from Berlin to New York, and in terms of
the growth of many different agencies, particular ideas often do not seem
crucial. Factory acts, boards of health, and education committees were bound
to come, even if a decade earlier or later. But viewed closely, in terms of Peel
or Disraeli and their followers, or Russell and Palmerston and their support-
ers, or in terms of a particular journal or party, ideas were at work, were influ-
ential. Two ideas that were at work were the idea of a paternal government
and the idea of a utilitarian state.
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c h a p t e r  1 5

The Idea of a Paternal Government

�

Large and inexorable forces, when viewed one issue at a time, and one M.P.,
editor, or clergyman at a time, seem less divorced from ideas than if viewed
from a distance. No debate over a factory act or poor law ever occurred with-
out a clash of opposing ideas, clashes whose outcome was not inevitable, but
closely fought and revolving around differing intellectual outlooks.

Among the ideas forming these outlooks, two above all, although in dif-
fering degrees, promoted the growth of government: the idea of a paternal
government and the idea of a utilitarian state. Many other ideas, of course,
also played a role and helped form the early Victorian social conscience. The
concepts of a paternal government and a utilitarian state must be seen in the
context of the larger, more complex intellectual development that included
the romantic movement, religious revivals, the rationalism of the Enlighten-
ment, and the overall advance of knowledge. But most of these, certainly
those that helped define the vision of a laissez-faire society, did little directly
to create a more active state. Neither political economy nor a belief in the in-
violability of property, society’s providential harmony, nor the importance of
self-reliance and voluntary societies led to greater government. Even natural
law ideology, whose roots ran back both to medieval thought and to the tri-
umph of Newtonian science, and whose masterful exposition by John Locke
had an unrivaled influence on the English, checked more than it favored a
powerful state. A belief in natural law and natural rights, so powerfully stated
by Thomas Paine and William Godwin, led not to radicals who demanded a
more active government but to men such as William Cobbett, who opposed
state education, denounced centralization, and told workers to win the ten-
hour day on their own. The natural rights philosophy also underpinned
Owenites, who looked to rural communities, O’Connorite Chartists, who es-
poused private land schemes, and humanitarians like Dickens, Jerrold, and
Mayhew, for whom government was mostly a vast evil. Nor would the out-
look of Nonconformists—ruggedly individualistic, jealously independent,
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and dedicated to the ways of God, not the ways of Caesar—ever encourage
the growth of government.

The first of these two key ideas, belief in a paternal government, had roots
that ran back to Tudor England and was woven not only into the laws of the
land but into the inherited attitudes of the wealthy and powerful.

t h e  m e a n i n g  o f  a  p a t e r n a l  g o v e r n m e n t

Four features in particular define the early Victorians’ idea of a paternal
government: (1) it protected the weak, helpless, and poor; (2) it promoted in-
dustry; (3) it guided and instructed faith and morals; and (4) it protected life,
property, and the social order. “Protection” was a key word—protection of
industry, morality, order, and most particularly, the weak and helpless. As
Edward Cayley, Tory M.P., pamphlet writer, and outspoken paternalist, said
in praise of the “Patriarchal System,” all law was to “protect the weak against
the strong, who care for themselves.”

It was not an uncommon sentiment among paternalists of both parties.
For the Tory Montague Gore, “the object of all society is to protect the weak
. . . [and] for that government is instituted”; and for the Whig and evangeli-
cal William Cowper, the Ten Hour Bill was justified by “the old principle of
protection of the weak.” “What is needed,” proclaimed Carlyle, “is the pa-
rental care of the poor.”1

It was a principle that lay at the heart of the factory debate. In 1844, the
Tory Thomas Acland pled for the “principle of the protection of labour,”
which the Whig-Utilitarian Charles Buller called protection of “the helpless”
and the Radical John Fielden protection of “the weak.” The Tory Henry Lid-
dell agreed, insisting that the state should put itself “in loco parentis.” From
1832 to 1847, the factory debate absorbed the early Victorians and forced them
to consider the role of government in an industrial economy.2 The exploita-
tion of children in Britain’s textile mills evoked Wordsworth’s compassion,
Coleridge’s indignation, Oastler’s vehement Slavery in Yorkshire, and the har-
rowing revelations of cruelties by Sadler’s Select Committee of 1832, revela-
tions that aroused a nation. Wordsworth demanded that “the state” should
stand “in loco parentis to its subjects,” Coleridge that government should
regulate factories, and Oastler and Sadler that there be a Ten Hour Act.3

No one was more compassionate of children than Lord Ashley. “The State,”
he told the Commons, “should show herself a faithful parent.” But the state
was not to be a faithful parent to factory children alone, but to chimney sweeps,
blind children, the thousands in mines and workshops, and those juvenile of-
fenders and London’s outcasts for whom he established ragged schools and
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reformatories. The plight of lunatics, too, many as helpless as children, led
him to plead for a more paternal, a more protecting government.4

The plea to protect the weak involved no radical ideas but an old and hon-
ored principle of English law. The sovereign, the keeper of the King’s Peace,
was bound to protect, announced the Law Magazine, “incapable persons . . .
since the state is parens patriae and stands in loco parentis to orphans and
bastard children as it does to lunatics.” It was a law that ran back to feudal
times, one that determined that “the duty of the sovereign to protect his liege
subjects” was “of the most extensive character.”

The extensive character of the sovereign’s duty to protect had long in-
cluded a mercantilist encouragement of industry—the second feature of a
paternal government. Even Burke, a disciple of Adam Smith, added “the
promotion and encouragement of industry” to his short list of government
functions. It also appears in Robert Southey’s list of functions as tariffs for the
protection and promotion of handicraft guilds, and the Tory M.P. Charles
Newdegate announced that “Protection” considered “the regulation of trade
. . . as much a part of the duty of Government as protection of the person.”5

At the center of that protectionism, which lay at the heart of Toryism, were
the corn laws, flanked by the long cherished navigation acts and by recent
public works in Ireland. In the never-ending corn law debates of the 1840s, in
the many speeches of the members of the Protection Society, and in the
writings of Edward Cayley, Michael Sadler, and David Urquhart, the protec-
tion of agriculture, trade, and manufacturing formed the most popular fea-
ture of a paternal government, the one most reflective of vested interests.6

For the seriously religious, the most popular feature was the third charac-
teristic of a paternal government, its spiritual and moral guidance for the im-
provement of the people. For Southey, that meant a national education run
by the Church of England and funded in part by the state. “They must be
fed,” he insisted, “sound doctrine.” If such a “foundation” were to be laid, he
added, there would be “a superstructure of prosperity and happiness.”
Coleridge agreed, and the fourth and final function of his “God-like State”
was “the development of faculties, moral and rational,” a function given over
to a “nationality” headed by the king, which would be the people’s “guide,
guardian and instructor.”7

The state would also guide and instruct through its powerful magistracy,
backed by the majesty of its vast and formidable laws and an active clergy.
Very little errant behavior fell outside their jurisdiction, neither drunkenness,
absence from Church, poaching, nor vagrancy. “Men are made happy,” said
the paternalist Blackwood’s, “only by rendering them orderly, moral, and re-
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ligious,” a view, Carlyle argued, that the populace themselves held when they
cried, “Govern me, guide me.”8

R. B. Seeley, in his classic work on paternalism, Perils of the Nation, would
establish in every parish, as governors and guides, “guardians of the poor and
courts of morals, and stricter surveillance over their houses.” A devout evan-
gelical, he joined his fellow believers in demanding that Parliament pass
stricter laws on drink, gambling, the theater, the press, and the observance of
the Sabbath.9

Strict laws were needed to guarantee peace and order, the fourth charac-
teristic of a paternal government. The protection of property and life was the
summum bonum. For early nineteenth-century Tories, this meant acts muz-
zling the radical press, outlawing seditious meetings, and denying Catholics,
Nonconformists, and workers any role in government. “Curb the seditious
press,” cried Southey, “and keep it curbed.” “To learn obeying,” Carlyle
wrote in 1843, “is the fundamental art of governing.” In 1850, he praised the
rule of the hero-king, the drill sergeant and “wise command and wise obedi-
ence.” Tory paternalists from Benjamin Disraeli to Henry Drummond
looked to a revived monarchy, Drummond because “the duty of kings and
fathers is still the same . . . the duty of supervision.”10 A revived Crown was a
favorite with advocates of a paternal government, not only with the giants,
Burke, Coleridge, Southey, and Carlyle, but with many a High Churchman
and Young Englander and with the Christian Socialists like Charles Kingsley.
It reflected an authoritarian outlook, but a fanciful one, since their vision of a
strong monarchy was more rhetorical than actual. Less fanciful was their
strong fear of crime and disorder and their belief in the suppression and pun-
ishment of blasphemy and sedition by imprisonment.

Obedience was the refrain of countless sermons reminding all that the laws
of man are ordained by God. “Submit yourself,” said the High Church Rever-
end Charles Hewitley, since the laws of “those lawfully appointed over us
[are] God’s laws.” Even the Nonconformists, who denounced all government
interference in religion and education, preached obedience to God’s ordained
laws. The state, said the Methodists’ Watchman is “the great conservator of
public morals.”11 Most Nonconformists and many Anglicans were evangeli-
cals and as such likely to be authoritarian. Many, like the much-read Rever-
end Edward Bickersteth, looked to the “Righteous Kings of Israel” as the
model for “Civil Government,” while others, like R. B. Seeley, the publicist
for the “Patriarchal System,” demanded that “the State be a terror to evil do-
ers.”12 Prisons, transportation, the whipping of erring juveniles, the treadmill,
and solitary confinement all became part of a paternal government that led
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the radical George Jacob Holyoake to declare “paternal government is the
government of the Tories, of tyranny, and of retrogression.”13 But it was not
only the government of the Tories and of tyranny, but of many who were less
repressive and less reactionary but of great influence.

i n f l u e n c e  i n  h i g h  p l a c e s

A majority of the 1841 House of Commons had attended either Oxford or
Cambridge, and their graduates constituted an even higher proportion of the
front bench, the House of Lords, and, perhaps, the magistracy. Almost all the
clergy of the Church of England (who also made up nearly one-third of the
county J.P.’s) had attended those two august seats of learning, and in the
1820s and 1830s, paternalist ideas of an earnest religious tone were gaining the
ascendancy. Their sermons, published and spoken, had an influence second
only to the press, and the press, long deemed a vulgar profession, witnessed
an invasion of Oxford and Cambridge men, some as owners, some leader
writers, and a few as editors. Unreformed and narrow in curriculum, leisurely
and sybaritic in lifestyle, Oxford and Cambridge were nevertheless influential
in forming the social conscience of the early Victorians. And in the 1820s and
1830s, paternalist ideas of an earnest religious tone were gaining the ascen-
dancy.

The news from Cambridge was that Paley’s utilitarianism was in retreat.
Not only were William Whewell, Thomas Peacock, and Adam Sedgwick, the
great luminaries of the university, attacking Paley’s dominance (along with
the errors of Bentham), but at Trinity College the scholarly Julius Hare and
his pupil the philosophical Frederick Maurice, the founder of Christian So-
cialism, were proclaiming Coleridge and Wordsworth the reigning monarchs.
Their votaries, to cement their rule and win disciples, refashioned the Cam-
bridge Apostles club. The Apostles, twelve in number and all serious, intel-
lectual, and religious, formed a select and powerful group. They included the
poet Tennyson, the historian Connop Thirlwall, future bishop of St. David’s,
and four future M.P.’s, Edward Horsman, Sir Spencer Walpole, Charles
Buller, and Richard Monckton Milnes. It was Monckton Milnes who told the
Commons that England needed a paternal government. Also calling for such
a government was the Apostle Arthur Helps, whose The Claims of Labour and
Friends in Council popularized paternalist ideals, and John Sterling, whose
writings, nobility, and early death won him biographies by Julius Hare and
Carlyle. John Sterling, in his essay “State of Society,” denounced utilitarian-
ism and the worship of mammon and looked to an “alteration of mind” in-
spired by Wordsworth and Coleridge.14
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Two Apostles became editors, John Kemp of the British and Foreign Re-
view and Frederick Maurice of the Athenaeum and the Education Magazine,
and two others, George Venables and James Spedding, wrote leaders for the
Times. Some became clergymen; Julius Hare and Charles Merivale became
archdeacon of Lewes and dean of Westminster respectively. Small in number
but powerful, they considered, said Charles Merivale, that “Coleridge and
Wordsworth are our principal divinities and Hare and Thirlwall . . . their
prophets.”15

Cambridge undergraduates like George Smythe, Lord John Manners, and
Alexander Baillie Cochrane, the core of Disraeli’s Young England, also adored
Coleridge and Wordsworth. Smythe was tutored by Hare and Maurice, and
Cochrane attended Trinity College, as did Manners’s friends Lord Littleton,
Beresford-Hope, and Stafford O’Brien. Manners and his friends, along with
Peter Borthwick (of Jesus College, Cambridge) became Tory M.P.’s and
friends of Young England, Borthwick also becoming editor of the Tory
Morning Post. Beresford Hope, a poet, was like Stafford O’Brien, outspoken
in praise of Coleridge and Wordsworth. Seven Tory M.P.’s from Cambridge,
all prominent in debates, thus brought the ideas of Coleridge and Word-
sworth to Parliament. There was, indeed, as Thomas Arnold had said much
earlier, a Cambridge movement stemming from Coleridge.16

But what of Oxford? Was it still mired in Aristotle and Locke? Not at all.
Coleridge and Wordsworth also entered its sacred halls, although not without
the help of missionaries from Cambridge. In 1827, Frederick Maurice arrived
at Oxford, where he joined William Gladstone’s Essay Club, founded on the
model of the Apostles. Most of its leading members became Peelites, many of
whom rose high in government: Lord Lincoln became Peel’s man at Woods
and Forests, Edward Cardwell Gladstone’s successor at Trade, Sydney Her-
bert, secretary to the Admiralty and Lord Francis Egerton, secretary of war.
Other members of the Essay Club were Thomas Acland Jr., a leading advocate
in Parliament of Church education and ten-hour bills, and Roundell Palmer,
M.P., leader writer for the Times and at Oxford a “reveller in the poetry of
Wordsworth and Coleridge.” They all welcomed Gladstone’s The State and Its
Relation to the Church with its praise of Coleridge as “masterly . . . [and] full
of substantial truth” and its call for a government that stands “in a paternal
relation to the people.”17

The Essay Club was by no means the only place nourishing the idea of a
paternal government. There was also Oriel College, which the Broad
Churchmen Edmund Copleston, Richard Whatley, and Thomas Arnold had
made the intellectual center of Oxford, and which continued so under the
High Churchmen John Keble, William Pusey, and John Henry Newman. Ar-
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nold, whom his editors thought “the true disciple of Coleridge,” shared
Coleridge’s vision of a state and Church united for the paternal care of the
people, a vision Copleston and Whately only shared in part, being, as follow-
ers of Burke, much more persuaded of the truths of political economy, and as
bishops, more jealous of the Church’s prerogatives. Their successors at Oriel,
Keble, Pusey, and Newman, although no lovers of political economy and
fearful of Arnold’s comprehensive paternal government, were nonetheless
lovers of Wordsworth and Coleridge and keen for a Church-dominated pa-
ternal government.

At Oriel, the reign of Aristotle and Locke was yielding to Burke, Word-
sworth, and Coleridge. John Campbell Colquhoun, an Oriel graduate who
was tireless in Parliament for Church causes, wrote a biography of Coleridge,
who, he said, had “influenced many lives,” including those of other Oriel men
such as Sir George Grey, Sir John Yarde-Buller, John Pakington, Edmund
Denison, and Sir William Heathcote, all of whom became M.P.’s and all but
Grey, Tories. Oriel also produced Dean Church, High Church editor of the
Guardian.18 Oriel was not alone; at Exeter College, William Sewell, in 1836
Oxford’s professor of moral philosophy, was denouncing utilitarianism and
celebrating paternalism.19 The graduates of Oxford and Cambridge not only
brought their ideal of a more paternal government to a Parliament and a
Church in which they were dominant, but to the press and the world of pub-
lishing, in which they were not. But although not dominant, neither were
they weak, especially when allied to Burkians and Coleridgeans from beyond
Oxford and Cambridge. John Delane, an Oxford man, who become editor of
the Times in 1841, hired as leader writers the Oxford High Churchmen Tho-
mas Moseley and Roundell Palmer, the Cambridge Apostles’ Archdeacon
George Venables and James Spedding, and, from a Trinity College steeped in
Coleridge, Henry A. Woodham, who wrote more of the Times’s leaders of the
1840s than anyone else.

The Times’s rival, the utilitarian Morning Chronicle, ceased to be utilitarian
in 1847 when William Gladstone, Sydney Herbert, and Lord Lincoln, all once
members of Oxford’s Essay Club, joined with the Cambridge Young Eng-
lander Beresford Hope to purchase it. They immediately hired the Apostle
George Venables and Young England’s George Smythe to rescue it from
utilitarianism.20

The Standard’s editor and the director of a chain of provincial papers was
Wordsworth’s and Coleridge’s friend and fervent admirer Alaric Watts; the
editor of John Bull was William Mudford, unstinting in his admiration of
Burke and Coleridge; the Apostles’ John Kemble edited the British Foreign
Review; and Oxford’s Thomas Moseley, Dean Church, and Richard Jelf ed-
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ited, respectively, the British Critic, the Guardian, and the English Review.
From Edinburgh came John Gibson Lockhart, a Coleridgean and son-in-law
to Sir Walter Scott, to edit the Quarterly Review.21 Tory paternalists controlled
Blackwood’s, and Thomas Chalmers dominated the North British Review.
Many books also promoted paternalism. The writings of Coleridge, Arnold,
and Gladstone ran to many editions. And, from 1828 to 1835, according to
Gladstone “a furor for Church establishment came down upon the Conser-
vatives.” The paternal government was to be an ecclesiastical paternal gov-
ernment, whose bold outlines also appeared in 1839 in Frederick Maurice’s
The Kingdom of Christ and in 1838 in Oxford’s W. G. Ward’s The Ideal of a
Christian Church. The works of Sewell and Helps and of Seeley and Sadler
spelled out the details of a paternal government, whose necessity no one pre-
sented more powerfully than Carlyle. “Coleridge and Carlyle,” argued the
Reverend R. W. Dale, were for the young “masters of thought.” Little wonder
that Maurice concluded that Coleridge’s On the Constitution of Church and
State (1829) had “influenced [the] men who ultimately rule the masses.”22

Powerful among England’s rulers and powerful in its plea for a more pa-
ternal, protective, and guiding government, it nevertheless had only a mixed
impact on the growth of government.

a  m i x e d  i m p a c t

The idea of a paternal government had only a mixed impact on the growth
of government, because it was only one strand in a larger paternalism. Mi-
chael Sadler urged a “Patriarchal System,” not a paternal government, just as
the Quarterly Review spoke of “paternal relations” and Arthur Helps insisted
that the analogy of the father should be the basis “of all social government,”
that is, government by masters, landlords, clergymen, and schoolmasters.
“What we need,” said Frederick Lucas, editor of the Catholic Tablet, “is the
parental, sovereign care exercised by the rich.”23 Those who were all-powerful
in society, not just government, were to be paternal. Government indeed
would be but one of four elements defining paternalism, one joined by prop-
erty, Church, and locality—locality being a fusion of local property, volun-
tary institutions, and local government. For most paternalists, the term
“paternal government” usually meant Parliament, the law courts, and White-
hall, which limits the idea of a paternal government and makes it ambivalent.
In the regulation of the economy, it confronted a jealous property, in the
moral guidance of the people, a proud Church, and in solving society’s many
problems, an entrenched locality.

In the first area, the economy, paternal government’s proclaimed mission
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was to protect the weak and helpless, particularly by those factory acts that
won such enthusiastic support. The Factory Act of 1833, with its central in-
spectors enforcing the exclusion of those under nine years of age and limiting
the labor of those aged nine to thirteen to eight hours a day, and the 1847 Ten
Hour Act radically enlarged the scope of government. The passage of those
two acts owed much to the idea of a paternal government, an idea held by the
leaders of the factory movement, Richard Oastler, Michael Sadler, the Rever-
end G. S. Bull, the Reverend John Raynor Stephens, and Lord Ashley, as well
as by a large array of M.P.’s and editors ranging from Disraeli to Alaric Watts
and including Tory backbenchers, the Tory press, and some Anglican clergy
from the north of England. Whig governments may have proposed,
Benthamites drawn up, and Liberals supplied votes for these two acts, but the
beginnings of the factory movement, its early agitations, and the sustained
pressure it kept up for seventeen years came from strong supporters of a pa-
ternal government. It was the out-and-out paternalist Richard Oastler whose
revelations of the cruel exploitation of children first aroused public opinion;
it was Michael Sadler, proponent of the “Patriarchal System,” whose Select
Committee persuaded a nation of the truth of Oastler’s revelations; it was
Lord Ashley who said “let the state show herself a faithful parent” and aroused
the conscience of Parliament to these evils; and it was the M.P. John Fielden,
who argued that government should “protect the weak from the strong,”
whose Ten Hour Bill won the day in 1847.24 Three Apostles, Monckton Mil-
nes, Charles Buller, and Connop Thirlwall, two from Oxford’s Essay Club,
Lord Francis Egerton and Thomas Acland Jr., and three from Oriel, John
Colquhoun, Sir George Grey, and Sir John Pakington, joined the Cambridge
Young Englanders Lord John Manners and Baillie Cochran in support of the
Ten Hour Bill. Even the bishop of London spoke for it in terms of a “parental
function of the state.”25

The bill also won the support of the Tory Standard, Morning Post, John
Bull, Blackwood’s, and Fraser’s, and the Times, which invoked “the whole pa-
ternal character of government.”26 In 1847, 78 percent of the Conservatives al-
lied with 58 percent of the Liberals to pass the Ten Hour Act, which, along
with the 1848 Public Health Act, led John Stuart Mill to conclude that Eng-
land was “to be governed paternally.”27

The idea of a paternal government also played a role in the passage of the
Mines Act of 1842, which excluded children and women from the mines, and
Gladstone’s 1843 and 1844 acts protecting coal whippers from wage frauds and
giving third class passengers covered coaches and faster and less expensive
trains. But the idea of a paternal government fared less well on other issues,
bowing over and over again to sovereign property, which had its own paternal
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duties and rights. Where were the 78 percent of Conservatives who voted for
the Ten Hour Bill when Henry Halford proposed the protection of frame-
work knitters, Lord Grosvenor relief for overworked London bakers, and
Thomas Duncombe some justice for the lace workers? All lost. Halford
picked up only 58 votes, and Grosvenor and Duncombe only nineteen and
six, with most of those votes coming from Whigs and Radicals.28 An absence
of Tory votes was no less marked on bills for the protection of agricultural
tenants and laborers, especially if Irish. Burke, Coleridge, and Southey had
said government was never to interfere in agriculture, and it did not—except,
of course, for drainage, tithe, enclosure, and copyhold bills that benefited the
landlords. No bill compensating the tenant for the improvements he made
had a chance in a landlord Parliament and neither did many Tory paternalists
support a reform in the game laws, an end to the Act of Settlement that
bound laborers to their parish, or the establishment of an effective poor law
for the Irish. When in 1847 and 1849, efforts were made to strengthen the Irish
poor law, the Young Englander Lord John Manners and the Apostle Edward
Horsman denounced it as “socialism” and “crushing” to property.29 The agri-
cultural tenant and laborer lay beyond the pale of a paternal government.

So did child labor, if it was not in textile mills. Lord Ashley’s Children’s
Employment Commission’s four-volume compendium of abuse that told of
five-, six-, and seven-year-old girls making buttons, lace, and gloves, and
plaiting straw for twelve hours a day for four or five shillings a week, and of
boys from six up in the metal trades making pins, nails, screws, and chains for
twelve hours on end for five or six shillings, some of which went for petty
fines or overpriced goods at company stores. Most exploited of all were milli-
ners and needlewomen who for the scantiest of wages worked in the months
of the London season from eighteen to twenty hours a day.30 There was no
paternal government for these suffering children, whose numbers far ex-
ceeded those in regulated textile mills.

The idea of paternal government had its limits. It was indeed not decisive
in defining the enforcement powers of the 1833 Factory Act. Sadler, Ashley,
Oastler, and Fielden, along with the Times and Leeds Intelligencer, had never
wanted the inspectors who in fact kept the 1833 act from becoming a dead
letter like earlier factory, truck, and chimney sweep acts.31 Most Tories, fur-
thermore, were not natural supporters of a Ten Hour Act. In 1844, only 46
percent of them supported Lord Ashley’s ten-hour amendment. Their devo-
tion to sacred property had long engendered hostility to all government
meddling. Why then, in 1847, did 78 percent support the Ten Hour Act? Ac-
cording to seven newspapers (the Tory Standard included) and two M.P.’s
(Ashley and Milner Gibson), many did so in retaliation for the repeal of the
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Corn Law. From 1844 on, many Tories, brimming with hostility toward anti–
Corn Law manufacturers, economists, and Whigs and Liberals saw in the pas-
sage of a Ten Hour Act, so anathema to the enemies of land, sweet revenge.
But though it pleased many a Tory to support on this occasion a paternal
government’s intervention in the economy in order to protect the weak and
helpless in this, it was more of an exception than a rule. The Tories’ new
leader in the House, Disraeli, said in opposing the Mines Act of 1849, that the
rule should be “no interposition between capital and labor.”32 Perhaps the
idea of a paternal government would have a fuller expression in its second
function, the moral and religious guidance of the people.

a  p a t e r n a l  c h u r c h

It was not more laws, commissioners, and inspectors regulating the econ-
omy that inspired the young paternalists of Oxford and Cambridge but more
bishops, vicars, and deacons guiding the people in the ways of the kingdom of
God, ways outlined in the much-acclaimed works of Coleridge, Arnold, Glad-
stone, and Maurice. The ways of the kingdom of God were also outlined in
the many charges to the clergy by bishops and archdeacons, the editorials of
the burgeoning religious press, and the seemingly infinite outpouring of ser-
mons. Although they differed on many issues, almost all called for a more ac-
tive, more paternal Church, led by a national clerisy, that would strengthen
and be strengthened by a paternal government and foster a juster and more
caring society. It would, said Thomas Arnold, create a “Kingdom of God for
the most effective removal of all evil and the promotion of all good.” It was a
sentiment, wrote the Quarterly Review, with which Arnold and Coleridge
agreed, since both believed that “the Christian Church . . . alone is able to put
down the evil which [is] . . . daily growing.”33

It was the vision of the more reforming bishops, a vision of newly built
churches rising in urban wastelands, of parishes divided and subdivided and
endowed with vicars and curates who visited the sick, and deacons and sisters
caring for the poor, all part of one, great, unified national Church. It was a
noble and inspiring vision and had an impact, although a mixed one, on the
growth of government.

Among the many social problems that the Church was to address, none
was more important than the ignorance of the lower orders, itself the greatest
source of so many other evils. The Church of England, said the archbishop of
Canterbury in 1839, was to be the teacher of the people. And by 1859, with
thirty-four inspectors and more than 80 percent of government grants, it was,
if not the only, certainly the greatest teacher of the people. What better ex-
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ample of the impact of the idea of a paternal government on the expansion of
the state! What an admirable example of the impact of Coleridge’s idea of a
clerisy on the young Tory paternalists from Oxford and Cambridge! Yet the
story was not that simple. Forces far more complex were at work, forces re-
flecting and defining the outlook of both the Tory and Whig-Liberal parties.

Three facts in succession defined the educational outlook of the Tory pa-
ternalists: they were, at first, for a paternal government educating the people,
but only if it was exclusively Anglican; then, second, they saw in the Whig
scheme of government aid and inspection to essentially voluntary church
schools a form of a paternal government promoting a clerisy; and, finally,
their own dominance in that scheme and the narrowness of their goals greatly
limited the effectiveness of the idea of a paternal government providing edu-
cation for all.

That the Tory paternalists wanted a paternal government to provide edu-
cation only if exclusively Anglican became clear in 1839, when the Whigs pro-
posed the granting of £30,000 to both the schools of the Church’s National
Society and those of the nondenominational British and Foreign School Soci-
ety. The Whig proposal also called for the appointment of government in-
spectors and the establishment of a normal school to train desperately needed
teachers. The proposal evoked a storm of protest from Churchmen and To-
ries of every hue. “Insidious,” “unconstitutional,” “perfectly despotic,” “so-
cinian,” and “poisonous” shouted Ashley, Gladstone, Graham, Plumptre, and
the bishop of London. A “monstrosity,” “state control,” “a tyranny,” and
“your children are to be taken from you,” wrote the Tory Standard, Morning
Herald, the evangelical Record, and the Times. After the idea of a normal
school was dropped, the measure was passed by the Commons by only two
votes, and hardly one of the votes for it was Tory; not even a Cambridge
Apostle or an Oxford Essayist, except the Whig Charles Buller. Even the lib-
eral Maurice, although not in the Commons, opposed it.34

Despite talk of the Whig proposal being “perfectly despotic” and “state
control” the Tory paternalists were not voluntarists. They had no objection at
all to government grants for education if it were exclusively Anglican. In 1843,
a Tory government proposed a bill that would establish rate-financed factory
schools to be run by trustees, a majority of whom would be Anglicans. All of
the teachers in these schools must also be Anglican and be approved by a lo-
cal bishop, and all would teach the Anglican catechism and liturgy and a
smattering of knowledge taken from the Bible. That Catholic and Noncon-
formist pupils would be excused from Anglican religious instruction (but
only if they requested it) in no way allayed the outrage felt by thousands of
Nonconformists and Catholics. It was their children’s meager earnings and
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the parents’ modest incomes that would support these Anglican schools. Tory
hopes that the Church of England would be the exclusive educator of the
people collapsed after 2.6 million people signed petitions of protest and thou-
sands attacked the proposal in angry meetings and told their M.P.’s how ut-
terly intolerable it was to have their money support teachings they considered
heretical.35

The Tory Factory-Education Bill also had a more lasting effect; its threat of
a Church-dominated education made Dissent ever more hostile to any gov-
ernment aid to education and thus far more voluntarist, as well as far less
trusting of Tory paternalists, who almost to the man supported the Factory-
Education Bill. Publicly financed education didn’t bother Tory consciences if
it financed their schools alone.

Finance Church schools, however, is just what the 1839 Committee on
Education did—along with Nonconformist ones, a fact that evoked Tory de-
nunciations. By 1847, nearly nine out of ten grants went to Anglican schools.
The Church itself, of course, contributed much. It had by 1839 established
twenty-four diocesan boards of education and schools in hundreds of par-
ishes, schools greatly expanded by the help of increased grants and inspec-
tion.36 By 1859, there were thirty-four inspectors and £723,000 in grants, the
nearest thing to a clerisy the Victorians would ever achieve. It was the gov-
ernment’s largest department dealing with social issues, testifying to the im-
pact that—with Whig help, and despite the Tories’ initial opposition—the
idea of a paternal government had on the growth of the state.

The idea of a paternal government bringing together Church and state was
not the sole monopoly of the Tories. Some important Whigs also held these
ideas, as Richard Brent makes clear in his study of Liberal Anglican Politics.
Whigs like Lords John Russell, Morpeth, and Howick, along with Thomas
Spring Rice, were far more religious than their latitudinarian and Foxite
predecessors, and in their own way, they were as paternalist as the Tories,
only in the liberal manner of Thomas Arnold, not in the conservative way of
Coleridge; their Arnoldian clerisy included Catholics and Dissenters. It was
Spring Rice, writing in the Edinburgh Review in 1839, whose educational plans
most approximated the proposals of the Whigs’ 1839 Committee on Educa-
tion, with its decision to work through the schools of the various churches
rather than through rate-supported schools. This was a departure from the
efforts of the utilitarians and the Central Society for Education to create a na-
tional system of local schools supported by the ratepayers that would offer
nondenominational religious instruction.37 Although the growing power of
Enlightenment ideas, whether among Owenites, utilitarians, or Whigs, along
with the growing demand of the middle and working classes for good schools,
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put great pressure on the Whigs to act, it was, nevertheless liberal Anglican
Whigs of paternalist beliefs who decided on an essentially voluntary system
involving all churches and modestly aided and supervised by a paternal gov-
ernment. It was a merger of the idea of the paternalism of the leading
churches with the idea of a paternal government, a partnership between the
churches and the state. But it was a partnership, unfortunately, in which the
Church of England blunted as well as promoted an effective system of educa-
tion, the third fact about the effort of Tory paternalists to achieve Coleridge’s
idea of a clerisy.

It was, for example, churchmen who made the Peel government play such
a reluctant role in 1839 and afterward. In 1844, after three years in office, Peel’s
government asked for only £40,000 for the Committee on Education, a mere
£10,000 more than in 1839. When the Congregational Board of Education
asked for more, Lord Wharncliffe, the Tory head of the Committee on Edu-
cation retorted, “Who and what are these Congregationalists?” Peel made it
clear that he believed that education should depend largely on the voluntary
exertions of the local clergy and gentry.38

Two underlying fears still blunted Tory efforts at education reform, the
fear of churchmen that education would become too secular or heretical and
the fear of many rural Tories that education would encourage the lower or-
ders to rise above their station. The result was that from 1841 to 1846, Peel’s
government did little in the field of education to advance a paternal govern-
ment. It was again the Whigs who acted. It was Lord John Russell’s govern-
ment that in 1847 voted £100,000 in education grants, appointed more in-
spectors (four for poor law schools), gave stipends for pupil teachers, pro-
vided additional income and retirement benefits to long-serving teachers, and
provided grants for school books and apparatus. It also established a normal
school.39 Larger grants and more inspectors followed in the 1850s, as well as
greater voluntary efforts by the churches to make the partnership work. But
the system was imperfect.

The very reports of the Church-approved inspectors reveal its imperfec-
tions: abysmal state of schools, “crowded, ill ventilated, poorly taught . . .
teachers ill educated,” “only 1 in 9 teachers adequately trained,” “only 1 in 7
[pupils] can read with ease,” instruction “monotonous and mechanical,”
“children’s minds left utterly uncultivated,” education “dry, meager and in-
accurate,” “great deficiency of education,” and “religious knowledge about a
nullity.”40 The reasons for these failures were the scanty years of actual school-
ing, a want of funds and a want of support. “Nearly ¾ leave before 10,” “Na-
tional Society funds in a depressed state,” “2/3 of local funds come from the
local school fees,” and over and over again, “inadequacy of funds” and “want
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of funds,” a result of the “apathy of the gentry,” the “indifference of the
wealthy” and the fact that “landlords and manufactures give so little.”41 That
grants were given only if there was a matching grant left the poorer areas
without support. In one area of 30,000 people, there was only one Church of
England school. Schools expanded, but less than the population. That vol-
untarism had failed, said an inspector, was admitted by “all not blinded by
bigotry.”42 In 1850, the Education Times reported that “the inefficiency of re-
ligious education is a fact as notorious as the inefficiency of secular education
and is more scandalous.” Church education was, concluded the Reverend
Richard Dawes, “in some measure a national deception retarding the cause of
education.” In 1848, Connop Thirlwall, bishop of St. David’s, lamented the
hopelessness “of [poor children] acquiring the first element of instruction.”43

A better system would be one that was locally managed, rate-supported,
and under a Board of Education, and with either nondenominational religious
instruction or excused time for instruction in one’s own faith. But Tory pater-
nalists (the Reverend W. F. Hook and a rare few excepted) would have none of
it; from 1818 to 1849, Tories helped defeat eight bills presenting some variation
of a rate-financed public education. Even in the mid 1850s, with Dissenters
moving away from voluntarism toward a rate-supported system, Parliament
rejected four bills for locally financed schools—an effective solution that had
to wait until 1870, an enlarged electorate, and a generation less stubbornly at-
tached to the Church of England and Coleridge’s idea of a clerisy.44

That a revitalized, paternalist Church and a renewed Christian morality—
the doing of good—could end the ignorance of the lower orders and solve
England’s pressing social evils was a powerful belief among early Victorians—
a belief eloquently expressed by Burke, Coleridge, Southey, and Wordsworth.
It was an admirable but illusory vision. Reality was quite otherwise. Half of
England’s churchgoers were not Anglican. And of the half that were Anglican,
many were indifferent. Even good Anglicans and some clergymen were not
very generous to their own schools. That the Church of England, or even Ar-
nold’s improbable clerisy of all faiths, could end ignorance, feed the poor,
cleanse towns, and relieve widespread destitution was a pipe dream; one that
was nevertheless held by very profound and earnest minds. Why they did is
complicated, although it is clear that at least two reasons played a role, their
emotional attachment to the Church of England and their sanguine hope that
its Christian faith would make men good. Their allegiance was to a paternal
Church more than to a paternal government, just as the gentry’s allegiance
was to a paternalism of property and locality more than to a paternal gov-
ernment. The paternalism of Church and property often weakened the alle-
giance to a paternal government, as did the paternalism of locality.
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l o c a l i t y

Sir Henry Halford, M.P. for South Leicestershire and author of bills in de-
fense of hosiery workers and framework knitters, was the purist of paternal-
ists. In an 1840 pamphlet entitled Some Remarks on the Constabulary Force
Report, he distinguishes between an arbitrary and encroaching central gov-
ernment of odious, despotic, and officious functionaries who endanger lib-
erty and a “paternal power,” a local one, of unpaid magistrates and unpaid
constables representing “a subordination of rank each doing its duties.” The
central government, unlike the “paternal power” does not “prepare mankind
for manhood” but “enervates, blunts and reduces all to a flock of industrious
animals.”45 Halford was not alone. His fellow Tory M.P. Sir Arthur Brooke
identified “paternal government” with “landlords doing their duty,” as did
even the Liberal M.P. Samuel Peto, who, upon hearing of landlords destroy-
ing cottages, asked “Where is the local government, the paternal care of
which we hear so much.” For the Tory Richard Vyvyan, the answer was clear:
local authority resided in “the people of varying grades . . . entrusted by the
constitution with the administration of internal affairs.”46 It was a view widely
held. The Oxford and Cambridge Review defined patriarchal government as
the “supervision, care, and kindness carried out in all relations of society,”
while Fraser’s argued that the “Constitution confers on the English gentry and
English clergy a sort of paternal guardianship.” The Quarterly Review put the
matter more bluntly, paternal government would be a mockery unless land-
lords were monarchs and the clergy did their duty.47 Few believed more fully
in that view than Disraeli in his praise of that “territorial constitution” that
gave landowners responsibility for governing. Paternalism in Coningsby and
Sybil is always clerical, landed, and local, never central. And for Coleridge,
true democracy lay in the corporations, vestries, and joint stock companies,
while Southey saw in every parish a “little commonwealth.”48 There were, of
course, many for whom paternal government meant both local and central
government. For a few, it meant mostly central. For R. B. Seeley, government
made up what Sadler called a “Patriarchal System.” Even the very unpaternal
NonConformist spoke of “paternal relationships.”49 The term “paternal gov-
ernment” was, in fact, used in various ways and often vaguely. How, then,
could it have had much of an impact on the growth of government? H. T.
Liddell, a Tory and County member, knew how it could—so did Halford,
Pakington, the duke of Richmond, and many others for whom the eighteenth
century provided the model. “The country,” said Liddell, “should be gov-
erned by statute and not by the unconstitutional authority of expensive
boards.” Unsaid, since universally assumed by the House, was the fact that
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the J.P.’s would administer the statutes. The J.P., in 1830 at the apex of power,
was an indispensable part of the idea of a paternal government, although not
without rivalry—or rather help—from the clergy, 1,322 of whom were also
among the some 3,000 county J.P.’s.50 But most landlords and clergy were not
J.P.’s, and those that were, were often much more majestic as great landlords.
A tenant or laborer bowed just as deferentially to his landlord on his estate or
the clergyman in his church as he did when he stood before a J.P. in petty ses-
sion. There was in locality no firm line between a legal and an informal gov-
ernment. Many were the gradations of authority defining both formal local
government and the world of property and of voluntary institutions. The
world of voluntarism included dispensaries, clothing clubs, benefit societies,
and hospitals, the governors of which might also be landlords, the wealthy,
and the clergy. Among these might also occasionally be found a J.P. who was
at the heart of a locality, busy paternally enforcing the law. And to the extent
that multiplying statutes gave them greater and greater powers, the idea of a
paternal government added to the growth of government.

Sir John Pakington, M.P. for Warwickshire, chairman of its quarter session,
and an Oriel man, believed that government should expand through the mag-
istracy. He saw Parliament pass three of his bills, in 1840 a bill to regulate beer
houses more strictly, in 1844, one to expand the coroner’s power, and in 1847,
one to give J.P.’s the summary power to have juvenile offenders whipped.
Magistrates would supervise beer houses and punish juvenile offenders, just as
they would have protected, if Halford’s bills had passed, the hosiery workers
and framework knitters. Sir John Pakington, one of the Tories’ most effective
paternalists, supported, as his centralization-hating squires did not, the Police
Act of 1839.51

 He saw, as the duke of Richmond realized of the Prison Act of
1835, that the local J.P.’s gained the greatest share of power. In his 1845 lunacy
bills, Lord Ashley followed the pattern accepting central inspection while
adding to the J.P.’s dominant, rate-raising power. In such measures, the J.P.’s
powers were enhanced, and government grew and grew. It was a growth not
always to their liking, but if local power was enhanced, they supported it.52

The idea of a paternal government as largely local had its negative as well
as its positive impact. It often led Tory squires to a consuming hatred of cen-
tralization. “Centralization” said Lincolnshire’s R. A. Christopher, was one of
the “greatest evils,” because it endangered the government in which “every-
one however humble bore his part . . . [under] those that it pleased Provi-
dence to place in a better situation.”53 There were 129 county members in the
House of Commons, 24 of whom spoke often, whether to denounce the cen-
tralizing Police Act of 1839 (against which three wrote hostile pamphlets) or
the despotic Public Health Act of 1848. None of the 24 voted for the Health
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Act. Although they divided on the New Poor Law, it was country squires such
as Banks, Sibthorp, Liddell, Halford, Henley, and Floyer who joined urban
Radicals to form the hard core of opposition to that centralizing law.54 But it
was a quite small hard core. In 1842, even though they had vociferously con-
demned it in the 1841 election, most Tories—83.2 percent of them—voted to
renew the Poor Law, which left local power in charge and saved ratepayers £2
million a year.55 But the squires’ hatred of centralization did lead to a steady
opposition to the growth of the central government, and it was a hostility
rooted in their sovereign place in local government. John Floyer, M.P. for
Dorset, was, for example, a J.P., deputy lieutenant, sheriff, and chairman of
the quarter sessions; Joseph Henley, the squire of the House, was also chair-
man of the quarter sessions and a deputy lieutenant; and Sir John Walsh was
lord lieutenant and justice rotulorum of Radnorshire and J.P. deputy lieuten-
ant and high sheriff for Berkshire.56 A great number of the county M.P.’s were
magistrates, not a few were colonels of the militia or captains of the yeo-
manry, and many enjoyed honorific offices in voluntary institutions. For
these men of large estates and high local office, a profound love of locality
joined with their unquestioned belief in property to form a conception of
paternal government quite inimical to centralization.

But was this true of Peelites like Gladstone and Milnes, Lord Lincoln and
Lord Francis Egerton, men inspired at Oxford and Cambridge by Coleridgean
ideals? The answer is yes if one examines two of London’s most powerful dai-
lies, the Morning Chronicle and the Times.57 In 1847, Gladstone, Lord Lincoln,
Sydney Herbert, and Beresford Hope, all High Church, paternalist university
men, bought the Morning Chronicle and had Young England’s George Smythe
write some of its editorials. Ireland, public health, and the Ten Hour Bill were
the great issues. On public health, the paper endorsed a resounding No! It
employed Toulmin Smith to fill its columns with his vehement anti-central-
izing polemics. On Ireland, noes again resounded, no to the 1849 Irish Poor
Law, no to bills helping tenants, no to funds for promoting emigration, no to
wastelands for the landless, and no to a labor-rate to help the destitute. The
Morning Chronicle declared the Ten Hour Bill, “pernicious” and followed
with praise of Malthus.58 It also supported the use of relays of children to
evade the ten-hour day. An income tax or an audit of railways was no part of
government, and the Morning Chronicle praised Carlyle’s attack on “clever
red tapists.” Negative also was its response to Lord Ashely’s ragged schools
and emigration schemes. The Chronicle declared Ashley’s ideas “false.” The
evils besetting these unfortunates, it added, were only “heightened by gov-
ernment interference.”59

The Oxford and Cambridge men at the Times could also be negative, and
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also obsessive in their hatred of centralization. The New Poor Law—dicta-
torial, despotic and unconstitutional—was still in 1848 the Times’s bête
noire.60 Also instruments of a wicked centralization were the Committee on
Education and the new police. It condemned the sanitary reports of the Poor
Law Commission as “expensive and inquisitorial.” It opposed both the Met-
ropolitan Building Act with its “host of surveyors” and the “inquisitorial”
Charities bill.61 It did see in 1848 the need for a General Board of Health and,
after five years of opposition, the need for a Committee on Education—al-
though in 1852 it condemned the idea of rate-supported schools and in 1854
rejoiced at the fall of “the autocratic General Board of Health.” In 1853, it
condemned Fielden’s factory bill that outlawed relays and thereby guaranteed
a ten-hour day, pronouncing it “socialist.”62 The Times did, to be sure, sup-
port some measures of government interference—Ashley’s ten-hour
amendment in 1844, the 1849 Mines Act, and the 1850 Merchant Marine
Acts—but the list was short, since, as it announced in 1843, “That legislation
will cure all the social evils, we dare not venture to hope.”63

Neither the Morning Chronicle nor the Times championed, in a sustained
way, any great expansion of the state. Tenacious attachments to a paternalism
that rested on property doing its duties, the Church guiding and instructing,
and locality administering to social needs discouraged a belief in a larger,
more active central government. For such a belief one must look to the idea
of a utilitarian state.
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c h a p t e r  1 6

The Idea of a Utilitarian State

�

The story of the impact of the idea of an utilitarian state on the growth of
government has been often told in terms of Jeremy Bentham and his disci-
ples. It is a story of Benthamite collectivist ideas and their implementation by
Benthamite bureaucrats, Benthamite M.P.’s, and Benthamite editors. It is a
story with both a core of truth and considerable exaggeration.

b e n t h a m i t e  c o l l e c t i v i s m

That Bentham’s ideas were collectivist is perhaps the most solid part, but
only if taken as a latent collectivism. The young Bentham’s beliefs and senti-
ments were anything but collectivist: he believed in the laissez-faire principles
of political economy and felt a radical’s deep anger at the aristocracy’s cor-
rupt, oppressive, and mischievous government. In his Defense of Usury, pub-
lished in 1787, he denounced not only all regulation of the rate of interest but
much of the mercantilists’ meddling in the economy. In both that book and
his 1811 Manual of Political Economy, he insisted that the government play
only the most modest of roles in the economy. The individual, not the gov-
ernment, knew best his own interests, his own happiness. Adam Smith’s
Wealth of Nations became Bentham’s Bible.1

But as his ever-curious, ever-assiduous mind probed deeper into political
economy, he saw that government intervention could both help the economy
and help repair society’s deeper flaws. He filled his manuscripts with endless
government schemes, schemes for social insurance to cover illness, old age,
and unemployment, and schemes to regulate poisons, impure foods, noxious
trades, unhealthy towns, roads. and canals. The government was even to pro-
vide post houses on Britain’s highways. Government was also to enforce sav-
ings in order to increase capital, to help the poor with subsidies, and, in times
of crisis, to set a maximum price on bread and to store food.

Government would also foster science and provide hospitals.2 Although
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Bentham would be known after his death as a political economist of the lais-
sez-faire school, his own economic thought had become more collectivist.

Far deeper was Bentham’s radical anger at a corrupt and sinister aristo-
cratic government. He was the author of the phrase “government itself a vast
evil.” It was a government of Tory repression, blunders, and misrule, of the
Six Acts against sedition and the Peterloo Massacre; of sinecures and pensions
and bribery at the hustings—in short, a government of sinister influences,
corrupting the whole. Yet these beliefs did not—as they did with Priestley,
Godwin, and Cobbett—discourage a readiness to use government to remove
greater evils. True, government could be evil, but there were, Bentham added,
even greater evils, which government could lessen. And there was a great
utilitarian yardstick to decide when government should intervene. It should
do so when that intervention was a lesser evil than that which it would re-
move, namely, when intervention would lead to the greatest happiness of the
greatest number. It was a yardstick that increasingly pointed toward collec-
tivism.3

In 1789, Bentham announced and amply defended the greatest happiness
principle in his Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation. In 1830,
according to his Constitutional Code, a dedication to the greatest happiness
principle should be the oath taken by all legislators. That Code was a blue-
print for a more collectivist state. First of all, it would be a democracy, since
who but the many know what brings happiness to the many? The government
would also have fourteen ministries, ranging from finance and trade to inter-
communications and domain, which would include ministries of education,
health, indigent relief, and a preventive ministry.4 It would be a centralized
government, with many inspectors superintending scores of local headmen,
who would do much of the governing. Bentham was certainly right in con-
fessing, “I never had any horror, sentimental or anarchic, of the hands of gov-
ernment.” Bentham described in detail the health minister’s aqua procurante
and malaria-obviating functions, replete with sewers, drains, and healthy
dwellings. He also described an education ministry with a central authority,
inspectors, and locally financed schools. But, perhaps still being hesitant to
interfere in the economy, Bentham is very sketchy on the finance, trade, and
indigent ministries. And he still believed that a deterrent severity, copious in-
struction, and positive conditioning would further a world of free, independ-
ent individuals.5 The Constitutional Code is a positive document, its ministries
energetic in their “inspective, statistic and ameliorative functions.” The “Posi-
tive Ends of Government” were the “maximization of subsistence, abun-
dance, security against all evil in every shape, against evil from every source.”6

To insist that government constantly investigate “every” social evil and pro-
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vide security against evil from “every source” and in “every shape” was a pow-
erful formula for collectivism.

But did many read the Constitutional Code? It does not make lively read-
ing. Bentham was not, John Stuart Mill confessed, read by the general public.
Edward Bulwer-Lytton concurred, noting that “none [of his works] have
been read by large numbers,” and the Athenaeum observed “the little progress
which the doctrines of Bentham have made on the public.”7

If Bentham’s ideas were to further the growth of a utilitarian state, it would
have to be through disciples. But again, according to John Stuart Mill in 1843,
the remaining disciples of Bentham numbered only one or two, and the his-
torian Élie Halévy has Romilly, Bowring, and James Mill the “only” visitors to
“the hermit of Queens Square.” Yet his ideas, Mill insisted, had a powerful
influence. They did so, argues Samuel Finer (1972), through the writings and
actions of an elite—some two or three dozen—who read or heard about
Bentham.8

a  b e n t h a m i t e  e l i t e

There is a core of truth to this picture of active, dedicated, politicking, and
propagandizing Benthamites, but also a problem: how does one know who
among the M.P.’s, bureaucrats and journalists whom Finer cites were actually
inspired by Bentham? and by how much? The term “Benthamite” in the fol-
lowing discussion does not mean that they necessarily were, or were not, in-
fluenced by Bentham, but only that they shared with him a common set of
ideas. Such was certainly true of James Kay-Shuttleworth and Matthew and
Frederick Hill, three of the many powerful Benthamite bureaucrats whose
views were well formed by the time they had arrived in London and met
Bentham and his friends. Kay-Shuttleworth’s views were shaped by a Non-
conformist Sunday school, a cotton-manufacturing father, medical studies at
Edinburgh University, and social investigations in industrial Manchester. The
Hills were influenced by a schoolmaster father who raised them on Priestley,
Unitarianism, Pestalozzi, and English radicalism, ideas well formed before
they met Bentham.9

Neither did Bentham play a crucial role in the development of Benthamite
editors, John Black of the Morning Chronicle (before 1847), Robert Rintoul of
the Spectator, Albany Fonblanque of the Examiner and John Wilson of the
Globe. Black and Rintoul left Scotland at twenty-six and twenty-eight, with
their outlooks firmly in place; Fonblanque was distinguished above all as a
man utterly independent in opinion, and Wilson for an anonymity and mys-
tery he still enjoys.
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The Westminster Review of the 1840s was owned and run by W. E. Hickson,
with many contributions by William Ellis, Alexander Bain, and W. R. Greg.
All but Greg, a Unitarian, a failed Cheshire cotton manufacturer, and a pro-
lific writer on social issues, were from the London circle around John Stuart
Mill and clearly were utilitarians. So were such occasional reviewers as John
Bowring, William Molesworth, John Roebuck, and Edwin Chadwick. Ellis
believed both that pleasure and pain should underline morality and that hap-
piness is the end of education, while Hickson, who wrote many of the West-
minster’s articles of the 1840s, insisted that amelioration of labor was “the
most important problem of the day.” They were not, however, disciples of
Bentham, a name absent from Hickson’s Dutch and German Schools of 1840
and his Malthus of 1849 as it is absent from Ellis’s Social Economy of 1846. But
the editor and contributors of the Westminster were clearly utilitarians. They
shared Bentham’s zeal for education, for social investigation, and for the
amelioration of all evil and the maximization of happiness, but they gained
that zeal from a wider basis than a reading of Bentham. Hickson inherited his
zeal for “the thoroughgoing reform of society” and the money to run the
Westminster from a Baptist father keen on education and cooperative farms.10

Also varied and elusive are the rich intellectual sources of the ideas of the
twelve Philosophical Radicals who in the 1830s and 1840s brought utilitarian-
ism to Parliament. What led twenty-two-year-old Charles Buller to write to
his former tutor, “I have adopted utilitarianism” when that tutor was Thomas
Carlyle, who was hostile to that ethic? Buller attended Cambridge, as did five
other Philosophical Radicals, William Molesworth, Perronet Thompson,
Henry Warburton, Charles Villiers, and Edward Strutt. Even at the Cam-
bridge of the Apostles and Coleridgean ideas, William Paley’s The Principles of
Moral and Political Philosophy was still the required text, a text whose lucid,
sensible, God-centered utilitarianism had long filtered into the minds of
many an undergraduate. Only one of Parliament’s twelve Philosophical Radi-
cals, John Leader, attended Oxford. John Arthur Roebuck read Locke in
Quebec City’s library and learned democracy from the American experience
across the border. The Scotsman Joseph Hume, the oldest of the twelve, like
the editors Black and Rintoul, came south with a radicalism rooted in a natu-
ral rights philosophy that Bentham pronounced a fiction. That same natural
rights philosophy ran deep in that Priestleyan Unitarianism that defined John
Bowring’s opinions long before he became Bentham’s friend.11

Many and diverse as were the sources of the utilitarianism of the Bentham-
ite bureaucrats, journalists, and M.P.’s, their commitment to refashioning so-
ciety according to the greatest happiness principle was firm enough to serve
as a sample of those Benthamite-like ideas that might have had an impact on
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the growth of government. The growth of government itself being a force for
its further growth, the role of the bureaucrat becomes of paramount impor-
tance.

b e n t h a m i t e  b u r e a u c r a t s

From 1832 to 1856, Benthamites occupied key bureaucratic posts in four
areas that saw the largest growth of government: factories, poor law, educa-
tion, and health. That Benthamites were influential in these areas owes much
to the astonishing career of Edwin Chadwick. He was the secretary of the
Factory Commission of 1832, secretary to the Poor Law Commission from
1834 to 1846, and, with Senior, co-author of the groundbreaking 1834 Poor
Law Report. He was also a member and wrote the report of the Constabulary
Commission of 1839 and authored the famous 1842 Sanitary Report. From
1848 to 1854, he was one of three commissioners of the General Board of
Health. The area of education alone escaped him, but not really, for as secre-
tary of the Poor Law Commission, he encouraged his friends and assistant
commissioners E. C. Tufnell and James Kay-Shuttleworth to expand poor law
education, just as he encouraged Kay-Shuttleworth, Southwood Smith, and
Neil Arnott (all friends of Bentham) to investigate fever in the East End and
to write England’s first significant sanitary report.12

Kay-Shuttleworth became, in 1839, the powerful secretary to the Commit-
tee in Council on Education, and Southwood Smith a commissioner on the
General Board of Health. Meanwhile, Frederick Hill, the longest-serving
prison inspector—1835 to 1851—and his brother Matthew, recorder of Bir-
mingham, became leading champions of reformatories. These leading bu-
reaucrats, whose investigations revealed so much misery and suffering, shared
Bentham’s belief that the object of government was to lessen such misery and
suffering wherever it existed, to fight “evil in every shape . . . from every
source,” and to maximize human happiness.

Their outlook was also Benthamite in a second way: a passion for practical
reforms. No one was more fertile in such reforms than Bentham. Scheme
upon scheme, device upon device, some eccentric and some eminently use-
ful, flowed endlessly from one of the boldest and most inventive minds in all
England. Also bold and inventive were the practical schemes of Benthamite
bureaucrats, far bolder and more inventive that the Apostles’ schemes for a
paternal government. One of the most efficient of these schemes was that of
government inspectors overseeing local and private authorities. It was not a
new idea: the judiciary, the military, the revenue departments, and the gov-
ernment of Ireland had long employed inspectors. But to impose inspectors
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on sacred local authorities and sacrosanct property was to commit the cardi-
nal sin of centralization. Yet just such a recommendation emerged in Chad-
wick’s factory, poor law, constabulary, and health reports and in the acts that
followed them. Bureaucratic input also emerged in the orders in council on
education issued by the Whig Lords Russell and Lansdowne (but fashioned
by Kay-Shuttleworth), in Frederick Hill’s Scottish Prison Act of 1838, and in
the Reformatory Act of 1854, which owed so much to Bentham’s dinner guest
Matthew Hill. The use of inspectors, a leitmotiv of Bentham’s Constitutional
Code, was a shrewd move. It not only tactfully allowed a supervision (at first
modest) of prickly and jealously independent local authorities but initiated
those constant investigations and reviews that increased the role of govern-
ment. It increased, in Bentham’s words, “the inspective, statistic, recordative
and amelioration-suggestive functions.”13

It was the nature of the utilitarian state to abound in inspections, statistics,
reports, and ameliorative ideas. It led not a few—like the county and Tory
M.P.’s Colonel Sibthorp, Joseph Henley, and Robert Christopher—to com-
plain of statistics as they did of centralization.14

Matching Bentham’s theoretical inventions were Edwin Chadwick’s prac-
tical ones. Little did Lord Melbourne, the home secretary, realize in 1832 and
1833, when Edwin Chadwick became an assistant factory commissioner and a
member of the Royal Commission on the Poor Law, what a flood of “ame-
lioration-suggestive” ideas would flow from this former secretary to Bentham
and most assiduous of all bureaucrats. In an early draft of the Factory Bill of
1832, he proposed inspectors and subinspectors, proposals that were adopted,
and clauses providing for locally financed schools, medical certificates of age,
fenced machinery, employer liability for accidents, and half pay for the sick,
which were not.15 Then in 1834, as the co-author of the Poor Law Report of
1834, Chadwick recommended the system of commissioners, assistant com-
missioners, and the workhouse test, all proposals that were adopted, and
separate asylums for orphans, the aged, lunatics, and the ill, as well as good
schools and excellent medical care, which were rejected.16 At the General
Board of Health, Chadwick developed yet more schemes, schemes for in-
spectors and local boards, for the provision of pure, constantly flowing water,
and for glazed drainage pipes six inches in diameter to flush sewerage. There
were also schemes for the cleansing of filthy courts, streets, and dwellings,
schemes for smoke abatement, and schemes for the use of sewerage on farms
and for the municipal management of gas and water. These proposals all re-
flected some underlying doubts about laissez-faire and voluntarism. Chad-
wick believed it was the government’s mission to care for the welfare of the
people. Almost alone among early Victorians, he urged that inspectors be ap-
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pointed to end the exploitation of the thousands of unprotected children in
England’s workshops.17

Kay-Shuttleworth served his apprenticeship as bureaucrat as an assistant
poor law commissioner under Chadwick, with whom he shared a stern belief
in the corrupting effect of outdoor relief and the healthy deterrent influence of
the workhouse test. But, convinced that education and good health prevented
pauperism, he also championed district poor law schools and effective medi-
cal relief and was co-author of the 1838 Report on Fever. His vigorous work to
improve poor law schools won him appointment as secretary of the Commit-
tee on Education, where in 1839, he suggested rate-supported schools and a
teacher training college (proposals that were not adopted) and inspectors and
grants to church schools (which were). It was a weak compromise that, seven
years later, in 1847, Kay-Shuttleworth and the returning Lord John Russell and
Lord Landsdowne tried to strengthen with larger grants, particularly for higher
teacher salaries, for the development of pupil teachers, and for an expanded
training college. In 1849, frustrated and ill, Kay-Shuttleworth retired, and two
years later, though retired, he urged Russell to adopt a national system of rate-
supported schools, an amelioration-suggestive idea again not adopted.18 In
1840, frustrated by the Church of England’s veto of a government teacher
training college, Kay-Shuttleworth and Tufnell, with their own money, initi-
ated just such a college at Battersea. By 1846, and with the Whigs again in
power, a government training college was established. And although the col-
lege was thoroughly Anglican, it was still too liberal for the High Churchmen.

The ameliorative schemes of the Hills suffered the same mixed fate. Mat-
thew Hill, the Birmingham judge, saw his reformatory ideas partially realized
in the 1854 Act. Frederick Hill, the prison inspector, consoled himself that
although still deficient, England’s prisons had improved. Matthew Hill’s
many charges as Recorder and his books Public Education (1822) and Repres-
sion of Crime (1857) were, like Frederick Hill’s prison reports and his books
National Education (1837) and Crime: Its Amount, Causes and Remedies (1852),
chock-full of schemes for improved schools, reformed prisons, workers rec-
reations, hospitals, asylums, and improved police. Matthew visited France’s
Mettray reformatory and brought back to the visiting magistrates of Stretton-
on-Dunsmore school a belief in the reformative power of placing the errant
young in family-sized groups run by skilled teachers, inspired by Christian
kindness and an unbound faith in industrial training. Industrial training, not
the treadmill and the solitary hours of separate confinement, lay at the heart
of Frederick Hill’s schemes of prison reform, schemes that drew on Captain
Maconochie’s mark system and, like those of other Benthamite bureaucrats,
were sometimes adopted and sometimes not.19
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Those that were adopted furthered the growth of government far more
than the far fewer schemes—allotments that were voluntarily given, schools
that were exclusively Anglican, the whipping of juveniles—inspired by the
idea of a paternal government. In 1848, eight of the education inspectors came
from Oxford and Cambridge and were ordained in the Church of England.
None of their reports urged a substantially larger government role in educa-
tion, even though their reports revealed the inadequacies of the system. The
reports of the Congregationalist Reverend J. D. Morell did urge a larger role
for government, as did those of Jelinger Symons and E. C. Tufnell, inspectors
of poor law schools who believed in a utilitarian state.20

b e n t h a m i t e  m . p . ’ s  a n d  j o u r n a l i s t s

Bureaucrats are hired and fired by ministers dependent on the support of a
majority of M.P.’s, who depend in turn on an electorate informed by the
press. Benthamite bureaucrats needed the help from Benthamite M.P.’s and
editors, help they received from the twelve Philosophical Radicals in Parlia-
ment and some five journals favoring a utilitarian state. A dozen would seem
to count for little in a Commons of 658, and five periodicals for little more in
the giant world of journalism, but garrulous and prolific in ideas as they all
were, they threw down the gauntlet for others to take up. They challenged all
to show that their respective measures brought the greatest happiness. “The
business of government,” John Arthur Roebuck told them, “was to increase
by all means . . . the happiness and wellbeing of its subjects,” a sentiment
shared by his fellow Philosophical Radicals, Grote, Molesworth, and Bowring,
who invoked “the happiness of the people,” “the happiness of each individ-
ual,” and “the greatest sum of enjoyment,” and echoed by Warburton’s “the
public good is the only test.”21

The Westminster Review, a Benthamite journal, joined in the chorus, de-
manding that all legislation bring the greatest happiness to the greatest num-
ber, while at the Globe the Benthamite editor John Wilson told his readers
that “the great object of government was to promote the interests of the
many.”22 John Black, an intimate of Bentham and the Mills, constantly ap-
plied the criterion “did the good out-weigh the evil” at the Morning Chronicle,
and the Mills’ friends Albany Fonblanque (“an early disciple” of John Stuart
Mill) and Robert Rintoul applied the utilitarian yardstick at the Examiner and
Spectator, which also published many articles by the younger Mill (who
thought Rintoul’s Spectator “one of our best journals”).23

The utilitarian yardstick challenged long-accepted criteria of religious
truth, ancient tradition, and natural law. An expanded electorate and a wider
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reading public found in utilitarianism a more practical yardstick than the
evangelicals’ moral pronouncements, Burke’s historical prescriptions, and the
Radicals’ natural rights. But did that yardstick always demand a larger gov-
ernment? Did a larger government always increase happiness? Not always.
That yardstick often called for a smaller, cheaper government with no corn
laws, no income taxes, no ten-hour days, no grants to the Church of England,
no stamp taxes on newspapers, and no capital punishment. The utilitarians
believed in political economy and had no love of high taxes or oppressive laws
and expensive bureaucracies. They were also intensely individualistic, ex-
ceedingly sanguine about education, and unbounded in their hopes of a free
society of the self-reliant. They opposed the ten-hour day, which the workers
wanted, and supported the New Poor Law, which the poor hated. In Parlia-
ment, they denounced any regulation of labor, rents, or prices as “unnecessary
and mischievous” and “delusory.” The regulation of London’s coal whippers
was objectionable, an unwise departure, said Bowring, from the principles of
political economy. No one invoked political economy more than Joseph
Hume and John Arthur Roebuck.24 The truths of political economy were also
sacred to the utilitarian press. An “uncontrolled and free industry,” declared
the Morning Chronicle in 1841, “best promoted progress,” while the Westmin-
ster Review pronounced laissez-faire “the fundamental axiom of commercial
policy.”25 Few newspapers could rival the Examiner and Globe in denouncing
corn laws, income taxes, and ten-hour and railway acts. Only Rintoul’s Spec-
tator had doubts about political economy, a fact that led John Wilson of the
Globe to denounce it “for departing from the laws of political economy.”

The utilitarians’ faith in political economy often lessened when confronted
with practical problems. In 1844, as M.P. for industrial Bolton, whose workers
wanted the ten-hour day, Bowring chose not to oppose it, just as earlier he
joined the workers’ attack on the New Poor Law.26 Joseph Hume, an inveter-
ate foe of the ten-hour day, nevertheless supported government regulation of
mines, railways, emigration, charities, passenger vessels, tenant rights, enclo-
sures, tithes, public health, and Church property. He also joined Bowring in
urging a kinder poor law and Roebuck in demanding the regulation of rail-
ways, since, as Roebuck said, it was “for the benefit of the public.”27

Just as strong as political economy in furthering the utilitarians’ laissez-faire
outlook was their intense belief in an independent, self-reliant working class.
That belief even defined Hume and Roebuck’s opposition to the ten-hour day.
No wage fund or supply and demand theory informed their arguments against
it, but old radicalism’s hatred of laws that denied workers their liberty. An edu-
cated, free, and self-reliant working class could determine its own destiny. To
ensure that such self-reliance be not corrupted by easy relief, the utilitarians in
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the 1830s supported the New Poor Law, which they saw as one of the bases of a
laissez-faire society. Its stern refusal of a corrupting relief would help create, in
the self-reliant individual, the needed building block of a new society. Easy re-
lief, declared Hume, “would destroy that self-reliance upon which alone they
could depend for the well being of the people.”28

 Utilitarians, like puritans,
wished to make men free by making them virtuous. “The object of govern-
ment,” proclaimed Molesworth, “was to make good men, good citizens, in-
dustrious members of society,” an objective, added Roebuck, that demanded
schools that will make “the individual a good child, a good parent, a good citi-
zen, in short, a good man.” The New Poor Law would make men good, added
Charles Villiers, “by making them independent.”29

The dream of a well-educated, industrious, healthy, independent citizenry
forming a society so free and self-reliant that government would grow smaller
was an illusion. To educate them required public schools and education
boards and inspectors; and to make them industrious, poor law guardians,
commissioners, and workhouses that disciplined and trained the errant, cared
for the orphans; and for those falling ill, an expanded medical care, since dis-
ease was a principal cause of pauperism. Nor could disease be reduced when
the poor lived in unsanitary slums. Utilitarians thus demanded a national sys-
tem of schools, a larger, more active poor law, and central and local boards of
health. In order to reform juvenile offenders and criminals, England needed
reformatories and reforming prisons. And to ensure that charities, universi-
ties, and medical colleges contributed to a freer and happier society, England
needed a more active, reforming government. It was a tendency made even
greater by the principle that government should intervene wherever such in-
terference would do more good than evil, as would happen if there was close
regulation of passenger ships, railways, merchant seamen, and matters such as
protecting the well-off from exorbitant fares on London’s hackney coaches.30

For Charles Buller and for Rintoul’s Spectator, the greater happiness included
the ten-hour day; and for all twelve utilitarian M.P.’s, the greater happiness
certainly demanded the exclusion of women and children from mines.

All five utilitarian journals supported an increased role for government,
but it was the pre-1847 Morning Chronicle and the Westminster Review that
best revealed the Benthamite propensity to collectivism. Backed by its owner,
John Easthope—“a thorough utilitarian” said a fellow journalist—the Chroni-
cle’s editor and Bentham’s friend John Black displayed a utilitarian zeal for
reforms. The Morning Chronicle supported the exclusion of women and chil-
dren from mines and of young children from factories and urged the usual
reforms in the fields of education, health, and the poor laws. It also champi-
oned bills to regulate smoke pollution, enclosures, banking, print works, lu-
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nacy, the medical profession, and charities.31 Free enterprise was not an in-
violate principle. “Free enterprise in railways,” the Chronicle declared, must
be checked, and to do so, “legislation was indispensable.” The Chronicle also
chastised Roebuck for being so vehement against the Ten Hour Bill, raised
doubts as to the use of “non-interference” as an argument, and defended the
principle of centralization.32 It found the efforts of the Education Committee
inadequate and thought that a national system of education was a necessity. If
“noes” to government intervention distinguished the Peelite Morning Chroni-
cle after 1847, before 1847 it was the “yeses.”

The Westminster Review, long the home of Benthamites, was no less la-
tently collectivist. Its schemes ranged from penny postage, government-run
lighthouses, and public cemeteries to government colonization and munici-
pal-run gas and water works, warehouses, and hospitals. Government would
also promote science and reclaim Irish wastelands for the poor.33 In arguing
for greater control of railways, it announced that “the laissez faire system
should be abandoned.” It did see government as evil, although, as the years
passed, less and less. It soon realized that “legislation to control industry ex-
pressly on behalf of humanity and public morals marks a new era of social
life.”34 Humanity and public morals also required that the government pro-
tect the thousands of children in the some fifty trades investigated by the
Children’s Employment Commission. Powerful and distressing as were the
commission’s revelations, no journal and no M.P. called for government in-
tervention except the Westminster. In 1842 and 1846, it called for legislation to
protect overworked and miserably treated children.35 Other journals, but not
many, wrote of the plight of the mentally ill, but none more fully and com-
passionately than the Westminster, and neither did many journals rival it in
demanding a truly public education—in 1840, on the model of the Dutch,
and in 1851, according to the scheme of the National Public Schools Associa-
tion.36 “Certain things,” it wrote, “require to be done by the State”; and not
only, it said earlier, “in redress of abuse” but for “the reconstruction of the
edifice of society.”37

In the reconstruction of that edifice, few played a more important role
than the political economists, who were not untouched by utilitarianism.

t h e  “u t i l i t y ” o f  t h e

p o l i t i c a l  e c o n o m i s t s

Nassau Senior, J. R. McCulloch, and John Stuart Mill were the most re-
nowned economists of the 1840s, and all held utilitarian assumptions. “The
only rational foundation of government,” wrote Senior in 1847, “is expedi-
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ency—the general benefit of the community . . . the welfare of the governed.”
McCulloch was no less explicit. “The only general rule,” for government in-
terference, he wrote, was when “expediency was strong,” a rule J. S. Mill used
in his very popular Political Economy (1848).38 And as early as 1833, Poulett
Scrope, a political economist and the M.P. from Stroud from 1833 to 1867, de-
clared that “the welfare of the people is now universally acknowledged as the
only legitimate end of state policy,” which made political economy a “branch
of the science of happiness.” Herman Merivale, professor of political econ-
omy at Oxford, told students in 1837 that not just economists but all political
philosophers had “the happiness of man . . . for the ultimate object.”39 Backed
by such claims, it is little wonder that both Peel and his home secretary, Sir
James Graham, told their fellow M.P.’s that the aim of political economy was
“the greatest happiness to the greatest number.” Both were urging the repeal
of the Corn Law. But protectionists like Philip Bennett replied that because
“happiness was certainly the duty of government,” there was all the more rea-
son for the Corn Law.40 Many M.P.’s did not equate the economists’ rigid
dogma with the greatest happiness. Above all they disliked the dogma of lais-
sez-faire, which even its supporters espoused in general but violated in prac-
tice. William Gladstone, Peel’s president of the Board of Trade, urged, in
1844, that the government regulate the hiring and payment of the coal whip-
pers who unloaded coal at the port of London. Gladstone announced that
although “the legislature should not interfere with labor,” the “evils from in-
terference were as nothing to the vices of this system,” a utilitarian yardstick
that he used again when, in introducing his huge 1844 Railway Bill, he con-
fessed that, although “adverse in general to interference . . . the need is so
great.” It was a frequent refrain. Lord Francis Egerton, after praising “the
truths . . . of the science of political economy” and expressing his “dislike of
meddling,” supported the Ten Hour Bill as an “exception.”41 John Easthope,
although he believed that “the railway companies and public interests were
identical,” found government regulation necessary for the “public conven-
ience.” William Clay, a doctrinaire political economist, nonetheless found
the Joint Stock Company Act “expedient.”42 Increasingly, doctrinaire econo-
mists bowed to the practical and useful, to “utility” and to a concern for the
public good. “Look at the statute book,” exclaimed William Wynn, and “the
spirit of meddling with every detail.”43

So abundant was the meddling, so abundant were the exceptions, that an-
other rule of thumb, another theory, however rough-hewn, was needed, a
criterion like Senior’s, McCulloch’s, and Mill’s “the expedient.” Political
economy and utilitarianism had more similarities between them than just the
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expedient; both dealt in the quantitative, both sought maximization, both
weighed supply and demand and pain and pleasure, and both worried about
distribution. The magnitude of an evil was Bentham’s criterion, and the mag-
nitude of capital was Ricardo’s, as well as the exact amount of rent, wages,
and profits. Both wealth and happiness were to be maximized, and both were
to be distributed fairly. The empirical, the quantitative, and the expedient in
political economy undermined its earlier abstract deductions. Both Ricardo’s
theory of wages, rents, and profits and Malthus’s law of population suffered
from empiricism’s dissolving powers. Both political economy and utilitari-
anism were embedded in the British empiricism of Bacon, Hobbes, Locke,
Hume, and, most particularly, Adam Smith and Jeremy Bentham.

British empiricism was also a pragmatic tradition eminently suitable for the
construction of the legislative framework needed for a laissez-faire economy
and society. “Utility” means useful and expedient, and extraordinarily useful
and expedient were laws that not only made property a reality but laid down
the rules, often highly detailed, for property’s use, sale, and inheritance. Peel
and his lieutenants, learned in political economy, thus added to the more than
2,000 existing laws governing commerce, which regulated pilots, lighthouses,
enclosures, and tithes, among other things. They gave loans for agricultural
drainage and, in Ireland, for railway operations, the construction of harbors,
and the erection of buildings. They passed laws regulating banks and joint
stock companies. Useful and expedient, too, was a social framework defined by
law. There was, said political economists from Smith to Mill, great utility to
public education, health measures, prisons, hospitals, reformatories, poor
laws, police, lunatic asylums, and all those things—and they were many—that
were indispensable for the greater happiness, but that it was not to the interest
of the individual to perform. “The real business of the political economist,”
said George Pryme, professor of political economy at Cambridge, “is to as-
certain . . . what laws and lawgivers can do to promote it [property],” since
“in so doing they will promote happiness.”44 In ascertaining those laws, the
lawgivers, every year better educated in economics and more concerned
about the public good, added to the size of government. And among such
lawgivers, few were more active in enlarging government than the Whigs.

u t i l i t a r i a n i s m  a n d  t h e  w h i g s

The social conscience of all early Victorians was a fusion of different atti-
tudes. There was no pure utilitarian and no pure paternalist, but rather utili-
tarians who were somewhat paternalist and paternalists who were a bit utili
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tarian; and both wove into their outlook other strands—political economy,
self-reliance, voluntarism, the worship of property, a belief in a providential
order—a compound made more complex by the conflicting strands of phi-
lanthropy and humanitarianism, mixing with self-, vested, and class interests.
This fusion and convergence was particularly true of those Whigs who gov-
erned from 1830 to 1841 and from 1847 to 1857 (1852 excluded). They governed
because the Whig-Liberal Party of the 1830s and the Whig-Liberal-Peelite
Party of the 1850s were the largest; and they were the largest because they were
the nearest to the political middle, as well as the most welcoming to different
groups. They ranged from great Whig landlords, who differed little from Tory
ones, to Radicals sympathetic to Chartists; from Nonconformists hostile to
the Church and state to Anglicans wedded to Church and state; and from po-
litical economists wedded to laissez-faire to Benthamites ready to expand the
government.

Just how the idea of a utilitarian state fitted in with the final convergence
of these strands is not easy to determine, especially when it comes to a utili-
tarianism that rested not merely on the greatest happiness principle but on an
insistence upon the investigation of every problem, on a love of facts of every
kind, on a zeal for inventive schemes, and a liking for bureaucracy, even if
centralized. It was the outlook of the Chadwicks, Kay-Shuttleworths, and the
Hills, but how deep did it run in the Whig leaders who hired them? No one
ever called Lord John Russell and Lord Palmerston, two of the most powerful
of such Whigs, utilitarians. They were, if anything, paternalists, inheriting that
natural outlook of all great landed families. Palmerston, an eldest son who
inherited huge estates in England and Ireland, was a model paternalist, most
especially on his Irish estates, where he built schools and roads, banished ex-
ploiting middlemen, and imported Scottish farmers to improve agriculture.
No less generous in England, he gave to charity “a quarter of his salary.”45

Lord John, although as a younger son he did not inherit the huge Bedford es-
tate, was nonetheless imbued, as were most great peers, with the traditional
sense of property and privilege—a paternalist tradition strengthened in Palm-
erston and Russell, and other sons of peers, by high government office. As
colonial secretary and as the man who introduced the Reform Bill, Lord John
knew the duties of government. And he showed himself to be very much the
paternalist when he urged landlords to relieve the poor and to perform other
duties that went with wealth. Lord Palmerston also praised the gentry for us-
ing the militia “to cement a bond of union” with the lower classes.46

But their inherited Whig paternalism precluded neither a belief in political
economy, the necessity of self-help, and the value of voluntary benevolence
nor a utilitarian belief in government. Palmerston in 1847 told his electors
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that “the science of government demanded investigation to some practical re-
sult,” which would lead to “practical utility” and “the general interest of the
whole,” a sentiment Lord John echoed in telling the Commons that “the gov-
ernment should interfere wherever beneficial and wherever calculated to do
good.”47 Both Palmerston and Russell attended the lectures of Dugald Stew-
art, and although Stewart condemned the utilitarianism of Paley and was ri-
valed by few in his laissez-faire economics, he did insist that progress needed
“the superintending care of government,” and that happiness was “the only
object of legislation.” It was a view Lord Palmerston met again at the Cam-
bridge of Paley, and a sentiment that must have remained embedded in the
young Russell, who was “full of Dugald Stewart” and who praised, as “one of
the best letters” his father ever wrote, a letter that told his son that “govern-
ments are made for the happiness of the many.”48 Although they were no
Philosophical Radicals, no intimates of Bentham, the utilitarian strand in
Palmerston’s and Russell’s social conscience does help explain their consis-
tent support for education and public health measures and for the Ten Hour
Bill and an adequate Irish poor law. It also explains why Palmerston’s record
at the Home Office was one of ceaseless activity. He ordered that reeking
cemeteries be closed, that London improve its sewers, and that mill owners
fence dangerous machinery. He also demanded that belching chimneys be
controlled, that prisons be improved (with useful labor replacing the tread-
mills), that reformatories be established, and that a definitive Ten Hour Act
for factory operatives be passed. He ended his stay at that office with a failing
effort, eloquently made, to preserve the General Board of Health. These ac-
complishments, said Lord Ashley, added up to more than those of his ten
predecessors.

Utilitarianism also played a role in Lord John Russell’s career. From 1830
to 1841 and 1847 to 1857 (1852 excepted), as home, colonial, and foreign secre-
tary, and as prime minister and president of the Council, he played a leading
role in the seven Whig-Liberal ministries that created almost all of the new
central departments that constituted the early Victorians’ administrative
revolution. As prime minister, his greatest personal contribution was his
strong backing of Kay-Shuttleworth’s 1847 expansion of education, the estab-
lishment of the General Board of Health, with Chadwick in command, his
successful fight for improved Irish poor laws and the passage of acts to lessen,
by the use of inspectors, mining accidents and abuses in the merchant ma-
rine. As home secretary, he effected dramatic humanitarian reforms in crimi-
nal law and worked with inspectors to reform prisons, and as colonial secre-
tary, he worked to further emigration.49

The idea of a utilitarian state was also alive among other ministers, M.P.’s,
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and journalists who belonged to the large and diffuse Whig-Liberal party, a
party that was, after all, also the home of Benthamite M.P.’s, bureaucrats, and
journalists. The convergence of the many elements that formed the early
Victorian social conscience was not always as harmonious as the blending of
paternalist caring and utilitarian benevolence. Rather, it was often a battle of
conflicting ideas both within and between the various groups and interests
constituting the Tory and Whig-Liberal parties. A tension between outlooks
often occurred in the same person. Such was certainly true of those who
wrote for the Whig Edinburgh Review.

Macvey Napier, editor of the Edinburgh Review, welcomed utilitarian re-
viewers such as John Austin, M. D. Hill, John Hill Burton, and John Stuart
Mill and such utilitarian ideas as found expression in other reviewers. No red
pencil obliterated Nassau Senior’s boast, in his 1848 review of Mill’s Political
Economy, that on the question of government interference, “there is no limit,
no exception, to the rule of expediency,” and neither did anyone cross out
William Empson’s declaration that “nothing would be more conducive at
present to public welfare than . . . legislation . . . forged anew out of recent
facts and the exigencies of our modern societies.”50 Proudly did the Edinburgh
Review champion the factory, poor law, education, and sanitary measures of
the 1830s and 1840s. With great emphasis, it devoted six articles to that great
panacea, education. The first article appeared in 1833 and urged the creation
of a ministry of public instruction and the provision of nondenominational
religious instruction. An article in 1850 urged the establishment of ratepayer-
supported schools. The four articles in between urged with great vigor an ex-
panded educational system.51 The Edinburgh Review favored factory legisla-
tion, but only for children, which was in keeping with the opinion of many
utilitarians, John Stuart Mill included. It also joined Mill in support of the
New Poor Law, which, however severe, even cruel, greatly expanded govern-
ment and did considerable good in schooling the poor, caring for their ill-
nesses, and making relief uniform, certain, and free of undue cruelties and
abuse. The General Board of Health also did much good and won the support
of the Edinburgh Review, despite loud cries elsewhere protesting its centrali-
zation.52 In January 1847, the Edinburgh Review answered the outcry against
centralization by publishing John Austin’s article “Centralization,” which
judged it “beneficial.” George Cornewall Lewis concurred, in an 1846 article,
saying that centralization “enormously increased the practical efficiency and
responsibility of the local authorities.”53 The Edinburgh Review had much less
fear of an expanding state than did the Quarterly Review or Blackwood’s, a fact
that owed much to its welcoming of the idea of a utilitarian state.

But that welcome was not always warm. The columns of the Edinburgh Re-
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view, like sprawling Whig country houses, had other guests: political econ-
omy, the sacredness of property, the doctrine of self-reliance, voluntarism,
and even the paternalism of property. Since it had long been a friend of po-
litical economy, it is not surprising that it published articles by Nassau Senior,
John Stuart Mill, and Herman Merivale, or that it employed W. R. Greg,
Thomas Spring Rice (chancellor of the Exchequer from 1835 to 1839), Charles
Trevelyan (secretary to the Treasury), and G. C. Lewis (a poor law commis-
sioner), to spell out, in a most orthodox manner, the principles of a laissez-
faire economy. In its columns, Malthusianism, dying elsewhere, was kept
moderately alive by Mill and Greg, while G. C. Lewis insisted that a
“systematic relief of the poor is an interference with a natural order . . . rest-
ing on property.” Senior also believed in a natural order resting on property.
Nature had provided, he insisted, that the interests of the public coincide with
“the wise laws of nature.” G. C. Lewis condemned the ten-hour day and truck
acts as a form of slavery and insisted that legislation would provide the work-
ers with no panacea.54 Senior also chided Mill for the “wild theories” that led
him to support government measures for employing Irish wastelands, devel-
oping free emigration, and guaranteeing fixity of tenure, but praised him for
his condemnation of public works, outdoor allowances, and allotments for
the poor. He also praised Mill for his claim that the aim of government
should be to make men safe, not happy, a sentiment that would have pained
Bentham.55 Mill’s articles on de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America and Ar-
thur Help’s Claims of Labour listed more toward laissez-faire than toward
government intervention, as did, even more strongly, Charles Trevelyan’s ar-
ticles which insisted that government should never shield the workers from
economic vicissitudes, most of which were of their own making.56

That laissez-faire did not always work for Ireland’s destitute, those good
Whigs Senior, Trevelyan, and Lewis realized. Yet disliking big government
and great expenditures, they turned to the paternalism of property. Both
Senior and Trevelyan, citing Henry Drummond’s “property has its duties,”
looked to landlords more than to government to care for the starving, land-
lords whom Lewis saw as a part of “a natural order resting on property,” an
order that for Spring Rice included “model manufacturers.”57

Paternalism was, however, far from being a major theme of the Edin-
burgh’s outlook, and it never rivaled the use of political economy. It also had
a strong belief in the “moral remedy,” based both on the self-reliance of the
lower orders and the benevolence of the upper. There were “no remedies for
insufficient wages” wrote Senior, citing J. S. Mill, that did not operate
“through the minds and habits of the people.” It was on “moral remedies,”
said Spring Rice, “that we must depend,” remedies, he added, that Thomas
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Chalmers expressed as a “Christian benevolence . . . beautifully blended with
true philosophy.”58

Self-reliance was crucial. They preached it constantly: fewer children,
urged Greg, Mill, and Senior; less corrupting relief, demanded Senior, Lewis,
and Trevelyan; more intelligence and education, insisted Rogers, Greg, Mill,
and Empson, and from Merivale, “the labourers are themselves responsible . . .
for most of the evil that besets their condition.”59 “Education,” Mill told Ed-
inburgh Review’s readers, was “not the principal, but the sole remedy.”60

Mill and other reviewers also favored voluntary efforts from above, from
organizations like the Labourer’s Friend Society, the Society for the Diffusion
of Useful Knowledge, and the Society for Distressed Needlewomen. They also
looked to the better association of workers and employers, whether by means
of a caring paternalism or profit sharing. The “higher classes,” complained
Mill, had not “done their duties.”61

But although Mill was never as keen for a utilitarian state as was Bentham,
nor the utilitarians of the Edinburgh Review as keen for it as the purer
Benthamites of the Westminster, the Edinburgh reviewers nevertheless desired
to educate the workers, to reform them by a disciplining poor law, to save ju-
veniles from crime by reformatories, and to guarantee healthy towns, desires
that led them to urge an expanded and utilitarian state.

But not without compromises. The eclectic Whigs, as rulers of a large and
motley party and a large and diverse nation, had long shown themselves
masters at compromise. The Whig party had in its own ranks M.P.’s hardly
friendly to a utilitarian state, ardent localists like Sir Benjamin Hall, M.P. for
Marylebone, who persistently expressed that London borough’s hatred of
centralization, and Lord Seymour, soon to be duke of Somerset, who with
equal persistence expressed the rural localism of his Totnes constituents. To
this lordly duke, Bentham was “a destructive fanatic” and Chadwick “loath-
some.”62 There were also Whig churchmen who, in the 1850s, in combination
with the Peelites, determinedly prevented the achievement of the viable sys-
tem of public education so dear to utilitarians.

Yet utilitarianism in its various forms and degrees was alive in Whigs like
Viscount Howick, Robert Slaney, Poulett Scrope, even in Thomas Macaulay,
who in 1828 was so scathing about Benthamites. Howick, in 1844 urged a ten-
hour bill, since the “concern of government” should be the “moral and
physical welfare of the great body of people,” and most especially “the happi-
ness . . . of labour.”63 Even more energetic than Howick was Shrewsbury’s
M.P., Robert Slaney, who was not only the author of five pamphlets on the
condition of the working classes but the mover and chairman of many select
committees for their improvement. Slaney announced in his first pamphlet,
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in 1819, that he sought “the happiness of the poor,” and in 1842, in his fourth,
that the first principle of government should be “the protection of the weak”
(the view of the complete paternalist) and “the welfare of the many” (the core
of utilitarianism). In Slaney, a model landlord, paternalism and utilitarianism
converged, and did so while blending in political economy and the morality
of self-reliance, culminating in education as the grand panacea.64

Poulett Scrope also fused together these attitudes, a fusion, however,
whose emphasis lay in a utilitarian political economy. Few M.P.’s could rival
Scrope in urging a greater role for government. In 1833, in his Political Econ-
omy, he declared the aims of state policy to be “the greatest happiness to the
greatest number.” To achieve this, he not only advocated the usual Whig
measures to protect children and improve education and health, but also a
ten-hour day, government reclamation of Irish wastelands for the poor’s use,
and a government guarantee that tenants be compensated for their improve-
ments.65

In 1846, Macaulay, the Whigs’ philosopher, declared for the ten-hour day.
He also urged a much greater role for government in education and health.
Long a critic of the utilitarians for their lack of imagination, their indifference
to the aesthetic, their mechanical view of human nature, and their cold ra-
tionalism, he prided himself on being a practical man of the middle way, one
sophisticated enough to observe that there was no general rule for govern-
ment intervention. But since arguments are stronger when based on general
truths, he succumbed and declared that government should intervene when-
ever it was “for the public interest.” Drawing up law codes in India, he leaned
heavily on Bentham.66 He had attended Cambridge, as had Viscount Howick,
Slaney, and Scrope, and many other M.P.’s. Cambridge was Whig, Oxford
Tory, and it was at Cambridge that all were required to read Paley, a Whig
who combined paternalism and utilitarianism and one in whom, Scrope con-
fessed, he firmly believed. Macaulay, however, thought more highly of the
Scottish philosopher, and great favorite of Whigs, Sir James Mackintosh. Al-
though Mackintosh believed, as utilitarians did not, in an innate moral con-
science, he did admit that “in the largest sense there was a universal coinci-
dence of virtue and utility.”67 The idea of “utility” insinuated itself in many
ways into the Whig social conscience. It even did so, although not nearly so
strongly, with Tories.

u t i l i t a r i a n i s m  a m o n g  t h e  t o r i e s

To Viscount Howick’s claim that the object of government is “the welfare
. . . of the people,” Peel answered that Howick was right, and that govern-
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ment should attend “to the social happiness . . . of the people.”68 The Tories
were not about to give the Whigs and Radicals a monopoly on one of the na-
tion’s most appealing arguments. In the Corn Law debate, Philip Bennet,
M.P. for Suffolk, announced that for five years he had “advocated the happi-
ness of the people” and had always consulted the welfare of the greatest num-
ber, a refrain picked up by fellow Tories, Plumptre, Newdigate, Borthwick,
and the earl of Winchelsea, who variously expressed the principle of the “hap-
piness of the largest extent of the people,” “happiness and welfare of the peo-
ple,” “the most good to the greatest number,” “happiness of the people” and
simply “felicity.”69

These utilitarian phrases also found themselves expressed in the Tory
press, as they did at the hustings in 1841 and 1847. In 1847, at York the Tory
George Hudson, the railway king, appealed to “the welfare and happiness of
the working classes,” while Mr. Neeld in Wiltshire appealed to “the great
benefit of the whole community” and “of all classes.” For Lord Farnham, the
Church itself was “the mainspring of temporal happiness,” and Lord Cour-
tenay’s aim was “the general welfare of the country.”70 Such expressions, al-
though clichés, were not as common among Tories as cheers for Church and
queen and praise of local government and talk of the duties of property—all
of which, of course, promoted the well-being of the people. Two facts led to a
broader appeal: a larger electorate and an intellectual tradition not inimical to
utilitarianism. Paternal solicitude might work in pocket boroughs, but not in
the larger boroughs and in counties with expanded electorates, where many,
many new voters wanted greater happiness for a greater number. Such ap-
peals were also not entirely alien to British empiricism and pragmatism, a
tradition that led the middle aged Coleridge to insist that “the happiness of
mankind is the end of virtue.” And he did not mean this loosely, adding that
“reason and conscience can have but one moral guide, utility.”71 It was a rule
expounded by the evangelical paternalist R. B. Seely in his Life of Michael
Sadler in which he announced, in capital letters, that Sadler’s great aim was
“TO EXTEND THE UTMOST POSSIBLE DEGREE OF HUMAN HAPPINESS TO THE

GREATEST POSSIBLE NUMBER.” Evangelicals need not fear appealing to the
greatest happiness, since one of the greatest of them, William Wilberforce,
had declared happiness to be “the end for which men unite in civil society.”72

Utilitarianism, dominant through Paley at Cambridge, also had a foothold
in an Oxford steeped in Aristotle and Locke. Although some philosophers
would insist that neither Aristotle nor Locke was formally a utilitarian, their
writings were not without utilitarian ideas. Not only did Aristotle insist that
“ethical virtue and ethical vice [were] connected with pleasure and pain” and
that we should “guide the education of the young by means of pleasure and
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pain,” but that people agreed that “happiness [was] the highest of all goods”
and “virtue”—all reflections that would have delighted John Locke, who ar-
gued that “things are good or evil only as they refer to pleasure and pain,”
since “God has joined virtue and public happiness together.” Richard What-
ley who taught Aristotle to many an undergraduate at Oriel College had no
trouble in also recommending Paley’s Moral and Political Philosophy as a
great book. Oriel’s Thomas Arnold also had no trouble teaching its students
that “the supreme problem of politics was the science of human happiness.”73

Utilitarianism was everywhere, not only in Paley, Aristotle, and Locke but
Hobbes, Hume, Priestley, Tucker, Brown, and, as “prudence” and “utility”
(borrowed from Cicero) in Burke.74

But its very universality makes it suspect. It was so commonplace, so
platitudinous and obvious, that it was nearly a tautology, merely another
form of humanitarianism. How could it be a decisive force in the growth of
government? How could it be distinguished from paternalism if Coleridge,
Seely, and Wilberforce embraced it and if Paley could so successfully fuse
paternalism and utilitarianism?

The idea of a paternal government and a utilitarian state did converge, of-
ten in one person and often in partnerships. From 1848 to 1854, at the General
Board of Health, England’s most active Benthamite and her most active evan-
gelical, the rationalist Chadwick and the pious Lord Ashley, worked amiably
and diligently to improve the public’s health. The pious rationalist Sir Samuel
Romilly and the rational evangelical Thomas Fowell Buxton likewise worked
together to civilize a barbaric criminal code. To establish reformatories in
England, the Benthamite M. D. Hill worked with the evangelical Reverend
Sydney Turner, both aided by Mary Carpenter, who was inspired by Unitar-
ian piety and utilitarian rationalism. In the prison inspectorate, the
Benthamite Frederick Hill worked with the evangelical Whitworth Russell; in
Parliament many evangelical paternalists like Grosvenor and Buxton joined
utilitarians like Buller and Scrope and Whigs like Howick and Russell to urge
the Ten Hour Bill, while angry Radicals and backbench Tories denounced the
cruelties of the New Poor Law and both paternalists and utilitarians urged a
General Board of Health. One of them was Monckton Milnes, whose early
Young England paternalist sentiments merged gradually with a later utilitar-
ian liberalism to make him one of Parliament’s most consistent humanitari-
ans.

Although the Tories talked of the welfare and happiness of the people and
were not untouched by a general utilitarianism, it neither ran very deep nor
made their idea of a paternal government effective. They never, for example,
vigorously pursued the happiness of the greatest number. Although they em-
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ployed the rhetoric of the well-being of the people and their greatest happi-
ness, their positions on most issues resisted the use of statistics and calcula-
tions of aggregate welfare. Tory paternalists focused on the concrete, on the
parish, the town, and the county, the individual neighbor, on paupers with
names, always expressions of Coleridge’s “home born feelings.” Carlyle and
Sibthorp scoffed at statistics, while Dickens, no Tory, but also no utilitarian,
ridiculed the utilitarian obsession of Gradgrind and Bounderby with “facts,
facts, facts.” But it was just such a passion for statistics and aggregates, of
thinking of the larger public good, and of all kinds of investigation to further
it, that made the idea of a utilitarian state a more productive idea than pater-
nalism in an age of growing populations, towns, and industry. Admirable and
helpful as were Tory paternalists in furthering factory, mine, juvenile, lunacy,
and many other reforms, it was seldom Tory bureaucrats and ministers who
made the investigations and invented the schemes that made reform possible.
It was Chadwick, not Ashley, at the Board of Health, and Kay-Shuttleworth,
not the Anglicans, at the Committee on Education, who drew up the efficient
measures. Not only did Tory aversion to aggregates and statistics hamper the
impact of the idea of a paternal government, but so, too, did their aversion to
centralization.

A second trait that made the idea of a utilitarian state so forceful was the
quiet, ad hoc, and constant addition of scores of inspectors and commission-
ers to the central government. Centralization, so strong in Bentham’s Code,
so deep in the minds of Benthamite bureaucrats and M.P.’s, and so eminently
practical and useful, played a crucial role in the growth of government. That
growth came nowhere near the establishment of an adequate and compre-
hensive welfare state or a planned economy. The essence of the administrative
revolution that occurred from 1833 to 1856 was, first of all, the laying down of
a foundation for the central government’s supervision of local authorities—
poor law guardians, health boards, county magistrates, town councils, and a
vast array of statutory authorities—as well as inspectors and commissioners
to check the worst abuse of capitalism and the worst failings of voluntary in-
stitutions. That supervision and those checks were, to be sure, jealously lim-
ited and narrow, and they fell far short of the socialism that their grandchil-
dren brought to the Labour Party and England, but utilitarians did bring to
bear a passion for investigating social evils and a passion for schemes to bring
happiness to the greatest number, a passion that, positioned within the
framework of a growing centralized bureaucracy, would convert an adminis-
trative revolution into a continual administrative evolution.

There was a third crucial characteristic informing the idea of a utilitarian
state: the resolve to end all evil, “evil in every shape, in every place.” It was a
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resolve that was far weaker among paternalists who were not only convinced
of man’s sinfulness and the inevitability of evil but closely tied to institutions
that were involved in the continuance of social evils. That evil in every shape
could be ended, should be ended, and must be ended inspired believers in a
utilitarian state, as it did not believers in a paternal government. A vigorous
optimism informed utilitarians, the optimism of the Enlightenment that all
things can be done, that tubular glazed drains and the banishing of effluvia
could free towns of disease, that emigration, wastelands for the poor, and
fixed tenure could solve Irish ills, that an education not mired in Scripture
and the catechism could create the sober, industrious, and provident working
class and the rational and benevolent governing class that would bring about
a brave new world. There would be no evangelical sermons on “Famine, the
Rod of God” or “Cholera, a Divine Warning,” no fasts, no day of prayer, no
fear of educating a person beyond his or her station, and no Sabbatarian and
paternal control of the morals of sinners.

Two great intellectual events helped define England’s response to the in-
exorable forces demanding change: a religious revival in all its forms and the
advance of knowledge and rationalism that came from the Enlightenment.
Although the religious revival (along with romanticism and new historical
learning) did promote the idea of a more active paternal government, it was
the Enlightenment’s legacy of increasing knowledge, vigorous reason, and
mounting optimism that rational man could end evil that most decisively
promoted in the early Victorians’ social conscience a resolve to create a larger
and more caring government.
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Conclusion

�

The early Victorians bequeathed to their successors a powerful vision of a
laissez-faire society. It was an amalgam of the old—a paternalism based on
the sacredness of property and the rightness of the providential order—and
the new—the truths of political economy and, in terms of a greater emphasis,
the virtues of self-reliance and the philanthropic benevolence of voluntary
societies. It was an outlook that lay at the center of their social conscience,
one with great strengths and weaknesses. A Britain guided by that outlook
created the world’s largest empire, wealthiest economy, and most prosperous
of peoples. Little wonder that the early Victorians had such an unbounded
faith in this vision of a laissez-faire society, a faith undiminished even though
they had at every turn employed an expanding government whose interfer-
ence they denounced, and even though their society was still plagued by
grievous social evils and injustices.

For many, the most important part of that vision was political economy,
with its certainties that nothing benefited society more than freeing the econ-
omy from the dead hand of government. Works of the greatest learning and
acuteness had revealed self-regulating laws that would lessen poverty and in-
crease prosperity. It was a science that made the term “laissez-faire” a com-
monplace and supplied the emerging outlook with a coherent theory. It is not
surprising that many saw political economy as the core of a vision of a laissez-
faire society.

But most early Victorians did not. Only a few understood its axioms, and
many hated them. Tories were furious at political economy’s attacks on pro-
tectionism, Christians were alarmed at its praise of selfishness, workers saw
themselves as exploited by it, and humanitarians were saddened by its severi-
ties. The vision of a laissez-faire society needed a more popular base, and it
found it in the age’s exceptionally moral and individualistic cast of mind. In-
creasingly, the early Victorians looked to a revived and strengthened morality
emphasizing the duties of the individual. Improved men and women, not
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government, would provide the sovereign remedies, which would be the
work of the reformed men and women of a free society. For most early Victo-
rians, moral truths were far more real and important than those of political
economy.

A belief in solving social problems through individual moral improvement
took two fundamental forms, more self-reliance among workers and greater
benevolence on the part of the propertied. These both found eloquent ex-
pression in two of the age’s most popular forms of literature, novels and ser-
mons, which were read by far more people than ever read works on political
economy. Far more, certainly, read Charles Dickens. Thousands followed the
exciting adventures of Oliver Twist, Nicholas Nickleby, David Copperfield,
Martin Chuzzlewit, and Pip. The readers of these adventures neither sought
nor found a well-rounded social philosophy, and it was never Dickens’s in-
tention to impart such. But in the dogged endurance of his heroes as they
were buffeted by misfortune, there was powerfully evident a persevering self-
reliance and moral strength that proved the single best way to overcome so-
cial evil, a far more useful lesson than any wage fund theory and far more ba-
sic to a laissez-faire society.

But admirable as was their self-reliance, Oliver, Nickleby, Copperfield, and
Pip needed the benevolence of a Mr. Brownlow, the Cheerybles, Miss Trot-
wood, and Magwich to triumph over the cruel and hardhearted. That society
needs the powerful and rich to be kindhearted and benevolent was Dickens’s
second moral lesson. Dickens looks to self-reliance and benevolence and
never to government.

It was also an outlook found in most other widely read novelists, in Bul-
wer-Lytton, Douglas Jerrold, William Thackeray, and Mrs. Gaskell. Even sil-
ver fork novels of the Newgate schools saw the resolving of society’s conflicts
in the moral virtues of individual heroes and benefactors.

That self-reliance and benevolence offered two of the best answers to so-
cial evils was not argued only by novelists. It also informed countless ser-
mons—and most educated Victorians attended church. “Charity,” an-
nounced J. B. Sumner shortly before becoming, in 1848, archbishop of Can-
terbury, “is the appointed preventive of the evils of a highly civilized coun-
try.”1 “The root of all these [social] evils,” declared the Reverend Edward
Bickersteth, one of the most widely read evangelicals, was “the love of
money,” “the selfishness of men of wealth,” and “WANT OF PITY IN THE HEART.”
And the remedy was plain: “Let Christian love be paramount,” “love thy
neighbor as thyself,” and have “mercy on the poor.”2 Throughout the coun-
try, from pulpits of every faith, came pleas to love thy neighbor and be mer-
ciful to the poor, moral commands unrivaled in frequency by any axiom of
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political economy. For the vast majority of Christians, such commands lay at
the core of their social conscience. There were also commands calling on the
poor to be self-reliant. “Charity,” said Richard Whatley, archbishop of Dublin
in 1830, is “a reward not on those in mere want, but on those of extraordinary
sobriety, industry, and general good conduct.”3 Calls for moral improvement
were particularly strong from Nonconformists. Their ministers fused their
calls to the rich to be kind and to the poor to be self-reliant into a call to all
Christians to be righteous. For Thomas Binney, London’s most popular Con-
gregationalist, “Righteousness takes in all personal values . . . rectitude, pu-
rity, kindness, benefice, sobriety, industry . . . [and] brotherly sympathy with
all mankind.” These Christian virtues would “cure all the disorders of the
world.” George Dawson, Birmingham’s most famous Baptist, called for tak-
ing such righteousness—manly, earnest, humane—“into the polling booth,
newspapers, in literature, everywhere,” including on weekly visits to the sick
and needy. He found these virtues best expressed in Thomas Carlyle, who
demanded that people be “righteous and noble,” and that “man must reform
from within,” since “the final reform [is] the making the people righteous.”4

Binney and Dawson raised the intense morality of the puritan tradition, with
its ingrained individualism, to a broader, more secular level. Nonconformists,
Broad Church Anglicans, and liberal evangelicals all increasingly placed the
morality of the Sermon on the Mount at the center of a Christianity that
would produce the many righteous, benevolent, and self-reliant Christians
needed to create a society free of social evils.

It is difficult to overestimate the early Victorians’ faith in man’s capacity to
improve. It was a faith fundamental to their vision of a laissez-faire society.
Two intellectual movements, the Enlightenment and evangelicalism, along
with an unprecedented upward social mobility, underpinned this pervasive
and limitless faith. Only education would produce self-reliant workers and
benevolent rulers. “Knowledge is power,” Francis Bacon had said, and John
Locke had explained that knowledge came through the sensations and ex-
panded by associations. Moral, far more than economic, beliefs thus inspired
the early Victorians’ vision of a laissez-faire society. John Stuart Mill called for
no great changes in the economic and political structure of England. Instead,
he found the two “great desiderata” to be “the regeneration of the individual
character among the lettered and opulent . . . and . . . our educational institu-
tions.” And “since the primary causes of social evil are ignorance and want of
culture,” he argued, “the future of the labouring class [is] principally depend-
ent on their own mental cultivation.” “The refined classes must end their
moral effeminacy,” and laborers had to substitute “self dependence” for
“dependence and protection.”5 The answer lay in education. Only education
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would produce self-reliant workers and benevolent rulers. Only an educated,
self-reliant, and generous people could build a just society.

Such people would not only be better educated but purer Christians.
Most educated Victorians attended church. If asked how best to fashion a
better society, far fewer would recommend economic reforms than would
urge that there be more and better Christians doing their social duties. The
evangelicals among them, nearly a third of the Anglicans, and most of the
Nonconformists, would agree with one of their great preachers, Thomas
Chalmers, who said he looked to “no great change in the external aspect of
society . . . [but] a moral and spiritual change,” a time when “Christianity be-
comes universal . . . and the rule of real Christians . . . binds all . . . into one
consenting brotherhood.” The evangelical Christian Observer and Record
shared Chalmers’s optimism about the rule of virtuous Christians. The Ob-
server argued that “our welfare cannot be much affected by . . . merely
worldly politics but by the vigorous maintenance of public and private vir-
tue” The Record found the answer to the “misery” of distressed cotton towns
like Paisley in “private benevolence.” It said nothing of the need of a good
poor law in a town that faced massive unemployment and had no good poor
law. Personal benevolence was also the remedy for famine in Ireland, since
“as Christianity shines more brightly and warmly on any land, this benevo-
lence largely increases.”6

Boundless were the expectations of those inspired by the Enlightenment of
an educated and self-reliant populace, and great if not boundless were the ex-
pectations of the evangelicals of the triumph of the Gospel and Christian vir-
tues. And even more powerful were the promises of those who combined the
two.

Few combined the two more successfully than Broad Church Anglicans
and Liberal Nonconformists. What great vistas lay ahead for a nation both
rationally educated and deeply Christian! Such certainly was the bright hope
of Thomas Arnold when he became headmaster of Rugby. No longer would
fagging, pranks, and chapels full of dreary catechisms be the rule, but solid
learning, earnest religion, and sermons resounding with an enlightened and
manly Christianity. The remedy for the evils besetting the land, Arnold said,
was “a general and earnest application of the principles of the Gospel to our
dealing with each other.”7 It was a message also delivered by many others,
from Oxford University to the workhouse schools that promised to transform
young paupers into sober, industrious, Christian adults. It greatly influenced
the Anglican and Nonconformist schools that received government grants.
The reports and visits of the education inspectors brought enlightened ideas
to Church schools that were already deeply Christian. Throughout Britain,
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the confident promises of rationalism fused with the moral seriousness of
Christianity to hold out a nearly limitless prospect of a free society.

Great were the promises and optimistic the expectations in the working of
a laissez-faire society. Political economists promised that a free economy
would benefit all; enlightened liberal reformists that a universal education, a
disciplining, educating poor law, reformed prisons and reformatories, would
produce a self-reliant working class; and Christianity awakened to a new be-
nevolence would alleviate the misery and suffering that a free economy and
self-reliance had not ended. Christian benevolence would join a larger vol-
untarism that was far more extensive.

Voluntarism’s promises were legion: for Joseph Hume, it promised a ten-
hour day “voluntarily” agreed to; for Owenites, the right to build utopian
communities; for civic reformers, free baths and washhouses; for landlords,
the right to give or not give allotments; and for philanthropists, the opportu-
nity to form societies for every conceivable purpose. While voluntarism for
most meant, above all, freedom from government interference, for some it
also meant the formation of societies upon the principles of association, so-
cieties that would substitute cooperation and mutual aid for capitalism’s
ruthless competitive spirit. It formed the basis of Owenite communities,
Christian Socialist workers’ workshops, John Minton Morgan’s Christian
commonwealth, and countless other schemes that also proved impractical.
But societies based on the principle of association could also be practical. As-
sociation not only formed the basis of the friendly and benefit societies that
assured their members decent burials, aid if sick, convivial monthly meetings,
and, sometimes, aid if jobless, but allowed workers to establish savings banks,
building societies, and consumer cooperatives. For John Stuart Mill, partner-
ships of employers and employees and joint stock companies where employ-
ees participated were among the most desirable forms of association. Mill
seldom, in his Political Economy of 1848, urged the government to expand its
role any further. His socialism, like that of many others, looked primarily to
the voluntary expansion of the principle of association.

Based on a long-standing, deeply rooted belief in the sacredness of prop-
erty and the rightness of Providence, powerfully supported by a political
economy that revealed the wondrous working of capitalism, and by an un-
limited faith in the growth of a self-reliant working class, Christian virtue, and
voluntary philanthropy, the vision of a laissez-faire society become the domi-
nant theme of the early Victorian social conscience.

Dominant, yes, but how successful? Did it answer the demanding prob-
lems of an industrial and urban Britain? Were its weaknesses greater than its
strengths? Not at all—the weaknesses were far fewer, would have been the re-
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sponse of the Victorians of 1860, who could point to triumphant capitalism, a
self-reliant people, and far-reaching philanthropy. By 1850, Britain produced
40 percent of the world’s hardware and 50 percent of its cotton and iron, and
by 1860, one-third of the world’s steel. In 1850, Britain’s gross national prod-
uct was £523 million; by 1870, it was £916 million. Its per capita income was
£32 6s. a year, compared to France’s £21 1s. and Germany’s £13 3s. Such an
economy put no strain on a belief in the advantages of laissez-faire.

Neither did the improved condition of a more self-reliant working class.
Their life after 1860 to a considerable extent no longer resembled Friedrich
Engels’s dark picture of 1844, with its unrelieved slums, destitution, igno-
rance, child labor, and long hours of work. British workers were more and
more the educated, provident, law-abiding, and prosperous class that F. M. L.
Thompson describes so well in his The Rise of Respectable Society (1988). In-
creasingly, says Thompson, workers lived in neat row houses, two rooms up
and two down, which spread throughout England. The front room was a
parlor for a family life as respectable as that of the middle class. Workers were
also better educated, because of both a bewildering variety of Church, vol-
untary, and private schools and their astonishing success at self-education.8

Not everyone, of course, was educated or prosperous, and misery, suffer-
ing, and ignorance persisted. But also persisting was the belief that they could
be lessened by the voluntary outpouring of benevolence, both by individuals
and by philanthropic societies. The early Victorians had infinite pride and
confidence in these societies. There was no nook or cranny that they did not
reach. Thirsty? Turn to the town’s drinking fountain, a gift from voluntarism.
Drowning at sea? Expect rescue by the Royal Life-Boat Institute, a philan-
thropic society. Down and out in London? Join the some 1,200 who nightly
received a bed from the Houseless Poor Association. Filthy? Visit the nearest
public baths or washhouse. Hungry and destitute? Go to the nearest soup
kitchen or await a visit from a district visiting society.

Voluntarism also did far more than relieve distress. It left no area uncov-
ered. Few were those it did not attempt to educate or reform, since hardly an
educational institution, from the universities to the meanest ragged school,
was not run by voluntarists. Most sickness was also alleviated by voluntary
hospitals or dispensaries. Voluntarists reformed juvenile offenders and cared
for discharged prisoners. They also built and supported half of British
churches and founded the colony of Sierra Leone for freed slaves. Volun-
tarists built model houses for workers, established clothing clubs and penny
banks, and cared for orphans and the deaf and blind. Scores of societies, like
the Prison Discipline Society and the Health of Towns Association, cam-
paigned for social reform. Nearly everyone participated, if only by attending a
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charity ball or dropping pennies in the offertory. And beyond formal philan-
thropies, there was the individual benevolence of millions, including land-
lords, lady bountifuls, and captains of industry acting within a still lively pa-
ternalist tradition. Voluntary benevolence in all its forms helped millions of
early Victorians and formed one the great strengths of a laissez-faire society.

There was a fourth strength, one so accepted as to often go unnoticed,
namely, the “English Liberties” that distinguished constitutional England
from Continental monarchies. They, too, were an essential part of Britain’s
laissez-faire society, and they, too, had grown larger and more secure by 1860,
making Victorians prouder of the rightness of the social outlook that they left
the next generation.

But should they have been so proud? For all its impressive strengths, the
laissez-faire society had glaring weaknesses. Triumphant capitalism, for ex-
ample, could not rid itself of periodic breakdowns or continuing injustices.
The breakdowns were painful and frequent. They occurred in 1811, 1816, 1819,
1825–26, 1839–42, and 1847. Manufacturing towns suffered from overproduc-
tion, gluts, closed mills, and joblessness. In 1826, in the manufacturing towns
of Lancashire and Yorkshire, between 30 percent and 75 percent were unem-
ployed, and in 1842 in Bolton nearly 60 percent. Agriculture had its winter
layoffs, caused by rain and snow, and even worse were the severe crises re-
sulting from bad harvests.

There were also continuing injustices. Underemployment never ceased as
a population explosion flooded agriculture and spilled over into the towns.
Rural pauperism seldom fell below 10 percent, and in manufacturing Oldham
from 1800 to 1850, 40 percent or more lived in poverty. Massive London knew
massive underemployment. Henry Mayhew estimated that one-third of the
workers worked only half time and another third only occasionally, only day
by day. With such underemployment and with trade unions harassed and
kept weak, there was little that workers could do about pitiful wages, long
hours and wretched conditions. Nor was anything done about the children
who worked long hours in every workshop and factory in the land except
textile mills and mines. That factory and mining inspectors prevented such
exploitation in textiles and mines only made more shameful the fact that an
even wider extent of exploitation went unchecked. Capitalism could still be
cruel.

How then could early Victorians believe in the invisible hand that bene-
fited all? Did not the economists suffer some profound illusions? They did,
and not just about the invisible hand; they also believed that there was a fixed
wage fund, that wages fell to subsistence, that the cost of labor determined a
good’s value, that population increased faster than food, and that gluts and
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depression could never occur in a genuine laissez-faire society—all proposi-
tions posterity has judged false.

Economists were not alone in holding illusions. The moralists of self-
reliance held such when many of them argued that the poor’s laziness and
improvidence were the main cause of their poverty. The moralists underesti-
mated both the industry and toughness of the workers and the enormous bar-
riers that depressions and underemployment placed before even the most
self-reliant. They never fully admitted that pauperism and poverty rose and
fell with the fluctuations of the economy. Did the moralists really believe that
economic depressions and mass unemployment came because of a sudden
increases in laziness and improvidence? Did they really think that a modest
outdoor relief to the jobless would dissuade them from returning to work
when jobs reappeared? Had they read Henry Mayhew on the industry, re-
sourcefulness, and resolve to never go on parish relief of hawkers, street per-
formers, coal heavers, porters, carmen, and crossing sweepers, they might
have freed themselves of their illusions. Or they could have read the Sanitary
Report of 1842, which revealed that sickness was the greatest cause of pauper-
ism, or the 1842 inquiries of the Leeds Society for the Suppression of Men-
dicity, which showed that unemployment and sickness, not idleness and im-
providence, caused 85 percent of poverty.

The voluntarists and the philanthropists also had their illusions. That they
did much good was not illusory, but quite illusory was the amount of good
they promised. Church of England schools did teach many children, but that
the Church could be the teacher of the whole nation was a will-o’-the-wisp.
Voluntary industrial schools, such as those of William Allen and Lady Byron,
did reform delinquent youth, but they only reformed the tiniest fraction of
the juveniles needing reform. Some hospitals and dispensaries did come close
to covering the needs of the ill, yet most fell far short. Soup kitchens were in-
valuable to the hungry of depression-ridden mill towns and famine-stricken
Ireland, but only until they were closed from want of funds. Lord Ashley’s
model housing was noble but helped far less than 1 percent of London’s
homeless. Throughout England, the zeal for voluntarism not only fell short
but often inspired opposition to government reforms.

One of the most pervasive illusions was the promise made by the religious
that a true Christianity would spread, and with it such doing of good that
there would be a fair and just society. That Christians had for centuries made
similar promises and all had fallen far short meant little to those men of the
cloth who assured their congregations of the Christian rule of the virtuous.

Rationalists also had their illusions. If all received the vote, a sound educa-
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tion, and freedom from bad laws and superstition, then crime, destitution,
injustice, and misery in every form would vanish. And though rationalists had
not seen their promises fail for as many centuries as the religious had, their
sanguine expectations were just as unattainable. Many and great, then, were
the illusions underlying the early Victorians’ vision of a laissez-faire society.

It is perplexing. How could a social outlook based on so many illusions
prove so powerful? Why did that outlook dominate the Victorians’ social
conscience for a century, keep itself alive in the collectivist twentieth century,
and be revived by Margaret Thatcher? There are two possible answers: either
that its strengths and successes were far greater than its illusions and weak-
nesses, or that it relied, without acknowledging it, on government action. Its
strengths certainly exceeded its weaknesses. The proverbial glass was consid-
erably more than half full. Lord Ashley’s model housing did fall short, but by
1900, thanks to capitalism, only about one-tenth of the working class endured
slum conditions. Fewer lived in poverty thanks to a 50 percent rise in real
wages from 1875 to 1900, the product of both capitalism and the fact that the
workers were “fiercely self-reliant.”9 They were also better educated. For all
the failings of the educational system, there were in 1870 some 14,000 schools,
only a third or fewer of which were state-aided, and then only partially.

But, of course, it was not all a matter of capitalism, self-reliance, and vol-
untarism, but of more and more government. Yet though the Victorians used
government to meet its deficiencies, they did not let the fact diminish their vi-
sion of the ideal laissez-faire society. Although they seldom mentioned gov-
ernment’s invaluable role, they were nonetheless pleased to see it lessen soci-
ety’s grievous evils. It was a position full of contradictions, which raise a per-
plexing question: how could the early Victorians have developed both a pow-
erful vision of a laissez-faire society and a greatly expanded government?

They did so, in part, because they acted in separate channels, channels that
met different needs. The vision of a laissez-faire society met intellectual and
psychological needs, the growth of government the need to solve social and
economic problems. In sermons, lectures, books, periodicals, and pamphlets,
Victorians developed a satisfying intellectual picture. Even though the prom-
ises of an invisible hand that benefited all and of an expanding Christianity
bringing a just and fair society fell short of fulfillment, they still offered a way
of using distant promises to explain away the reality of destitution, cruelty,
and injustice. People were psychologically relieved to believe in great solu-
tions, in grand, optimistic schemes. Members of the anti-Corn Law League
found it highly satisfying to believe that repealing that law would raise wages,
end unemployment, banish poverty, and bring world peace. Self-made men
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reassured themselves that destitution would disappear if all were as self-
reliant as they. And blaming the poor for their own poverty gave satisfaction
to many, since it was an easy way to avoid responsibility.

There was also an intellectual satisfaction in a coherent system, one that
appeared as logical and coherent as political economy or as tightly connected
as the theology and morality of evangelicalism. And best of all were outlooks
that were not only intellectually coherent but supportive of one’s favorite in-
stitution, whether it was a Methodist chapel or a cathedral chapter, a town
council or a county session, a chamber of commerce or an agricultural asso-
ciation. Few things exceeded the institutional and local loyalties of the Eng-
lish. They were loyalties that when joined with omnipresent self-interest and
the satisfactions of a coherent system could explain away the worst realities of
poverty and injustice. They formed a social outlook that, although it left so
many social problems unremedied, was nonetheless passed on from genera-
tion to generation.

But there were still pressing social problems, problems that had to be an-
swered by Parliament, town councils, county quarter sessions, and myriad
boards and agencies. This channel also had its own history, one often separate
from the history of those ideas that gave intellectual and psychological satis-
faction. There was in these local and national bodies much talk of practical
problems and little of economic theories, educational panaceas, or a purer
Christianity. In their debates and votes, two powerful forces, neither very in-
tellectual, contended, vested economic, political, and social interests, on the
one hand, and a humanitarian feeling that certain abuses could no longer be
tolerated, on the other. Such was the case with children in mines and mills,
the mentally ill in barbarous asylums, and the disease, crime, destitution, and
widespread lack of education in mushrooming towns. The feeling that glaring
abuses were intolerable constantly battled the power of vested interests and
increasingly gained hard-fought reforms by struggles that seemed quite sepa-
rate from the world of social theories.

But these channels also were not so separate if humanitarian feelings are
considered as ideas. Humanitarianism was one of the most powerful forces
defining the early Victorian social conscience. It was in everyone’s breast to
be aroused by vivid accounts of cruelty and suffering. It rightly made Dickens
one of the age’s greatest moralists, however confused his ideas on social re-
form. If humanitarianism was not a distinct idea or theory, it was nonetheless
a feeling that infused other ideas and theories with a greater humanity. These
ideas and theories in turn often promoted humane feelings. In the great evan-
gelicals Wilberforce and Ashley, an evangelical Christianity inspired a hu-
manity that freed slaves and rescued factory children, just as an existing per-
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vasive humanitarianism also softened the outlook of many a hard, sin-
obsessed evangelical. And certainly Enlightenment ideas made a widespread
humanitarianism even more widespread. It was Fenelon and other Enlight-
enment philosophers who inspired the young Bentham to dream of altruistic
schemes for saving mankind, just as Bentham’s utilitarian arguments in turn
strengthened a widespread humanitarianism. Humanitarianism also infused a
narrow paternalism with a greater benevolence to dependents, while pater-
nalist writers—from Coleridge to Carlyle—used paternalist theories to ex-
pand humanitarian feelings. Nor did humanitarianism leave Nonconformist
apostles of individualism and self-reliance untouched. Humanitarian feelings
led Bible-oriented Dissenters to invoke the Sermon on the Mount, and those
who did, like Thomas Binney and George Dawson, responded by preaching a
far more humanitarian gospel than did their predecessors.

Although humanitarianism was everywhere, it was not everywhere pow-
erful. Diffuse and undefined, it could not overcome universal selfishness and
widespread institutional and local loyalties. To better effect reform, humani-
tarians needed a clear-cut ideology. Two outlooks offered themselves as hu-
manitarianism’s vehicle, the idea of a paternal government and the idea of a
utilitarian state. The idea of a paternal government proved only moderately
successful. It did much good, as Lord Ashley’s career shows. But it fell short,
because its deepest roots were in a land, Church, and local government that
could not abide a strong, active, central government. It thus fell to the idea of
a utilitarian state to give an effective form to humanitarianism. Since utilitari-
ans did not fear a stronger central government, they were more successful in
helping humanitarianism overcome vested interests and institutional and lo-
cal loyalties. Not only were Benthamite M.P.’s and bureaucrats full of zeal for
social facts and practical schemes, but the utilitarians’ great yardstick—the
greatest happiness of the greatest number—was the most popular and widely
used moral rule, and so an excellent way for humanitarianism to express it-
self. A widespread utilitarian ethic (one not always admitted) reached far be-
yond the Benthamites to give expression to a powerful humanitarianism, thus
laying the foundations of a caring government and greatly expanding the di-
mensions of the early Victorian social conscience.
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