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Abstract

The aim of this thesis is to address the most important questions raised by
the 1851 Census of Religious Worship, which was the only comprehensive census
of religion in the history of the modem United Kingdom. The relationship between
religion and society is clearly of general interest in all contexts, but perhaps attains

a special importance in England and Wales between 1676 and 1851, a cradle of
‘modernity’.

Secularisation theory proposes that the social significance of religion
necessarily declines under conditions of modernity, yet sociologists have seldom
investigated such claims with empirical rigour. Furthermore, historians have only
paid limited attention to secularisation theory, and geographers have been
altogether silent on the issue. This thesis aims to address these deficiencies in two
stages. First, certain core propositions of secularisation theory are investigated
using detailed empirical data. Secondly, secularisation theory is used as a basis
for comprehending religious change in England and Wales. In this way context is

used to evaluate theory, and then theory is used to illuminate context.

To realise these aims, extensive use is made of a very large historical
dataset and geographical information system (compiled at both registration-district
and parish level). The Religious Census data of 1851 - when combined with earlier
religious sources, decennial census data, and other sources - provide a uniquely
comprehensive and geographically sensitive basis with which to examine the

connections between religion, society, culture and economy.

The result of considerable analysis is to argue that certain of the core
propositions of secularisation theory were indeed manifest in England and Wales.
The analysis highlights the fundamental importance of religious pluralism: over and
above the more usually considered religious practice. It is shown that to pay
conceptual and methodological attention to religious pluralism is to help explain the
geography of religious practice, and what is usually described as a paradox. of

Victorian religion - revival and decline.
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Chapter One

Introduction and Context

About this thesis.

This is an interdisciplinary piece of research utilising the approaches and
knowledge base of history, geography, sociology and, to a much lesser extent,
anthropology. Sociology and history form the main sources of intellectual capital.
To simplify greatly, the work of historians is drawn upon to describe the context of
the research problem, and the work of sociologists is drawn upon to help interpret
and explain the issues thereby raised. | am by training a geographer, which no
doubt influences my thinking throughout. While the ‘geography of religion’ remains
a fragmented and understudied branch of the discipline, yielding little to draw upon
for this research, | aim to show how the insights of human geography can benefit
greatly the study of religion and society.

1.1 Religion in the Nineteenth Century: Themes and Paradoxes

The relationship between religion and society forms a huge subject, and by
necessity one can only offer a partial introduction to the context of religion in
nineteenth-century England and Wales. For a more detailed introduction, the
interested reader is recommended to read the work of: A.D. Gilbert, H. McLeod,
K.S. Inglis, R. Gill, K.D.M. Snell and P.S. EIl, J. Cox, and E.R. Norman.' Such
works fill many of the gaps in this account, which leaves untouched (or confined to
footnotes) many important issues, such as the relationship between religion and

politics and religion and science, the life-cycles of religious organisations, and the

' The major works are: A.D. Gilbert, Religion and Society in Industrial England: Church, Chapel and
Social Change 1740-1914 (London, 1976); A.D. Gilbert, The Making of Post-Christian Britain: A
History of the Secularization of Society (London, 1980); H. McLeod, Class and Religion in the late
Victorian _City (London, 1974); H. McLeod, Religion and Society in England, 1850-1914
(Basingstoke, 1996); K.S. Inglis, Churches and the Working Classes in Victorian England (London,
1963); R. Gill, The Myth of the Empty Church (London,1993); K.D.M. Snell and P.S. Ell, forthcoming,
Victorian Religion and the Cultural Regions of England and Wales, (Cambridge, 1998/9); J. Cox,
The English Churches in a Secular Society: Lambeth, 1870-1930 (Oxford, 1982); E.R. Norman,
Church and Society in England 1770-1970 (Oxford, 1976).
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individual denominational histories. Another avenue of study not pursued in this
thesis is the morphology of religious movements. As a note, the term
‘denomination’ is used as a loose term covering all religious faiths, unless
otherwise specified. This is to prevent an endiess series of qualifications (i.e.

sects, cults churches etc.) to describe each and every religious organisation
mentioned.?

The unifying theme of this introduction is that religion in nineteenth-century
England and Wales was, above all else, distinctive in terms of the rapid growth,
spread, and schism of competing religious groups. The scale and intensity of
religious diversity (later termed ‘religious pluralism’) gave religion a distinctive
character in the nineteenth century; a character distinctive from that which had
gone before, and distinctive in comparison with contemporaneous religious

developments in much of continental Europe.

When discussing religion in this period, the most important point to
introduce is the importance of organised religion to both individuals and society. In
sociological terms, religious institutions possessed considerable power in many of
the core processes of socialisation and societal maintenance; the most clear
examples being the direct involvement of the Church of England and dissent in
education, social work and philanthropy, and the involvement of the established
church in poor relief, the legal system, and parliament.® Religion played a key part
in the ideology and party divisions of contemporary politics. Indeed, many
historians argue that religious affiliation was a more important determinant of

political affiliation than ‘social class’ for much of the nineteenth century.® In addition

2 While a wealth of literature exists on the differences between, inter alia: the ‘universal church’,
‘churches’, ‘denominations’, ‘sects’ and ‘cults’, such terms are not generally used in this thesis. The
sociology of religion has yet to agree on a system of classification of religious movements, and to
use such terms would require lengthy justification and qualification. For this reason the term
‘denomination’ is used very loosely to describe all the Christian movements listed in the returns of
the 1851 Religious Census - including the Church of England and the Roman Catholic Church,
which is not to imply that they all fitted a sociological definition of a denomination.

3 An excellent account of the Victorian religious influence on society is given in Cox, The English
Churches, pp. 48-89.

' See especially Gilbert, Religion and Society. Gilbert dates the decline of the influence of religion on
politics to the late nineteenth century. Wald places the decline after the First World War, see K.

Wald, Crosses on the Ballot (Princeton, 1983).
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to these highly visible influences of religious institutions, there were many latent
influences upon individual and social life. |

Although the nineteenth century was a period of unparalleled religious
vitality, it was also a period of intense religious change. It marked a great transition
in the range of the religious activities and influences of the established church. Act
after Act reduced the scope of the Church of England, whether this was the
removal of religious oaths for public officers (1866), abolition of compulsory church
rates (1868), or the abolition of religious tests for universities (1871). One should
not, however, suggest a simple, linear decline in the influence of ‘the church’. The
second half of the nineteenth century was a time of apparent paradox. On the one
hand lay the actual and perceived reduction in levels of worship at the Church of
England. It was commonplace for Victorian commentators to mourn the rise of
what they termed ‘irreligion’, ‘secularism’ or religious ‘apathy’.’ Religion as a
political force - whether in terms of defining party divisions, as a motivator of poliby,
or a vehicle for rhetoric - declined also.® On the other hand, the mid-nineteenth
century was a time of remarkable religious innovation, revival and fervour. This
was most clearly typified by the continuing rapid rise of Wesleyan Methodism and
its offshoots, and also the resurgence of the older nonconformist denominations -
most notably the Independents and Baptists. In addition, Irish immigration was
greatly expanding the Catholic population. In the mid and late nineteenth century,
church and chapel building achieved record levels amongst all the major

denominations.’

Thus, one source of this apparent paradox - revival and expansion followed
by, if not concurrent with, decline - was the growth of nonconformity and the rise of
a religiously ‘plural’ society. In a superficial way, the growth of religious diversity
can immediately resolve a part of the paradox; the majority of the parliamentary

Acts which curtailed the powers and monopoly status of the Church of England

5 The most influential commentator in this regard was Horace Mann whg was in chgrge of tl'!e
Religious Census of 1851. The results of the census were published in their most succinct form in
Mann, Sketches. A later survey of London has also been highly influential, see R. Mudie-Smith (ed.),

The Religious Life of London (London, 1904).

See Wald, Crosses. . ' o
7 The rapid building and upgrading of churches and chapels is a major theme in Gill, Empty Church.
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stemmed not from some secularist parliament, but rather reflected the growing
political influence of nonconformity and its struggle for religious equality.
Understood in this manner, it becomes clear that it was the rising influence and
popularity of nonconformity which led the Church of England to surrender many of
its monopoly privileges, and not the pressure of mass ‘irreligion’ or a strongly
secularist State.

More profound aspects of the paradox remain, however. The essential
puzzle is why should one of the most intensive periods of religious revival and
innovation in the history of England and Wales have been followed by a period of
decline? In addressing this paradox, the timing of the only comprehensive Census
of Religious Worship in England and Wales proves extremely fortuitous. The mid-
nineteenth century was a time when both growth and decline were evident in
England and Wales. At this time nonconformity was reaching its peak of popularity,
and support for the Church of England was at its lowest point in comparison. This
was reflected by the fact that about half the attendances on Sunday 30th March
(Census Sunday) were non-Anglican. Few historians would disagree with J. Cox’s
summary that:

‘Sometime after 1850 this great religious crusade faltered. ... Whether this
institutional decline began as early as 1850 or as late as World War | is a
matter of dispute. Some Nonconformist denominations ceased to grow in
real terms around 1850, others in the 1880s. Nonconformity continued to
grow in absolute terms until 1906 and 1907 when, with stunning unanimity,
each denomination began to shrink. Church attendance may have been
holding its own in real terms between 1850 and 1880, but was almost
certainly in decline by the 1880s."®

Whatever the precise timing (which was in any case regionally specific), it
can be safely assumed that any widespread decline in the rates of attendance was
some decades away in 1851.° The Religious Census revealed that at least one

® Cox, The English Churches, p. 7.
® There is disagreement over the precise timing of the downturn in the rate of religious practice. The

most detailed work is that of R. Currie, A.D. Gilbert and L. Horsley, Churches and Churchgoers:
Patterns of Church Growth in the British Isles Since 1700 (Oxford, 1977). Using Oxfordshire
Diocesan data, they argued that Church of England attendances fell from the 1740s until the late
nineteenth century; mainly as a result of the increase in nonconformity - most especially Methodism.
Using membership data, they showed that support for the major nonconformist denominations fell
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half of the population attended religious worship on Census Sunday.' Yet, despite
this apparent religious vitality, many commentators were already talking about
religious decline, especially in association with the larger cities (this point is
addressed in section 1.4 of this thesis). Thus, the timing of the Religious Census
makes the data an unparalleled opportunity to examine the heart of the paradox of
religion in nineteenth-century England and Wales. Although individuals can
suddenly gain or loose faith, or convert to another faith, widespread cultural
changes in church-going behaviour tend to be gradual and inter-generational.
Understood in this way, it is clear that one needs to look back to what was
happening in 1851, and earlier, to explain the onset of decline in the 1880s and
1890s. It was the infants of 1851 who grew into adults who were less likely to
attend religious worship than their parents had been. J.N. Morris rightly noted that
‘the roots of these changes [decline of commitment and attendance] clearly lie

further back in the century.’"’

Resolving the paradox.

As becomes clear in the remainder of this chapter, the concentration of
‘quantitative’ research has been upon the chronological variation of religious
attendance and membership statistics. ‘Qualitative’ research has tended to focus
upon ‘popular religion’ and ‘diffusive Christianity’. Both approaches have explained
much, but | would argue that both have failed to answer some of the most pressing
questions concerning the nature of religious change and religions as an indicator

of regional culture.

| would argue that the ‘quantitative’ approaches have failed to provide an
adequate explanation of the decline of attendance and membership, while the
‘qualitative’ analyses have failed to address a fundamental paradox in Victorian
religion - revival and growth on the one hand and decline and apathy on the other.

from the late nineteenth century onwards. Some of this support returned to the Church of England,
but here too support fell markedly from the 1920s onwards.

1% 4. Mann estimated that 58% of the population (able to attend) attended worship (or Sunday
school) on Census Sunday. See Mann, Sketches, pp.87-88. | reach a similar estimate of religious
Practice in section 3.1 (though my assumptions are very different from Mann'’s).

' J.N. Morris, Religion and Urban Charige: Croydon 1840-1914 (Woodbridge, 1992), p.178.
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In more detail, Those concentrating on the chronological variation of attendance
and membership statistics have tended to argue that ‘urban industrialisation’
(above all else) can explain religious decline. Irrespective of the truth of such
claims (which is examined subsequently), such accounts largely fail to address
why the early and mid-nineteenth century was a period of unparalleled religious
innovation and vitality in England and Wales. If one’s chronology starts in 1851, it
is relatively easy to portray the history of modern Britain as one of religious decline.
If one’s chronology commences in 1751, rather than appearing as the point when
decline started, the mid-nineteenth century becomes a period of remarkable

growth in religious fervour, innovation and adherence.

Those who have concentrated on popular religion and diffusive Christianity,
have worked with a broader view of ‘religion’ than that encompassed by
attendance or membership statistics. Using such a broad definition of religion, any
paradox of decline and revival becomes less pertinent - religious growth or decline
become rather uncertain and unquantifiable. In this way, such accounts typically
shun any talk of ‘general’ or ‘inevitable’ decline. However, looking back from the
close of the twentieth century, it seems hard to argue that the religious decline of
the past one hundred years has been either temporary or local. The trend of

religious decline certainly appears inevitable even if the causes were not.

In this thesis, | hope to show that the geography of religious affiliation,
understood in terms of a sociological conceptualisation of religious pluralism, need
not leave unanswered this paradox of Victorian religion. In shon, it is proposed that
an understanding of the geography of religious pluralism can help explain both the
vitality and decline of nineteenth-century religion. This is the central aim of this

thesis.

The rise of ‘religious pluralism’: an historical outline.

Before invoking the term ‘religious pluralism’ in its sociological sense, it is
first important to understand the historical context in which such ‘pluralism’ had

arisen. It has already been proposed that the most marked feature of religion in the
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nineteenth century was the growth and spread of nonconformity, and thereby the
rise of great religious diversity. B.l. Coleman has summarised the situation thus:

‘English Society has always displayed a considerable degree of regional
and local differentiation, but that feature became more pronounced between
the Tudor and the Victorian periods and notably so with respect to religious
life. Perhaps no other society with an official church establishment has
shown such a degree of religious pluralism as Victorian England.’'?

The level of religious pluralism in Victorian England and Wales was indeed
unparalleled in any other European country. Even the Scandinavian countries, with
which Britain has most frequently been compared, displayed nothing like the
variety or vitality of the British religious situation.'® In the nineteenth century, Britain
was not just a world power economically, but also a major exporter of religious
movements. While the origins of Catholicism and Protestantism had lain in
continental Europe, much of the religious innovation of the seventeenth,
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries arose within the United Kingdom. The British
Empire was to ensure that such innovations would be given a global influence.

To describe the origins of nonconformity, or ‘dissent’ as it was originally
labelled (reflecting its illegal origins), requires a longer view of history. The
Protestant Reformation is widely recognised as being a key event in terms of the
subsequent growth of nonconformity in England and Wales. Prior to the English
Reformation of 1534, only limited criticism of the Roman church had existed (more
especially after the Great Papal schism of 1378, and most notably in the writings of
John Wycliffe). The power of the Church and the Crown ensured that such

criticism was never allowed to directly challenge the Church in terms of demands

2 B|. Coleman, The Church of England in the Mid-Nineteenth Century: a Social Geography
sLondon, 1980), p.3.

% Britain and Scandinavia were compared in D.A. Martin, A_General Theory of Secularization
(Oxford, 1978), see especially pp.27-36. It would be mistaken to stretch too far Martin’s contention
that denominational dissent was a ‘minor motif' of nineteenth-century England and Wales. The
contrast between the strength and diversity of dissent in the United Kingdom and the lesser religious
pluralism and vitality of Norway is evident in F. Hale, Norweqian Religious Pluralism (New York,
1992). In a more recent context, comparisons and distinctions have been drawn between the United
Kingdom and Norway in P.K. Botvar, ‘Belonging without believing? The Norwegian religious profile
compared with the British one’, in P. Repstad (ed.), Religion and Modernity: Modes of Co-Existence
(Oslo, 1996), pp. 119-134.
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for legal toleration of any other religious organisations. This situation, of an

overarching, relatively unchallenged religious monopoly, was to be weakened
fundamentally by the Reformation.

The Reformation marked the end of the almost unchallenged hegemony of
a single church (the Roman Church) in England and Wales. After the Reformation,
an alternative ‘official’ religion had to be put in its place. This was to be no simple
task, and the century following the Reformation was unprecedented in the level of
theological argument concerning the future nature of the new Anglican Church (the
Church of England). The exact content of these many debates are not detailed
here, suffice to say that a principal axis of dispute was the degree of Protestantism
or Catholicism that the new church shouid represent. These debates involved the
evolving ‘high’ and ‘low’ church elements of the Church of England and the more
extreme Protestantism of the various types of Puritanism which lay outside the
established church.' Such hotly contested issues were not substantially settled
until the mid-seventeenth century. As a result of these decades of uncertainty, pre-
existing religious groups, especially the Lollards, gained in influence. Other groups,
chiefly the Presbyterians, Unitarians, Congregationalists and Baptists gained a
foothold from continental Europe. Such groups usually refused to attend Anglican
mass and were thereby labelled ‘dissenters’ (though some, especially the
Unitarians, were also likely to be partial conformists). In addition, some wealthy
families retained their Catholicism, and were thereby branded as ‘Popish

recusants’.

‘Dissent’, as a term for subversive religious viewpoints, emerged as the
liturgy and beliefs of the Church of England ceased to be contestable and were
fixed by law. Those who refused to show loyalty to the Church of England were
prosecuted and persecuted. The Act of Uniformity (1662) demanded that every

' For an introduction to these debates, see J.A. Sharpe, Early Modern England: a Social History
1550-1760 (London, 1987). Greater detail is provided in C. Haigh, English Reformations: Religion,
Politics, and Society under the Tudors (1993, Oxford). The earliest comprehensive history of the
English dissenting tradition is H.W. Clark, History of English Nonconformity, 2 vols (London, 1911-
3), is. The most complete and comprehensive history of the dissenting tradition is M.R. Watts, The

Dissenters (i); From the Reformation to the French Revolution (Oxford, 1978), and M.R. Watts, The
Dissenters (ii); the Expansion of Evangelical Nonconformity (Oxford, 1995).
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minister should declare his unfeigned assent and consent to all and everything
contained and prescribed in the newly issued Book of Common Prayer. The effect
of this oath was to force out the remaining clergy who were sympathetic to the
Congregationalists, Baptists and, most especially, the Presbyterians. This body of
what had previously been ‘internal’ dissent was thereby added to those who had

always dissented outside the church - the Quakers and many Baptists,
Congregationalists and Independents.

- For much of the late seventeenth century, other than a brief lull following
Charles II's Declaration of Indulgence (1672), dissent and Catholicism were
clamped down on most severely. The major Acts of prosecution were the Five
Miles Act (1664) and Conventicles Acts (1664 and 1670). Persecution was
moderated slightly with the Act of Toleration (1989). Ironically, the early forms of
dissent, known as ‘old’ dissent, which had grown in the face of the most intense
persecution, were to decline as legal toleration grew in the early eighteenth
century.

The legacy of old dissent was to facilitate the spread of new religious
movements outside of the Church of England. Most notable was the rise of
Methodism in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. By the early nineteenth
century legal toleration of ‘dissent’ was more complete, with the repealing of the
Five Miles and Conventicles Acts (1812), and the passing of the Catholic
Emancipation Act (1829). The rise of Methodism, initially a movement within the
Church of England, was to herald an era of unparalleled religious diversity, both
from the offshoots of Methodism and from the revival of old dissent. By the time of
the Religious Census of 1851, England and Wales were highly religiously diverse
societies. The Census recorded 26 major denominations of British origin or
emphasis, four ‘foreign’ churches (serving immigrant communities), six ‘other
Christian Churches’ (most importantly the Roman Catholic Church). Even greater
diversity is apparent when one considers that the ‘isolated congregations’ group
reported in the census contained no less than 64 religious movements, many of
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which were minor, but in aggregate attracted over 100,000 attendances on Census
Sunday.'®

Not only was the religious diversity immense in terms of sheer numbers, but
it is also important to realise that this diversity was largely composed of ‘home-
grown’ religious movements, which had originated in the various regions of the
United Kingdom and had little to do with the ethnicity of immigrants (the Irish
Catholics being the major exception here). In this sense, the religious diversity of
Victorian Britain can be seen as a unique. It was not a diversity that resulted from
the mixing of nations, but was largely fuelled by ‘native’ innovation and schism.
Viewed in this way, Victorian England and Wales not only stood out from
continental Europe, but also from North America.

Religious ‘pluralism’: from historical context to sociological concept.

The net result of the long history of Protestant dissent (and residual
Catholicism) was that by 1851 England and Wales were religiously very diverse
nations with a multitude of nationally, regionally and locally important
denominations. Some of the dissenting denominations attracted more support than
the Church of England in their various heartlands. It is important to realise the
diversity inherent in the scale and organisation of these denominations. On the one
extreme lay the Wesleyan Methodists in England and the Calvinistic Methodists in
Wales; movements which became a major challenge to the established church
and were managed by highly efficient administrations. These major denominations
attempted to redefine the Christian message, and they lay firmly within the
‘mainstream’ Christian heritage (however one attempts to define this). At the other
extreme lay the ‘isolated congregations’, the likes of the Millenarians,
Swedenborgians, Muggletonians and the followers of Joanna Southcott. These
smaller religious groups displayed many characteristics in common with twentieth-
century cults, in many cases owing their origins to a charismatic leader claiming
prophetic ability. For instance, Joanna Southcott, at the age of 52 years,
prophesied that she was to be the mother of a second Christ (but her aspect of

15 See Mann, Sketches, pp. 106-111.
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pregnancy was rather sadly due to a terminal illness)."® L. Muggleton and his
cousin J. Reeve claimed to receive personal communication from Jesus Christ,!”

E. Swedenborg claimed a unique ability to unlock the truth from scripture,'® and
George Fox ‘claimed that his message was a direct revelation from God'.'®

From a late twentieth-century landscape of inter-denominational services,
joint promotional literature and explicit ecumenicalism, one can easily overlook the
extent to which the churches, denominations and other religious movements
differed from each other, often in an explicitly oppositional manner. A first hand
account of the diversity of religious beliefs in Victorian London was presented in
the writings of the Rev. C.M. Davies.?® Reading through his descriptions of the
many different acts of worship he attended, one cannot fail to be struck by the
range of theology, organisational structure and type of adherent which
characterised the various religious movements.

The denominations of the nineteenth century were not just variations on a
theme, though some such as the Bible Christians and Wesleyan Methodists
displayed few differences. They were major agents of awareness and sense of
identity in their adherents. If the differences between dissenting denominations at

®itis interesting to note that confidence in her prophetic nature did not decline after her unexpected
death; her supporters believed that ‘for the accomplishment of her predictions, she would shortly re-
appear, restored to life’, Mann, Sketches, p.54. Davies noted, over twenty years after Mann, that ‘it
would appear that, when her followers’ hopes were disappointed by her speedy death and
irrefragable medical testimony ... the sect must have at once and for ever collapsed. But fanaticism
has within it a more than feline tenacity of life. The sect lived on, and explained away the failure of its
hopes ... by saying that a -spiritual, not a material, birth was contemplated’, Rev. C.M. Davies,
Unorthodox London (London, 1876), p.159. Interestingly, an explosion in Regent’s Park, which
shattered her gravestone some sixty years after her death, was seen as a signal of her return, as
reported in the entry for ‘Southcott’ in The Compact Edition of the Dictionary of National Biography,
(Oxford, 1975), p.1,963. The situation has strong parallels with the American cult which formed the
basis of cognitive dissonance theory, see L. Festinger, HW. Riecken and S. Schachter, When
Prophecy Fails: a Social and Psychological Study of a Modern Group That Predicted the Destruction
of the World (New York, 1964). But see also R. Gill, Competing Convictions (London, 1989),
especially chapter 3, in which he questions the influence of the sociologist ‘infiltrators’ of the cult. A
detailed case-study of an historical cult would certainly be a most interesting application of the theory
- and one free from sociological infiltrators!

"7 See the entry under ‘Muggleton’ in The Compact Edition of the Dictionary of National Biography,
(Oxford, 1975), p.1,440. Again, the cult proved extremely tenacious, the last known ‘Muggletonian’
died as recently as 1979.

'8 See Clark, English Nonconformity, pp. 335-336.

'9 Watts, Dissenters (i), p.188.
% Rev. C.M. Davies, Orthodox London (London, 1874); Unorthodox London; Heterodox London 2

vols (London, 1874); Mystic London (London, 1875).
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times led to little mutual admiration, dissenting views of the established church
sometimes bordered onto hatred, and views of Catholicism were often stronger

still. The following quote is a satirical report of the Primitive Methodist viewpoint:

‘The Rev. Mr Whittaker, of Doncaster, gave me some curious statistics on
the subject of the growth of Popery in England. Five hundred of the Church
of England clergy had “gone over’ since 1845. The curate of a London
parish had been recognised as having officiated in full Popish vestments in
a Catholic Church at Rome; and there were 960 clergymen in Church of
'England pulpits who had received their orders from Rome! This is startling.
The Pope and Cardinals, it appeared, had met, and confessed that the
great hindrance to Popery in England was - Primitive Methodism.”'

By the mid-nineteenth century the dissenting denominations had achieved a
very great social significance, not only in terms of the strength of their religious
influence, but also as agents of socialisation (through education, recreation and
worship). Furthermore, their influence was widespread - dissenting attendances

were as numerous as Anglican attendances.

By any estimation, there was a great diversity of religious affiliation in
England and Wales in 1851. The idea with which | want to conclude this
introductory section is how this religious diversity fits into the sociological
conceptualisation of religious pluralism. While it is this presence of more than one
religious choice which allows one to speak of religious ‘pluralism’ in everyday
language, to invoke the term in a sociological manner, certain other conditions
have to be met. One of the most useful sociological definitions of pluralism has

been provided by M. Yinger, who proposed that pluralism was:

‘a situation in which a society is divided into subsocieties with distinct
cultural traditions. Pluralism is thus one form of social differentiation. It can
be distinguished from the universal variety based on differentiation of role
by the fact that pluralistic differences are related to separate social
structures and cultural systems; whereas role differences represent a

2! Davies, Unorthodox London, p.45.
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division of function within a shared system and based on a common
culture.’®

It becomes evident that Protestant and Catholic dissent can thereby be
sociologically conceptualised as religious pluralism.?® The organisational structures
of these religious groups were founded on separate social structures (the various
‘denominations’). Each religious movement tended to display a distinctive liturgical
and theological identity and thereby expected or required distinctive thoughts and
actions on the parts of its adherents. In this manner one can begin to speak of a
plurality of religious cultures. The implications of such plurality extended far
beyond the religious sphere. Each denomination tended to attract support from
certain social groups, whether this grouping was based on occupation, class, or
regional location. From the outset, religious pluralism was part and parcel of the
other major axes of social and cultural pluralism.

Religious pluralism did not just reflect other axes of social differentiation, it
could also perpetuate and intensify such divisions. One result of religious
persecution was that religious convictions affected many aspects of an individual’'s
social identity apart from worship and religious belief. Although legal and social
toleration had increased by the mid-nineteenth century, religious affiliation still
exerted a major influence upon many aspects of an individual's life.
Denominational allegiance affected the formative socialisation of childhood and the
life of the adult alike; through the choice of education, friends, and careers (certain
professions, and universities, were barred to both Catholics and dissenters).24 As
Obelkevich concluded in his study of Lincolnshire, ‘To be a Methodist was to have
Methodist friends, employers, customers, relations, masters, and servants; it was

to have a distinct place, to take a certain stance in the World. At times rural society

2 J.M. Yinger, ‘Pluralism, religion and secularism’, Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 6:1
51 967), 17-30, pp.17-18. . _ ' _

® This introductory treatment of religious pluralism is necessarily brief. The issues concerning the
conceptualisation and quantification of religious pluralism form the subject of sections 3.2 and 3.3 of
this thesis.

24 For instance, Oxford opened its doors to nonconformist students to study for the Bachelor_s of Arts
in 1854, and Cambridge (for the Master of Arts) in 1856. Not until 1871 were Oxford, Cambridge and
Durham opened more fully to nonconformists, and even then nonconformists were not eligible fgr
the positions of Fellowships or Headships until 1882. For a history of the gradual increase in
religious toleration see Watts, The Dissenters (i).
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was divided more sharply by religion than by social class'. [My italics].>° Historians
have long realised the influence of religious identity upon the cultural identity of the
individual, locality, region and nation, but geographers have seldom considered
such issues. Religious pluralism fits well the concemns of the ‘new’ cultural
geography in which ‘Culture, here, is regarded as an active force in social
reproduction, capable of being deployed by minority groups in a strategy . of
resistance against dominant ideologies, thus “subcultures”.’® As becomes
apparent, religious pluralism in the nineteenth century should be of as much

interest to the geographer as the sociologist and historian.

Another issue relating to the sociological treatment of religious pluralism is
the difference between inter and intra-religious pluralism. Sociologists have
sometimes labelled diversity within Christianity itself as intra-religious pluralism,
and that between religions inter-religious pluralism.?’” On this basis it becomes
clear that one is primarily describing intra-religious pluralism in nineteenth-century
England and Wales. It could also be argued that inter-religious pluralism existed.
To argue this point, one would not necessarily have to invoke the presence of
Judaism (chiefly in the large cities and along the south coast of England), or the
appearance of ‘exotic’ eastern religions (chiefly in London).?® If one takes a very
narrow definition of Christianity (as did many Victorian commentators), then certain
other religious movements present in 1851 lay outside of Christianity. For instance,
the Latter Day Saints attracted over 34,000 attendances on Census Sunday, and
~ the ‘isolated congregations’ over 100,000. At any point in history the line one draws
between ‘Christian’ and ‘non-Christian’, or between any other faiths, is inevitably
arbitrary. For instance, Islam is arguably as closely associated with the ‘Judaeo-
Christian tradition’ than the Latter Day Saints, or certain of the more outspoken

‘cults’ of the nineteenth-century, such as the Southcottians or Swedenborgians.

25 ). Obelkevich, Religion and Rural Society: South Lindsey 1825-1875 (Oxford, 1976), pp.218-219.
% D, Cosgrove, ‘Culture’, in R.J. Johnston, D. Gregory and D.M. Smith (eds), The Dictionary of

Human Geography (Oxford, 1981, 1986 edn), p. 91.
See G. Davie, Religion in Britain Since 1945 (Oxford, 1994), p. 63.

28 There were around 6,000 Jewish attendances recorded in the 1851 Religious Census.
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To pursue the issue of religious pluralism further requires a more detailed
reference to the sociological literature (which is made in the following chapters).
This introduction has been given to propose that of all the characteristics of
Victorian religion, religious pluralism was the most important. Many would agree
that the rise of religious pluralism was associated with the rise of religious vitality in
the early nineteenth century. In this thesis it will be argued that religious pluralism

also played a major part in the subsequent decline of religious attendances and
beliefs.

1.2 Religion and Society: an Evolving Concem

The marked religious and social changes of nineteenth-century Europe did
not pass unnoticed at the time. The great degree of attention focused on religion is
evident both in the history of ideas of the Victorian period, especially the
relationship between religion and science, and in the focus of nineteenth-century
sociology itself.? It is not the aim of this thesis to address the ‘history of ideas’ in
detail. The position taken accords with H. McLeod who, referring to the work of
other leading social historians, A.D. Gilbert, J. Cox and C.G. Brown, noted a
general (and rare!) agreement that while the ‘history of ideas’ may explain changes
in belief, crises of faith, or even reinforcements of faith of the intellectual elite, it

does little to further one’s understanding of changes within the wider society.*

This section focuses on the ‘history of ideas’ in the narrow sense of the
evolving theorisation of religion and society from the nineteenth-century onwards.
In the nineteenth century, interest in the relationship between religion and society
became a pre-occupation of the newly emerging social sciences, playing on the
minds of the most famous ‘founding fathers’ of the social sciences, most notably
August Comte, Emile Durkheim, Karl Marx, Frederick Engels and Max Weber.

2 On the relationship between science and religion see T. Cosslet, Science and Religion in_the
Nineteenth Century (Cambridge, 1984). For the Christian response to changing ideas, see O.
Chadwick, The Victorian Church 2 vols (London, 1966-70).

% gee McLeod, Religion and Society, p. 4.
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A major tenet of nineteenth-century social theory was that religion in Europe
was declining and would decline further - towards complete extinction. This
terminal decline was seen as a result of, inter alia, industrialisation, urbanisation,
and most importantly, the ‘triumph of rationality’. The inevitability and centrality
proposed for such links in nineteenth-century social theory led Brian Turner to
state that, ‘Nineteenth-century theories of industrialisation were also theories of
secularisation’.3' Marx and Engels perceived religion as an unhelpful psychological
‘crutch’ which served to conceal the true laws of material existence. Comte and
Durkheim were also strongly secularist. Weber perceived religion as, at best, a
conservative social force which scientific rationality and knowledge would
supersede. Thus there was a strong element of overt ‘secularism’ among the
social theorists of the late nineteenth century. Typically, they both believed and
desired that the functions served by religion should actively be replaced by
‘science’ and the ‘state’; science providing an alternative and superior knowledge
and belief system (which would promote people’s understanding of their destiny
rather than obscure it), and the state removing religious authority from the spheres
of education, social work and the law.%

Modernity and post-modernity.

For much of the twentieth century, the sociological prognosis of the fate of
religion remained as negative, and indeed in much of Europe certain aspects of
religion were declining faster than in the previous century. In sociological jargon,
the ‘modernity project’ remained dominant (i.e. theories of modernity remained the
core of sociological theory, and the decline of religion was viewed as a central
process of ‘modernisation’). However, a change in the evaluation of religion’s
decline did emerge. Whereas, as already outlined, the social theorists of the
nineteenth century were often secularists (actively promoting the decline of

religion), many of their mid twentieth-century counterparts espoused a value free

31 B.S. Turner, Religion and Social Theory (London, 1991), p.134. .
3 |ndeed, such secularist ideologies could themselves be presented as ‘religions’. There was at

least one Sunday school of the ‘religion of humanity’ active in London in the 18?03. This group
translated the philosophy of August Comte into a religious belief system. See Davies, Unorthodox

London, pp. 423-440.
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position in their theorisation of its continued decline. Although outwardly neutral in
stance, an almost complete reversal in the evaluation of religion’s decline can be
detected. There was a strong undercurrent of sadness at the perceived ‘loss’ of
some of the features of a religious society, particularly in the writings of B.R.
Wilson and P.L. Berger. In Wilson’s writings (following the Weberian tradition.of
the ‘iron cage’ of capitalism), there is a reflection that along with religion, the
conditions of cohesion, stability, community, and other ‘pre-modern’ societal
~ characteristics, had all been profoundly shaken by modemity. In Berger's writings
there is a more personal undercurrent of the tension between maintaining a
(Lutheran) religious faith and conducting a sociology of religion.

A new word, ‘secularisation’, was emerging to describe work which
theorised upon the decline of religion but did not thereby seek to promote this
decline. The term gained common usage to contrast the position from the earlier
‘secularism’ that characterised earlier sociological writing. In England the term
secularism was associated with Holyoake’s nineteenth-century programme of an
aggressive campaigning to free, inter alia, education, from the domain of religious
authority. However, as K. Dobbelaere noted, the term secularisation itself dates
back to at least 1648, and itself has a distinctly anti-religious tradition in its
meaning, stemming from the French term séculariser.®® The term secularisation
and secularism are still confused by academic authors.** Much of the theoretical
work relating to religion and modermity in the western world produced in the 1960s
and 70s is now habitually grouped under the heading of the ‘secularisation thesis’.
The most notable theorists being B.R. Wilson, P.L. Berger, D.A. Martin, and T.
Luckmann.®® The term ‘thesis’ is rather unhelpful since the volume of work is far

from a unitary thesis, and is at times highly divergent.

33 K. Dobbelaere, ‘Secularization: a multi-dimensional concept’, Current Sociology, 29:2 (1981), 3-
216, p. 9.

34 Anpoft invoked example being D.A. Martin, ‘Towards eliminating the concept of secularization’, in
J. Gould (ed.), Penguin Survey of the Social Sciences, (Harmondsworth, 1965), pp. 169-182.

35 The most influential original works being B.R. Wilson, Religion in Saciological Perspective (1982);
Martin, Theory of Secularization; P.L. Berger, The Social Reality of Religion (Harmondsworth, 1973);
T. Luckmann, The Invisible Religion (New York, 1967).
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Since the 1970s there has been something of a retreat away from the
‘secularisation’ viewpoint, at least in terms of grand theories and accounts of
universal or inevitable religious decline. In America, the evident vitality of
contemporary religion, had tended to foster a different interpretation for some time,
and in the 1980s a major challenge to secularisation was offered by a body of work
centred upon rational choice theory.% In Europe, the challenge to secularisation
was more muted and less unified. In the United Kingdom, D. Bell's call for the
- ‘return to the sacred’ marked the beginning of a move away from a secularisation
‘orthodoxy’.*” The main themes of criticism centred on an examination of ‘counter-
secularisation’ trends and the study of ‘functional equivalents’ of practised religion,
both within the sphere of the psychological (alternative belief systems), and the
social (alternative ‘rituals’ and ‘congregations’). In such a way it was proposed that
the spiritual, and even the divine, could retain an important part of the personality
and belief systems of the ‘modern’ person, without this necessarily being packaged
in the form of a single over-arching conventional religious world-view or entailing
organised acts of religious worship.®® Also investigated were ‘equivalents’ to the
sense of bonding and awe inherent in many religious acts of worship. The football
match became one such haunt of such investigations in the United Kingdom, and
a ‘civic religion’ was proposed for the United States.*® New religious movements,
most notably the rise of world-rejecting cults became a major focus of study.4° The
sociology of more mainstream religious movements went out of fashion. As
historian Robin Gill noted recently, ‘If sociologists have given considerable
attention to sects and to new religious movements over the last twenty years, they
have seldom studied Churches or denominations with the same level of

scholarship.™!

% The leading rational choice theorists of religion are R. Finke, R. Stark, W.S. Bainbridge and L.R.
lannaccone. Their work is presented in considerable detail in chapter 5 of this thesis.
87 D. Bell, ‘The return of the sacred?’, British Journal of Sociology, 28:4 (1977), 419-449. '
3 3. Davie considered such issues in her account of the ‘ordinary gods of British society’, Davie,
Religion in Britain, pp. 74-92. - L
The notion of an American civic religion was first proposed by R.N. Bellah, ‘Civic religion’,
Daedalus, 96:1 (1967), 1-21. o
For a thorough review of the 30 years of work (up to ¢.1989) in the sociology of religion in the
British context, see R. Wallis and S. Bruce, ‘Religion: the British contribution’, British Journal of

%gglqlggy, 40 (1989), 493-520.
Gill, Competing Convictions, p.55.
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While the secularisation ‘thesis’ continued to receive attention in the 1980s
and 1990s much of this was critical. However, few alternative theories of religious
change were proposed, the exception being the rational choice approach to the
sociology of religion in the United States, in particular Stark and Bainbridge’s
theory of religion.*? A further recent development, on both sides of the Atlantic, has
been the proposal of a systems approach known as ‘new’ or ‘neo’ differentiation
theory to better conceptualise secularisation (which is sometimes thus referred to
"as ‘neo-secularisation theory’).*® Such theory posits that secularisation is the
product of the religious system no longer presenting itself as society itself, but as a
subsystem, one of many, in a modemn society. In short, secularisation is seen as an
outcome of the functional differentiation of society (in terms of Luhmann’s
definition of differentiation, and in contrast to Parsons’ formulation). As Dobbelaere
stated, ‘Luhmann’s approach does not contradict the major conclusions of the
Weberian approach to laicization [i.e. secularisation)]. But his way of thinking about
self-governing and self-substituting subsystems seems to eliminate people.”* Even
this elimination of people can be seen as analogous to Weber's ‘iron cage’ of
capitalism whereby ‘All spheres of dalily life tend to become chronically dependent
on hierarchy.” In this way Luhmann’s work can be seen as one of the few

theoretical developments allied to secularisation theory in the last twenty years.

In the 1990s, the theorisation of religion remains polarised in two camps;
the rational choice theorisation, dominant in the United States, and various
workings and reworkings of secularisation theory. The two approaches are similar
in that they are both theorisations of religion under conditions of modernity. A post-
modem theorisation of religion has yet to fully emerge. As J.A. Beckford and
others have recently noted, perhaps in religion more than other phenomena, post-
modern insights remain rather thin.** A major problem in the area is the lack of

2 gee R. Stark and W.S. Bainbridge, A Theory of Religion (New York, 1987).

3 The ‘new’ distinguishes the theory from T. Parsons’ work. The leading figure in new differentiation
theory is N. Luhmann, see N. Luhmann, Religious Dogmatics and the Evolution of Societies, trans.
- and intro. by P. Beyer, (New York, 1984).

“4 Dobbelaere, ‘Multi-dimensional concept’, p. 92. .
4 | refer to J.A. Beckford, ‘Postmodernity, high modernity and new modernity: three concep_ts. in
search of religion’, in K. Flanagan and P.C. Jupp (eds), Postmodernity, Sociology and Religion
(Basingstoke, 1996), pp. 30-47. A recent collection of works has does done much to fo.rward. .the
links between post-modernity and religion, though it is notable how much of the work remains critical
of the consistency of a post-modern conceptualisation of religion. See K. Flanagan and P.C. Jupp
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consensus over the basic terminology to describe contemporary social change,

thus post-moderity, late modemity, high modemity, new modernity, and
globalisation all vie for superiority.*®

Social scientists remain divided as to the usefulness of post-modern theory
(I use the term here loosely, to include post-structuralism). Wallis and Bruce
provided a strong critique of such approaches, waming that:

‘The sociology of religion has had its advocates of recent Franco-German
theoretical “innovation” ... However, the empirical results and analytical or
theoretical insights have been disappointingly few. It remains for proponents
of contemporary sociological “theory” to display - in the sociology of religion
as elsewhere - that obscure and abstract conceptual elaboration, and vague
social philosophising, can articulate in a fruitful and revealing way with the
material of the real world’.*’

E. Gellner dismissed post-modermn theory as:

‘the abandonment of any serious attempt to give a reasonably precise,
documented and testable account of anything ... everything is a “text” ... the
basic material of texts, societies and almost anything is meaning, that
meanings are there to be decoded or “deconstructed”, that the notion of
objective reality is suspect - all this seems to be part of an atmosphere, or
mist, in which postmodernism flourishes.’*®

Flanagan observed rather wryly that post-modernity was all text and no
context and, more scathingly, that: ‘Like forms of dry rot, postmodernity, once
invasive, becomes the ubiquitous condition of sociology. It means everything and

nothing; it encapsulates a mood, but also denotes its elusiveness; it is the

(eds), Postmodernity, Sociology and Religion (Basingstoke, 1996). See also G. Davie’s
consideration of the limits of post-modern theory in Davie, Religion in Britain, pp. 1898-202. The

work of R. Robertson, and his theory of globalisation is, perhaps, the most advanced body of theory
which actively considers religion. See R. Robertson and W.R. Garrett (eds), Religion and Global
Order (New York, 1991); R. Robertson, ‘Globalization, politics and religion’, in J. Beckford and T.
Luckmann (eds), Social Change and Modernity (California, 1991).

6 A further complexity is that much of what is often included under the banner of ‘post-modern
social theory’ is not necessarily concerned with theorising the condition of post-modernity, but rather
with a ‘post-structural’ approach to social science which is pertinent to all time periods.

7 Wallis and Bruce, ‘Religion: the British contributior’, p..

“8 £ A. Geliner, Postmodernism, Reason and Religion (London, 1992), p. 29 and p. 23.



21

proverbial polo mint of the discipline - enough to go round but with no centre.”*® To
switch metaphors, it is certainly not hard to detect a sense of the emperor's new
clothes in some of what has been written upon the subject. D.A. Martin found no

difficulty in tracing post-modernity back over three centuries when studying
Brazilian religion, since:

‘a mixture of African, European, and Amerindian themes combined and
redefined in prodigious profusion. Certainly one may say the “signifiers”
floated loose, so that little consistency could be discerned between African
gods and correlative Christian saints. Oral culture in many ways
approximated such post-modern features as fragmentation and
juxtaposition, openness to new items, and absence of clear boundaries.”°

By the same criteria religion must have been post-modern in much of
Europe (and indeed everywh'ere?) for millennia. One could trace the juxtaposition
and fragmentation inherent in the Celtic or Roman adoption of ‘correlative saints’
which stood alongside their older gods (for instance Michael and Mercury). One
could trace ‘post-modermity’ back through the exchange of signifiers which arose
from the ongoing cultural religious exchange, whether from Asia and Egypt to
Greece, from Greece to ‘pagan’ Rome, or from pagan Rome to Christian Rome; in
short, from ‘Ishtar to Mary.

G. Davie, drawing upon David Harvey’s seminal work on post-modernity
described the post-modern counterpart of the modernist secularisation project as
‘a space for the sacred but often in forms different from those which have gone
before.’" Although vague enough to be reconciled with virtually any period of
history or any body of social theory, such a future for religion is particularly similar
to one the work of the most influential ‘modemists’ - Thomas Luckmann.
Luckmann’s concept of the ‘invisible religion’ seems to have anticipated post-

|.52

modernity rather well.>* The shortcoming of post-modern theorisation was not lost

- *K. Flanagan, ‘Introduction’, in Flanagan and Jupp, Postmodernity and Religion, pp.1-13, p.3.
% D.A. Martin, ‘Religion, secularization and post-modernity: lessons from the Latin American case’,

in Repstad, Religion and Modernity, pp. 35-43, p.38. B
' Davie, Religion in Britain, p. 192. The work referred to is D. Harvey, The Condition of

Postmodermity (Oxford, 1989).

For instance, Luckmann stated: The privatization of individual existence is linked to the
privatization of religion in general. As for religious themes one is tempted to say with some
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Davie, who, contrasting modem and post-modem concepts of religion, stated that
religion in the United Kingdom had become:

‘not so much a choice, but the backdrop against which other decisions are
made. Hence the notion, already hinted at, that it represents the residue of
the past (what is left of pre-modern religion after the toll taken by both

industrial and post-industrial developments), rather than the emergence of a
post-modem future.’>®

The secularisation ‘thesis’: retrospect and prospect.

The preceding summary of the evolving concemn of religions and society
was inevitably subjective and impressionistic, excluding many avenues of research
within the sociology of religion. The summary was offered to stress the points that
little theoretical innovation relating to secularisation has been produced since the
late 1960s and that the secularisation ‘thesis’ has received much critical attention
in recent decades. From the rational choice viewpoint, secularisation is quite
simply wrong and from a post-modern (and other) viewpoints, secularisation is
seen as something of an old chestnut, and the discipline is keen to move onto
pastures new. To concentrate on secularisation theory is to put to one side many
recent developments within the sociology of religion, whether these be the ‘neo-
secularisation’, post-modern, or rational choice approaches (though the rational
choice approach is considered in chapter 5 of this thesis). This requires

elaboration and justification.

| would argue that secularisation theory would not be an area of legitimate
and necessary academic interest if either the considerable body of rational choice
based research had persuasively disproved secularisation, or conversely, if
secularisation theory had left religious decline and modernity as well understood

exaggeration: anything goes. In the global interpretation of cultures, a vast - and by no means silent,
although perhaps imaginary - museum of values, notions, enchantments, and practices has become
available. It has become available “directly” but primarily through the filter of the mass media rather
than social relations’. T. Luckmann, ‘The structural conditions of religious consciousness in modern

societies’, Japanese Journal of Religious Studies, 6:1-2 (1979), 121-137, p.136.
% Davie, Religion in Britain, p. 199.
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partners, and, by implication, what remained for innovative academic debate was
the nature of religion under conditions of post-modemity.

I suggest that neither condition has been realised. Secularisation, for all the
attention it has received, remains woefully under-researched. The secularisation
‘thesis’ became an established orthodoxy with very little empirical research -
presumably because ‘modernity’ was generally accepted as an incoming tide that
- would sweep away all before it, and the specificities of context were not an
important consideration. As emerges in the detailed consideration of secularisation
literature offered in chapter 2 of this thesis, the outlook for religion was seen to be

equally gloomy in all societal futures, and differences were a matter of timing.

Likewise, theories of secularisation were subsequently criticised and
dismissed with an equally casual attitude towards context and empirical data. Any
form of religious survival, no matter how geographically isolated, transient, .or
insubstantial, could be (and was) used to dismiss secularisation. The exception is
the substantial body of applied research based upon rational choice theory, which
has been used to confront secularisation theory in a far more organised manner.
However, as will be argued in chapter 5 of this thesis, such research has not

effectively ‘disproved’ secularisation in the manner which is commonly claimed.

I argue that the hypothesised ‘fate’ of religion had changed intellectual
“hands with little recourse to history or geography. As a result, ‘secularisation’ has
become a rather unhelpful term that can mean all things to all people. | argue that
theories of secularisation are in need of applied research to forward the settlement
of some long-running debates within sociology. Two main points justify the
attention devoted to secularisation theory in this thesis. First, the context of this
research is historical, and so much of the theorisation of religion from the 1970s
onwards, whether in terms of new religious movements, ‘exotic’ (non-Christian)
faiths, ‘new’ differentiation theory, or post-modern theories of religion, are
(explicitly) of limited relevance. When studying religion in the very time and place
that many would agree was a ‘cauldron’ of modemnity, it is the theories which

attempt to describe and explain these conditions which form a natural starting point
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of investigation - both of the theories themselves and of their ability to interpret the
context.

Secondly, and as already argued, for the considerable volume of criticism
secularisation theory has attracted, very little applied investigation of the theories
(whether from a ‘pro’ or ‘ante’ viewpoint) has been forthcoming. Secularisation
theory has not been used (in anything other than a casual manner) as a basis for
" explaining religious change in any detailed context. This lack of substantial applied
research using secularisation theory is not because it is so ‘abstract’ as to deter
such application. As becomes clear in chapter two of this thesis, many of the
propositions and causal links posited by the various theories are eminently
amenable to empirical investigation (not withstanding the problems of attempting to
quantify religious data from any theoretical basis). Also, from the four major
theories of secularisation available, an investigation of religious change need not
be restricted to a narrow positivist (or indeed historically materialist) perspective by
a reliance on ‘empiricall data. Secularisation theory has been advanced within

‘functionalist’, ‘structural-functionalist’, and ‘phenomenological’ approaches.*

The following two quotes, which propose a strong potential for studying
religious change using empirical data, are from Peter Berger, a leading proponent
of the phenomenological study of religion.

‘One may say, with only some exaggeration, that economic data or
industrial productivity or capital expansion can predict the religious crisis of
credibility in a particular society more easily than data derived from the
“history of ideas” of that society.’>

‘In looking at the collapse of plausibility suffered by religion in the
contemporary situation, hic et nunc, it is logical to begin with social structure
and to go on to consciousness and ideation, rather than the reverse. Quite
apart from its theoretical justification, this procedure will avoid the pitfall (to
which religiously inclined observers are particularly prone) of ascribing
secularization to some mysterious spiritual and intellectual fall from grace.

% This point is clarified in chapter 2 of this thesis.

%% Berger, Social Reality, p.155.
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Rather it will show the rootage of this fall from grace ... in empirically
available social-structural processes.’ [His italics].%®

Such assertions have long invited detailed research grounded in history and
geography, yet this has seldom been achieved. A major study using
‘secularisation’ as a basis of investigation is long overdue. R. Robertson
summarised the situation rather aptly, when he stated that ‘given the current
_fluidity of modem sociology and the almost consensually acknowledged view that
modern societies are in some sort of cultural crisis, the fact that the dilemmas are
old is no reason for not exploring them.[My italics].*” Such words have gained in

relevance over the twenty six years since they were spoken.

1.3 Secularisation and History

The perceived decline of the social significance of religion has not simply
been the concern of sociologists. As a major (if disputed) process of the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries, it is lies in the realm of history. As in sociology, the study
of religion and society has engendered much debate between historians. If one
can simplify a major line of division between sociologists as lying between those
who argue for and against secularisation, in social history one can trace a line of
division between what C. Brown has labelled the ‘optimist’ and ‘pessimist’
schools.®® There are many parallels between the divisions in social history and
sociology. Indeed, although the origins of the ‘pessimist’ school predate
secularisation theory, the latter-day workings of this tradition have paid
considerable attention to secularisation theory.>® Conversely, the ‘optimist’ school
has produced extensive criticism of secularisation as a valid interpretation of
historical change.®

% Berger, Social Reality, pp. 132-133.
57 R. Robertson, ‘Sociologists and secularization’, Sociology, 5 (1971), 297-312, p.300.

%8 Following and extending Brown’s divisions, the contemporary proponents of the ‘pessimist’ school
are A.D. Gilbert and R. Currie. The advocates of the optimist school are C.G. Brown, G. Cox and,
latterly, H. McLeod. This is to exaggerate a difference, since the two ‘schools’ would agree on many
aspects of religious change.

9 Gilbert, Religion and Society and Post-Christian Britain; Currie et al, Churches and Churchgoers.
8 ¢.G. Brown, ‘Did urbanization secularize Britain?’, Urban History Yearbook, 1988, 1-14; Cox, The

English Churches; Gill, Empty Church.
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Traditional’ concerns of history

The Religious Census of 1851 was in itself a major agent of catalysis in the
growth of interest in matters religious in the mid-nineteenth century. Indeed, for a
century or so after the publication of the results, the Religious Census retained a
centrality in the accounts of religious change.®' A preoccupation of such accounts
was the linkage of low rates of religious observance with urban areas, especially
‘industrial urban areas. While much of this work predated the sociological usage of
the term ‘secularisation’, the issue of the decline of the social significance of
religion lay at its heart. Definitive of such views was H. Mann’s report of the

Religious Census findings. Perhaps most famously of all, he proclaimed:

‘a sadly formidable portion of the English people are habitual neglectors of
the public ordinances of religion. Nor is it difficult to indicate to what
particular class of the community this portion in the main belongs. ... while
the labouring myriads of our country have been multiplying with our
multiplied material prosperity, it cannot, it is feared, be stated that a
corresponding increase has occurred in the attendance of this class in our
religious edifices. More especially in cities and large towns it is observable
how absolutely insignificant a portion of the congregations is composed of
artizans.’ [His italics].®

Contemporary concerns of social history.

Since the 1960s there has been an increased focus upon the social history
of religion in the nineteenth century, although it must be stressed that historians
specialising in religion in nineteenth-century Britain remain a rarity, with Callum
Brown, Robert Currie, Alan Gilbert, Robin Gill, Hugh McLeod and Keith Snell,
perhaps the leading contemporary authors in the field. The issues addressed by
such work are many and diverse, but a central theme has been the need to move

away from a simple deterministic account of religious decline, such as that offered

® The most notable works relating to the Religious Census being H. Mann, Sketches; A. Hume
Remarks on the Census of Religious Worship for England and Wales. with Suggestlons for an
improved Census in 1861 (London, 1860); K.S. Inglis, ‘Patterns of religious worship in 1851’, Journal
of Ecclesiastical History, 2 (1960), 74-86; W.S.F. Pickering, ‘The 1851 Religious Census - a useless

experlment'?', British Journal of Sociology, 18 (1967), 382-407.
% Mann, Sketches, p.93.
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by Mann. In the case of Gilbert and Currie the aim has been to refine these
traditional’ concerns, rather than reject them. Their work has presented a more
tightly argued and historically sensitive linking of religious decline with, inter alia,
industrialisation.®® The most significant empirical work since Mann’s census report
is the study of Currie et al, which presents a detailed compendium of membership
statistics for various denominations since 1700.% Interpreting Oxfordshire
diocesan data, they demonstrated that Church of England attendances fell from
“ the 1740s until well into the nineteenth century. They showed that this decline was
more related to the rise of nonconformity than an overall decline in religious
observance. Using national membership figures, they showed that most types of
nonconformity were declining by the late nineteenth century, but that Church of
England membership rose until about 1930. In other words, piecing together the
local Oxfordshire attendance figures for the Church of England and the national
membership statistics for the dissenting denominations, one can generalise that
nonconformity grew until the late nineteenth century, and this growth resulted in
part from a decline in support for the Church of England. After the 1880s, there
was something of a reversal of fortunes, with Church of England membership
increasing and nonconformist membership decreasing. After about 1930 all major
Protestant denominations went into a hitherto unchecked decline.

Currie et al pfoposed several ‘exogenous’ factors as causes of the overall

decline in attendance and membership of churches and denominations. They

"invoked the concept of ‘secularisation’, and most notably urbanisation and
industrialisation. For instance, they argued that:

‘Secularisation affects all other exogenous determinants of church growth
because the long-term result of cultural changes tending to reduce the
appeal of church membership is to minimize the effect of all factors
promoting growth and to maximise the effect of all factors inhibiting
growth.’®

& Gilbert, Religion and Society and Post-Christian Britain; Currie et al, Churches and Churchgoers.
6 Currie et al, Churches and Churchgoers.
- % Currie et al, Churches and Churchgoers, p 101.
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To plot this ‘secularisation’ they evidenced membership statistics for
churches and denominations, supplemented by data on civii marriages and
membership of secularist organisations. In this way the work became a little
circular: secularisation was invoked as a cause of declining membership figures,
but was itself evidenced principally by these same figures. In other words, if
membership figures declined, then jpso facto secularisation must have occurred,
and so religious change can then be ‘explained’ (or rather explained away) as
- secularisation. As becomes clear in chapter 2 of this thesis, the fluidity with which
secularisation can become both explanans and explanandum has underiain much
of the criticism the approach has received.

The arguments concerning religious change and religious decline were
advanced in greater detail, and without such simplistic circularity, in Gilbert’s
work.® In a wide-ranging account of religious history in England, Gilbert focused
on the process of industrialisation as, above all else, the key to explain religious
change. For instance, Gilbert stated:

‘What made particular generations critical of ideas and values which had
long been taken for granted? What kind of changes enabled radical notions
about nature and supernature to win widespread acceptance in societies ...
In search for answers the analysis now turns to the central phenomenon in
the modernization process - the industrial revolution - and to the Brltlsh
context in which industrialization began.”®

Gilbert posited certain links between industrialisation and secularisation. He
used Weber's concept of anomie, and later, G.B. Shaw’s dualism of salvationism
and meliorism, to argue that powerlessness, poverty and contingency (associated
with the pre-industrial world) favoured salvationism, while many of the (longer
term) effects of industrialisation - higher standards of living, better heath,
institutional security and the related processes of secularism, scientism and

rationality - all favoured meliorism.

& Gilbert, Religion ggd Society and Post-Christian Britain.
¥ Gilbert, 0§t-gnu§1|an Britain, p.39.
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The work of Gilbert and Currie et al has thus been closely aligned with
secularisation theory, particularly the work of Bryan Wilson. As H. McLeod has
noted, ‘For some historians, such as Alan Gilbert, Robert Currie or John Kent, the
whole religious history of the Victorian era is dominated by the theme of
secularisation.®® Elsewhere, and more recently, there has been a much more
sceptical attitude towards secularisation. The most telling commentary has been
produced by C.G. Brown.* Brown noted the lack of empirical research supporting
" secularisation, he stated:

‘There are few issues in British history about which so much
unsubstantiated assertion has been written as the adverse impact of
industrial urbanization upon popular religiosity.’”°

Brown proposed that this lack of substantial research had allowed a
‘pessimist’ school (which interpreted religion’s decline as a consequence of urban
industrialisation) to be uncritically accepted for far too long. He stated:

‘Urban history undergraduates are plied each year with the well-worn
secularizing interpretation of urban growth which emanated with the
Victorians (mostly churchmen) and which has since been reassembled by
modem investigators in forms suitable for digestion in ecclesiastical history,
social history ... historical sociology and historical geography.””

Brown argued that contemporary historians have had two sets of often
‘accepted, but rarely substantiated, ‘myths’ to deal with. The first ‘myth’ was
originally generated by an uncritical acceptance of Victorian commentaries on
religious decline and the rise of irreligion. The second accepted truth, or ‘myth’,
which is often used to reinforce the first, is the uncritical importation of theoretiéal
ideas from sociology - the ‘secularisation thesis’ - to explain why religion declined

in the face of urbanisation and industrialisation.

® McLeod, Religion and Society, p. 3.

Brown, ‘Urbanization’.
7 Brown, ‘Urbanization’, p.1.
™ Brown, ‘Urbanization’, p.1.
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Brown labelled accounts which relied on these two myths as the ‘pessimist’
school of thought. As was pointed out with regard to the unconvincing invocation of
secularisation by Currie et al, there is much force in Brown’s criticisms, the most
important of which is that secularisation could be used interchangeably both to

describe and explain religious change, producing a tendency to tautology.

While Brown is correct to criticise the ‘pessimist’ school of history, | would
“argue that what could be called the ‘optimist’ school - which has sought to stress
the continuance of religious influence in the face of industrial urbanisation - is now
also guilty of considerable mythologising. Robin Gill has produced perhaps the
most ambitious alternative historical interpretation of religious change to the
secularisation viewpoint, and in Brown’s terminology can be labelled an ‘optimist’.”?
Gill argued that the concept of secularisation has proved unable to explain the
decline in church-going, especially in the nineteenth century. He replaced what he
called the ‘cultural’ variable of secularisation with the ‘physical’ variables of
‘provision of seating’, ‘emptiness of churches’, and ‘levels of attendance’. He
argued that inter-denominational rivalry led to a widespread over-provision of
seating in nineteenth-century Britain. Using detailed case studies he proposed that
this effect was marked in both rural areas, where chapel building continued in the
face of depopulation, and urban areas, where denominational rivalry was at its
most intense. The proposed result was that in many areas there was an ‘excess’
provision of seating beyond that which could have been filled by the most
religiously active of communities.

Gill argued that this excess of seating produced the ‘empty church’, a potent
physical symbol of religious decline, a symbol made apparent before any decline in
attendance had itself occurred. For Gill, the empty church was not initially a
product of religious decline, but through the associated problems of debts, over-
stretched ministries and, most importantly, the negative psychological effect on
worshippers, the empty church became a cause of real subsequent religious

" decline. As Gill noted: ‘However, once established, empty churches seem to have
had a number of predictable effects; and it is the latter that would appear to have

2 The chief work referred to here is Gill, Empty Church.



31

been important in initiating church-going decline.”® In short, empty churches were
not a product of secularisation, but were in fact a cause of it. Thereby Gill turned
the arguments of Mann and others - that it was a /ack of religious accommodation
which accelerated, if not caused, religious decline - on their heads.

While Gill was quite right to be critical of an unthinking acceptance . of
existing (pessimistic) consensus regarding church decline, the nature of his
- dismissal of ‘secularisation’ was done rather hastily. For instance, in relation to the
work of Currie et al he stated:”

‘The authors were well aware of a cluster of factors affecting church-going -
economic, political, technological ... yet they maintained that it was
secularization that was the primary factor ... By 1977 Currie, Gilbert and

Horsley were aware that there were already some powerful sociological
y 75

critics of the notion of secularization’.

This quote is of interest for two reasons. First, there is an implied difference
between ‘economic, political and technological factors’ and ‘secularisation’. It is
very hard to see how the process of secularisation can be considered as aloof
from these processes; in all the major sociological works secularisation is posited
as being a product of precisely these factors.”® A more minor, but nevertheless
telling, point of interest is that the ‘powerful sociological critics’ of secularisation to
whom Gill refers were referenced to a single ‘classic’ article written by D.A. Martin
some thirty years previously, when the author had apparently confused the term
with ‘secularism’.”” D.A. Martin has since written one of the definitive accounts of
secularisation.”®

78 Gill, Empty Church, p.272.
 Currie et al, Churches and Churchgoers.

’® Gill, Empty Church, p.5.
78 This becomes apparent in chapter 2 of this thesis.
 The article being Martin, ‘Eliminating the concept’. B.R. Wilson claims that Martin’s change of
mind, from demanding that the term ‘secularisation’ should be expunged from the sociological
dictionary, to his later work, Martin, Theory of Secularization, resulted from Martin’s earlier confusion
of the term with term ‘secularism’; see B.R. Wilson ‘Reflections on a many sided controversy’, in S.
Bruce (ed.), Religion and Modernization: Sociologists and Historians Debate the Secularization
Tpegig (Oxford, 1992), pp. 195-210, p.209.

Martin, Theo izati
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| would argue that the consideration of ‘secularisation’ by social historians,
whether ‘pessimists’ or ‘optimists’, has often been unsatisfactory. On the one hand
there is a group of accounts based on the 1851 Religious Census and other
“sources which tend to be methodologically rather simplistic, this being a reflection
of their date of publication rather than a comment on the authors themselves.”
Nonetheless, for certain of these accounts the very findings themselves, let alone
their subsequent interpretation, can be challenged.8° This set of accounts has
been too closely associated with the secularisation ‘thesis’. As a result, a
considerable volume of more recent work - the ‘optimist’ school - has been set up
in opposition to a straw man rather than the secularisation thesis itself. Even the
work of J. Cox, which contains one of the most sociologically informed criticisms of
~secularisation theory by an historian, can itself be criticised on these grounds.
While Cox introduces his work with an informed criticism of secularisation theory,
the rest of the work charts, inter alia, the decline in church-going, the replacement
of the previously religious functions of education, social services and philanthropy
by secular authorities.®’ Cox’s own conclusion is phrased in rather stronger
language than many of the secularisation theories themselves. He stated:

‘The churches had in fact become irrelevant. The philanthropic apparatus
which | described in Chapter 3 had disappeared or was in the process of
being dismantled by the early 1920s. ... The churches were left with little to
do and even less to say, since “church work” had been a central justification
for their existence. In sociological jargon it was a process of functional

differentiation’.®2

Cox then qualifies this apparent description of secularisation theory (it fits
the arguments of Bryan Wilson par excellence) by noting:

™ The most notable being Mann, Sketches; Hume, Remarks on the Census; Inglis, ‘Patterns of
Religious Worship’; Pickering, ‘A useless experiment’; and Mudie-Smith, Life of andon. _ ’

% )n the Daily News Census of London (Mudie-Smith, Life of London), the proportion of ‘twicers’ was
reported ambiguously. This ambiguity led many of the regional essays contained in the work to use
an incorrect calculation which served to underestimate the rate of religious practice, especially
among nonconformists. Section 3.1 of this thesis details this deficiency and shows the corrected
data.

8 For his introduction to secularisation theory see Cox, The English Churches, pp. 7-16.

® Cox, The English Churches, p. 273.
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‘but it is important to remember that this change was not a global
transformation which reduced the importance of all religions everywhere in
the world. It was a particularly British transformation which reduced the
importance of Lambeth’s churches ... In a different context, “functional
differentiation” might even strengthen the churches.’®®

This is, of course, an entirely valid point, but forms an odd way to conclude
a work based entirely upon Lambeth. If the only area one studies appears to fit
. well secularisation theory, it is an awkward platform from which to reject it -

especially on the grounds that it does not fit some other (unspecified) context.

Ina Vparallel study of Croydon, J.N. Morris concluded that

‘It is easy to attack notions of urbanisation, secularisation and decline if they
are described in over-simplistic, monolithic terms, and certainly some of the
proponents of the “pessimist” school are guilty of doing that.’®*

It is interesting to note the parallels between the rejection of secularisation
theory by sociologists working with a functional definition of religion, and a
noticeable trend in the ‘optimist’ school of social history literature to move away
from reliance upon attendance and membership data to the more wide-ranging
components of religion inherent in ‘diffusive Christianity’, ‘popular religion’ and
‘believing without belonging'. In another recent study of urban religion S.J.D. Green
noted that:

‘historians have of late have been much less willing to equate the decline of
mass membership in mainstream ecclesiastical organisations with a
diminution in the social significance of religion in later Victorian and
Edwardian Britain; and altogether more inclined to search for evidence of
the survival of religious norms and sacred life beyond the boundaries of
traditional organised religion.”®

8 Cox, The English Churches, pp. 273-274.
8 Morris, Urban Change, p. 177.

8 g.J.D. Green, Religion in the Age of Decline:; Organisation and Experience in Industrial Yorkshire,
1870-1920 (Cambridge, 1996), p.17. R. Gill is the main exception to this trend; although he argues

against secularisation, he explicitly argues that religious attendance data is fundamental to any
consideration of religious change.
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The point to stress is that how one defines religion has a strong impact
upon the interpretation of religious change offered by both historians and
sociologists. Two accounts can be based on similar evidence, but disagree upon
the division between that which is ‘genuinely religious’ and that which is secular
with ‘religious overtones’, and thereby reach very different conclusions concemi'ng
the nature of religious change. For instance, one could agree with much of the
analysis of Alan Gilbert and at the same time hold an ‘anti-secularisation’
- viewpoint, or conversely, agree with much of the analysis of Jeffrey Cox and hold a
‘pro- secularisation’ viewpoint.®

A clear definition of religion and secularisation needs to precede any
analysis of the state of religion in society. There is no absolute right or wrong in
such definition, but a clarification of one’s standpoint serves to indicate precisely
why one’s conclusions are reached. Such clarity is lacking in much of the literature.
In this thesis there is an unashamed concentration upon those elements of religion
which have become decidedly ‘unpopular since 1851 - what S. Bruce has labelled
‘explicit’ Christianity.?” Religious attendance is the most conspicuous element of
‘explicit’ religion.®® |

Summary: secularisation and history - a poor track record.

The central point to emerge from this brief dip into the historical literature is
the confusion and controversy surrounding both the term ‘secularisation’ and the
theories of secularisation. The long-accepted accounts detailing religious decline in
the nineteenth century had been written before what are now considered the major
theories of secularisation had been formally established in the late 1960s.*° As
already described, these early ‘pessimist’ accounts tended to portray religious

decline as a fairly simple and linear product of industrialisation and urbanisation.

8 The works referred to are Gilbert, Religion and Society and Cox, The English Churches. The
~ sociological division between functional and substantive and inclusive and exclusive definitions of
religion are the focus of section 2.2 of this thesis.

% See S. Bruce, A House Divided: Protestantism, Schism and Secularization (London, 1990), pp. 7-
30.

8 The working definitions of ‘religion’ and ‘secularisation’ are outlined in chapter 2 of this thesis. _
® Though clearly the ideas of E. Durkheim, M. Weber, and T. Parsons were influential before this
date.
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Such accounts were latterly viewed by historians not only as accounts of
secularisation, but also as the very substance of the secularisation ‘thesis’ itself.
Few historians followed the advice of Karel Dobbelaere and attempted to ‘to state
explicitly the different dimensions of the concept, as | see them, and not to use the

term secularization as a “vague stereotype”, for such use does not stimulate our
thinking.’®°

Centainly, there is a noticeable trend in recent social historical studies for
books to open with ten or twenty pages of theoretical discussion critical of
secularisation, proceed with the main study of religion in a particular town or
borough over a few decades, and conclude (even more rapidly than in the
introduction), that religious decline had occurred, but that it was not
‘secularisation’, because there were ‘unique’, ‘local’, or ‘specific’ factors at work."!
The desire to avoid any link with secularisation becomes every bit as unpersuasive
as Currie et al's desire to explain all religious change as secularisation.

By the mid-1970s the ideas of the secularisation theory were filtering across
the disciplinary boundaries between sociology and history. My argument is that the
timing was perhaps unfortunate. Detailed scrutiny of the secularisation ‘thesis’ was
disseminating into social history at the time when a major focus of historical study
had already shifted towards a revision of the accepted wisdoms of the ‘pessimist’
school. A critique of ‘secularisation’ was often implicitly linked with a dismissal of
the ‘pessimist’ school.*? This considerable body of recent work has been valuable
in exploring many hitherto understudied facets of religious life - facets which could
not be illuminated by membership or attendance figures - but | would argue that
this is not to dismiss secularisation theory as is often claimed. There are too few
historians (whether ‘optimists’ or ‘pessimists’) who have heeded the words of Alan
Gilbert when he stated:

% pobbelaere, ‘Multi-dimensional concept’, p.10.
1 | refer here to the works of Cox, The English Churches; Green, Age of Decline; and Morris, Urban
Change.
The major critiques of secularisation theory by historians are: Brown, ‘Urbanization’; Cox, The
English Churches; H. McLeod, ‘Secular cities? Berlin, London, and New York in the later nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries’, in Bruce, Religion and Modernization, pp. 59-89; Gill, Empty Church.
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‘Secularisation is a theme in which the historian cannot ignore relevant

social theory, or proceed without reference to the debates of specialists in

other disciplines’.®®

1.4 The Geography of Religious Practice in 1851; an Unsolved Mystery?

Before introducing secularisation theory itself (which forms the scope of
- chapter 2), it is instructive to conclude this introductory chapter by addressing the
major ‘myth’ associated with the secularisation literature in the British context: that
religious attendance should be proportionately lower the more urban, industrial and
proletarian an area. This is the myth which C.G. Brown highlighted, and forms the
bedrock of historians’ criticism of ‘secularisation’; although secularisation theory is
largely free of such sweeping assertions.**

This section serves to show that there was no simple or geographically
stable relationship between urbanisation and religious practice in England and
Wales in 1851. | take this unusual step of presenting an ‘introductory analysis’,
because, other than in unpublished work, no maps or descriptive accounts of the
1851 Religious Census are entirely satisfactory or comprehensive.** Where maps
have been used at all, these are presented at very large scales (the county or
larger). Also, the method of presentation is often somewhat esoteric, and in some
cases the boundaries shown are not coterminous with the data being mapped.*
Likewise, the data have not been systematically analysed. Typically, ‘analysis’
comprises a few tables containing descriptive statistics, often referring to self-

selected lists of registration districts or towns.

% Gilbert, Post-Christian Britain, p xiv.

% The major (and somewhat retrogressive) exception being Martin, Theory of Secularization, p.3.

% The maps presented in Snell and Ell in Victorian Religion are the best available maps of religious
affiliation in the nineteenth century.

% See, for example, the maps in Hume, Remarks on the Census; Pickering, ‘A useless experiment’;
and more recently, Coleman, The Church of England, and McLeod, Religion and Society. M. Tranter
noted that Coleman’s maps used the pre-1974 county boundaries rather than the registration county
boundaries for which the data were compiled. See M. Tranter (ed.), The Derbyshire Returns to the
1851 Religious Census (Chesterfield, 1994), p.xxxi.
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The following analysis serves to demonstrate that the traditional ‘pessimist’
accounts of religious change prove incapable of explaining even the broadest of
phenomena - the national variations in religious practice in England and Wales' in
1851. The question remains as to whether to ‘surrender to complexity’ and suggest
that such matters are simply too complex to be understood, or whether a re-
examination of secularisation theory - one which returns to the ‘original’ theories -

can help to explain this geography. The latter option forms the basis of this thesis.

The best method of describing the broad geography of religious practice in
1851 is to use the registration-district data, which have been computerised for the
whole of England and Wales. Map 1 shows the index of total attendances (a
measure of religious practice defined in Appendix 1 and section 2.1) mapped at
registration-district level. Map 2 shows the population density.



Map 1

Index of total attendances: The London Division

15% to 30%
30% to 45%
45% to 60%
60% to 75%
75% to 135%

London Division (see inset)

Index of total attendances in England
and Wales, 1851
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. . The London Division
Population per square kilometre:

6 to 50

50 to 100
100 to 150 ®

150 to 200
200 to 72,000 l

London Division (see inset)

Population density in England and
Wales, 1851
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While a glance at maps 1 and 2 shows that there was some Ievel.of
correspondence between urban districts and lower levels of religious practice, a
more level gaze reveals that there were no simple or universal links. Map 1 is
deliberately shaded ‘back-to-front’, so that to the extent that religious practice was
lower the higher the population density, the darkest would be the major urban-
industrial centres and the lightest would be the least urban districts. While places
like Birmingham, Norwich, Sheffield, Barmnsley, Liverpool. Manchester, Preston,
- and most clearly of all, London, do stand out as areas of low attendance, by far the
most extensive regions of low religious practice were the highly rural far-north of
England and the Welsh Marches. Districts in these areas typically contained fewer
than 10,000 inhabitants and little manufacturing industry. Conversely, among the
areas with an index of attendances in excess of 75% were Luton, Bedford, Merthyr
Tydfil, Abergavenny and Haslingden; all decidedly urban districts with populations
in the region of 25,000 to 100,000 inhabitants. |

Overall, the maps correspond quite closely in Lancashire, the West Riding,
the Black Country and London, but diverge markedly in the far north of England
and the Welsh Marches. Indeed, in the far north of England, it was some of the
most urban districts - South Shields, Sunderland, Houghton-le-Spring and Berwick

- which contained the highest levels of religious practice.

A potential explanation: religious pluralism.

A disaggregation of the index of total attendances into Anglican and
dissenting components can help provide the immediate explanation why there was
no strong repulsion between high religious practice and urbanisation in certain
parts of England and Wales, while in other regions, such as the far north, there

even appeared to be an attraction.

Map 3 shows the Church of England index of attendances.”” It can be seen
that the Severn-Wash line broadly divided the areas of Anglican strength and

% That is Church of England attendances (all services) as a percentage of total attendances for all
denominations, as defined in Appendix 1.



The Lond Divisi
Church of England index of attendances: © -ondon Livision

5% to 20%
20% to 35%
35% to 50%
50% to 65%
65% to 81%

London Division (see inset)

Church of England index of attendances
in England and Wales, 1851
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weakness. Thus, the areas of greatest Anglican support covered central Devon,
eastwards across through Somerset, Wiltshire and Hampshire, and then split
around greater London; into Sussex and Kent in the south, and up though
Berkshire and Northamptonshire in the north. The extreme northern ‘outposts’ of
greatest Anglican support lay in Warwickshire, Shropshire and Norfolk. A
comparison of maps 2 and 3 suggests that the Anglican index of attendances was

no more negatively related to population density and urbanisation than the index of
- total attendances (shown in map 1).

The reason for the mismatch between the geography of attendances at the
Church of England and religious attendances in toto was, of course, the variation
in support for dissent. The geography of the dissenting index of attendances
(which was measured as the combined strength of all non-Anglican
denominations) is shown in map 4. The geography of dissenting strength was not
a simple reversal of that of Anglican Support. Map 4 shows that dissent was
strongest in: Wales, Cornwall, the borders of Somerset, Wiltshire and Dorset, parts
of the south-east midlands across into East-Anglia, and in a more general area
comprising much of Yorkshire, east Lancashire and Durham. In these areas, more
than one dissenting attendance was recorded for every three people on Census
Sunday. In the south, the areas of dissénting weakness - much of south-east
England, and the western midlands (outside the black country) - were a reﬂecti.on
of high Anglican strength. In the far north of England and the Welsh Marches,
dissenting weakness revealed a weakness of religious support in toto - as is clearly

visible in map 1.

A comparison of maps 1, 3 and 4 reveals that in Wales, Cornwall and parts
of the northermn Pennines, the Church of England was extremely weak, but levels of
religious practice in toto were not at all low. Herein dissent filled the shortfall in
Anglican support. In the case of Wales, support for dissent was so strong that
levels of practised religion were higher than in any of the Anglican heartlands.
" Conversely, in the far north of England and the Welsh Marches, dissent did not
compensate for the weakness of the Church of England, and religious 'practice was

very low.



The London Division
Total dissenting index of attendances:

0% to 20%
]120% to 35%
65% to 104%

Wffli London Division (see inset)

Dissenting index of attendances
in England and Wales, 1851
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Generalisations drawn from visual comparisons of maps are not the best
way of advancing the debate surrounding the ‘patterns of religious practice in the
nineteenth century. To pursue the matter more comprehensively, a more
systematic and inclusive analysis is needed. This can be achieved by grouping the
registration districts according to their population densities - a rough and ready
indicator of urbanisation.”® Table 1 examines how the total, Anglican, and
dissenting index of attendances varied in the registration districts grouped
- according to their population densities. It can be seen clearly that the 36 London
districts contained very low levels of religious practice, with attendances totalling
just 40% of the total population. Anglican attendances in the capital averaged just
24.3% of the population, and the mean dissenting index of attendances was also
extremely low at only 15.7%.

Outside of London, the most densely populated urban districts (those with
more than 1,000 people per square kilometre) showed much higher levels . of
religious practice. These districts contained many of the major provincial urban
centres.” In such districts, indices of total attendances averaged around 55%.
Support was split fairly evenly between the established church and dissent; both
received an average index of attendances of over 27%. Interestingly, the less
densely populated provincial urban centres, those with 350 to 1,000 people per
square kilometre, displayed slightly lower average levels of religious practice - they
recorded a mean index of total attendances of around 53%.'® Again, support was

more or less equally split between the Church of England and dissent.

% It should be noted that since the major part of this analysis relates to parish-level data, the socio-
economic data computerised at registration-district level is limited to the 1851 population density. A
more systematic investigation of the links between urbanisation, industrialisation and the index of
attendances is presented in chapter 4 using the parish-level data.

® These districts are: Salisbury, Exeter, Cambridge, Reading, Bristol, Oxford, Leicester, Dudley,
Bury St. Edmunds, Canterbury, Nottingham, Derby, Worcester, Southampton, Yarmouth, Brighton,
Stoke Damerel, East Stonehouse, Leeds, Portsea Island, Bradford, Gravesend, Hull, Sunderland,
Newcastle-upon-Tyne, Norwich, Coventry, Liverpool, Plymouth, Stoke-upon-Trent, Salford,
Manchester, Chorlton, Sheffield, Birmingham, and Oldham.

1% These districts are: Colchester, Haslingden, Bath, Cheltenham, Hastings, Ipswich, Northampton,
Dewsbury, King’s Lynn, Huddersfield, Clifton, Stourbridge, West Ham, Rochdale, Blackburn, West
Bromwich, Halifax, Alverstoke, West Derby, Richmond, Medway, Wolstanton, South Shields,
Wolverhampton, Bury, Stockport, Wigan, Walsall, Hunslet, Bolton, Ashton-under-Lyme, Tynemouth,
Preston, Gateshead, Brentford, Aston, Ecclesall Bierlow, and Radford.
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How the index of total, Anglican, and dissenting attendances varied according to
the population density

Registration district Mean index Mean Mean n
classification: of Anglican dissenting
attendances index of index of
attendances | attendances
~ London 40.1 24.3 15.7 36
(population density 500 -
71,719 per square kilometre)
Other ‘highly urban’ 55.4 27.6 27.7 36
(population density > 1000 per '
square kilometre)
‘Urban’ 52.7 25.5 27 .2 38
(population density 350 - 1000
per square kilometre)
‘Mixed’ 71.7 39.0 32.8 404
(population density 50 - 350 per
square kilometre)
‘Rural’ 70.0 34.2 35.8 78
(population density 30-50 per
square kilometre)
Remote ‘rural’ 62.1 20.8 41.3 32
(population density < 30 per
square kilometre)
All districts 67.1 35.1 32.0 624
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It was the ‘mixed’ districts, those with around ‘average’ population densities
of 50 to 350 people per square kilometre, which showed the highest average levels
of religious practice - a mean index of total attendances of around 72%. These
mixed districts were not typically extremely rural and contained small towns.
Indeed, over 85% of these districts contained 10,000 - 40,000 people, and were
typically centred on an urban centre of 10,000 - 25,000 people. In these districts,
Anglican support was slightly stronger than dissenting support.

The more clearly ‘rural’ districts, those containing 30 - 50 people per square
kilometre, also showed above average levels of religious practice, though not quite
as high as the ‘mixed group’. The mean index of total attendances was 70%. In

these rural districts, dissenting support was slightly greater than Anglican support.

Finally, the districts in the ‘remote’ rural group, those with less than 30
people per square kilometre, were characterised by substantially lower levels of
religious practice - a mean index of attendances of 62.1%. These remote districts
were also characterised by a notably low mean Anglican index of around 21%, and
a notably high mean dissenting index of over 40%.

One can further the analysis by retuming to the geography underlying this
complex relationship between religious practice and population density. Map 5
shows the deviations from the relationship between the index of total attendances
and the population density.'®’ The general regression equation was natural log
(index of total attendances) = 4.583 - 0.085 X natural log (population per square
kilometre). Thus, solving the equation for the groups defined in table 1, the
regression predicted the following indices of attendances: 41 for a typical London
district (with a population density of 25,000), 49 for a typical ‘highly urban’ district
(with a population density of 3,500), 57 for a typical ‘urban’ district (with a
population density of 550), 67 for a typical ‘mixed’ district (with a population density
of 80), 71 for a typical ‘rural’ district (with a population density of 40), and 76 for a

1% The standardised regression coefficients shown in map 5 were produced by a regression of the
natural logarithm of the index of attendances with the natural logarithm of population density. Both
variables were logarithmically transformed because they approximated closely a log-normal
distribution (Appendix 4 details this characteristic of the index of attendances).



Map 5

The London Division
Standardised regression residuals:

| | -5.25 to -2
| -2 to 1
 1-1 to+1

| +1 to +2

KH +2to +3.5

London Division (see inset)

Deviations from the overall relationship between the index of total
attendances and population density (see main text for details)
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typical ‘remote rural’ district (with a population density of 20). Overall this model

showed reasonable explanatory power across the range of population densities.'®

Map 5 shows the standardised residuals. As would be expected, since the
residuals approximated a normal distribution, the majority of districts (71.6%) lay
within +/-1 standard deviation.'® In these districts (shaded grey in map 5) the
overall model can be considered to have been a reasonably good predictor of the
- index of attendances.'®*

Of greater interest are the districts which did not conform to the general
model: the ‘yellow’ and ‘blue’ areas. The pale yellow and pale blue districts are
those in which the predicted index of attendances lay between +/-1 and +/-2
standard deviations from the actual index. The districts shaded dark blue and dark

yellow lay more than +/-2 standard deviations from the actual index.

The yellow areas (both pale and dark) show, par excellence, that no
generalisations can be made whether regions of unexpectedly low religious
practice were either ‘industrial’ or ‘agricultural’. One can see that Northumberiand,
Cumberland, Westmorland and County Durham all stand out as the major areas of
lower than predicted indices of attendance. Likewise the Welsh Marches also

'® The coefficients of the regression analysis were F = 160.9 (p = 0.000), adjusted R? = 0.20. The
‘predictive power of the model was fairly even across the range of population density, though the
residuals did not obey constant variance or a normal distribution about a mean of zero at population
densities of below about 30 people per square kilometre (i.e. the ‘remote rural’ districts). In all the
other groups presented in table 1, the mean of the residuals lay very close to zero (within +/- 0.10).
In the 32 districts comprising the ‘remote rural’ group, the mean standardised residual was -0.28 -
one standard deviation away from the overall mean of zero. A glance at map 5 reveals that it was
the highly rural districts of Northumberland and Cumberland which did not conform to the regression
model.

'% Given a perfect normal distribution, 68.4% of residuals would lie within +/-1 standard deviation,
and these two extremes would be symmetrical - i.e. 15.8% of residuals would be >+1 standard
deviation from the mean (which should be zero) and 15.8% of residuals would be <-1 standard
deviation from the mean. In the analysis presented in map 5, the residuals closely approximated a
normal distribution, such that 90 (14.4%) standardised residuals were greater than +1, and 87
(13.9%) standardised residuals were less than -1. The mean of the unstandardised residuals was
~ zero to three decimal places.

Although, it should be noted that since the model is log-log, these limits are not uniform or
symmetrical above and below the actual index of attendances. For example, with an actual index of
attendances of 40, if the standardised residual was less than +/-1, then the predicted index of
attendances lay between 30 and 53, i.e. a relatively tight band. However, with an actual index of
attendances of 80 and a standardised residual less than +/-1, the predicted index could have lain in
a band twice as wide - anywhere between 60 and 106.
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stand out as an area of lower than predicted religious practice. The majority of
districts in both these regions were highly rural. However, also visible as yellow
districts in map 5 are parts of the major urban-industrial regions, namely: the West
Riding (Bamsley, Ecclesall Bierlow, Saddleworth, and Sheffield), the West
Midlands (King’s Norton, Aston, and Stoke-upon-Trent), Lancashire (Chorlton,
Oldham, and Preston), and London (Shoreditch, Poplar, St. George-in-the-East,
Bethnal Green, Kensington, Rotherhithe, Clerkenwell, Lambeth, and Camberweli).

The areas in which the index of attendances was substantially higher than
predicted (the pale and dark blue areas) lay in west Wales, and parts of southemn
England, notably: the borders of Somerset, Wiltshire and Dorset, and parts of the
south-east midlands across into East-Anglia. As with the areas in which the
predicted index of attendances over-estimated religious practice, these ‘under-
estimated’ areas presented a wide range of rural and urban characteristics;
ranging from the rural districts of central Wales to urban centres as far north as
Leicester, Nottingham, and Shrewsbury. The common thread running through all
these ‘blue’ areas was the strength of dissent, as shown in map 4. Either dissent
was at its strongest - as in west Wales, or both dissent and the Church of England
were relatively strong - as across the parts of England shaded biue in mab 5.

What map 5 shows more effectively than a lengthy description, is that there
was no systematic class of districts (according to population density) in which the
predicted index of attendances was clearly and under-estimate; there were
numerous highly rural and urban districts in this group. Similarly, there was no
systematic class of districts in which the predicted index of attendances was an
over-estimate. Again, there were both highly urban/industrial and rural/agricultural

districts in this group.

The extent which both the blue and yellow districts formed distinct
geographical regions which covered urban and rural districts alike, is a measure of
- how ‘geography’ prevented an ‘iron law’ linking religious practice and population
density. While the relatively low explanatory power of the regression equation
(adjusted R® = 0.20) revealed that such an iron-law was extremely malleable, the
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regional patterns displayed in map 5 help reveal why this was so. Some regions
were regions of low religious practice irrespective of population density (most
notably, the far north of England), while other regions, such as the south-east

midlands, were areas of high religious practice irrespective of population density.

The regression model only took account of the population density, but these
regions were not defined by population density. One can examine a point at which
- the two regions meet - the border between the west and east midlands - to make
this point more clearly. For example, one can pick out the two adjoining districts to
the east of Birmingham, Meriden (shaded pale blue in map 5) and Atherstone
(shaded pale yellow in map 5). The two districts contained almost identical total
populations of around 11,300, though Meriden contained a slightly lower
population density of 57.3 people per square kilometre (compared with the figure
of 101.5 in Atherstone). However, the index of total attendances stood at only 46.4
in Meriden, but was 88.2 in Atherstone. The higher index of attendances was
largely due to the much greater dissenting presence in Atherstone, which recorded
a total dissenting index of attendances of 34.8, compared with a total dissenting
index of just 7.3 in Meriden. In this way one begins to see how the geography of
religious practice goes beyond a consideration of urbanisation.

The pessimist school revisited.

Even this bfief introductory analysis has hinted at considerable complexity in
the geography of religious practice. Thus, any model of churchgoing based solely
on patterns of urban development will be, at best, a partial one. A further
observation pertinent at this point is that the ‘pessimist’ accounts of social history
had rarely postulated a simple, universal link between urbanisation and/or
industrialisation and decline in religious practice, as the secondary literature might
lead one to believe. For instance, Pickering, whose account perhaps comes

closest to proposing such a link, stated:

‘One might be tempted to imagine that these findings pointed to an “iron
law” in which church-going is seen to be inversely proportional to the
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population of an urban area. A re-examination of Table 5 and Map' 5
[Pickering’s data] will demonstrate that this is not the case.”'®

Thus, while it is correct to criticise the conventional ‘pessimism’ proposing
universally low levels of religious attendance by the urban working class in the
nineteenth century, it must be remembered that many of these ‘pessimist’
accounts (espeéially that of K.S. Inglis) were actually not so sweeping as much of

the secondary literature would suggest.'%

This analysis has shown that a ‘pessimist’ account, in superficial terms at
least, was supported by the geographical patterns of the index of attendances and
population density in some parts of England and Wales. In others, most visibly the
far north of England and the Welsh Marches, population density and the index of
attendances tended to be low in the same localities. Not o'nly did the districts of the
far north of England (i.e. Northumberland, and Cumberland) and the English and
Welsh border districts,'” not conform to a pessimist model (as shown in map 5),
they actively contradicted it. There was actually a statistically significant positive
association between population density and the index of total attendances in these
districts (rs = + 0.44, p = 0.002, n = 46).'® In contrast, taking all other districts
together, there was a strong negative association between population density and
the index of total attendances (rs = - 0.41, p = 0.000, n = 578).'® Such a strong
negatiVe association shows that outside these border areas there was clear
evi