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‘Conspicuous’ philanthropists:1 nonconformist
religion in nineteenth-century pacifism

T he role of nonconformist religion in the early feminist move-
ment has been widely acknowledged. From the Unitarian Caroline
Ashurst Biggs, to the Quaker Priestman and Bright family net-

works, feminist politics developed in significant part within the context
of nonconformity. It was much the same for the peace movement.
Two issues were key to religious perspectives on peace in the nineteenth
century: one was Quaker theology and the commitment to testimony
against war; the other, the influence of Evangelicalism. This chapter con-
siders the importance of Evangelical religion in nonconformist pacifism,
particularly the Peace Society, and the impact that theological develop-
ments within the Society of Friends had upon the peace movement.

David Bebbington has argued that Evangelicalism was based upon
four key elements: conversion, in which an individual experienced a
crisis which changed their personal faith; activism, or a commitment to
spreading the word about the importance of conversion; biblicism, or
love of the Bible; and crucicentrism, a focus on the atoning sacrifice made
by Christ on the cross. A number of feminists in this period (Josephine
Butler being a prominent example) identified conversion experiences
that turned them towards religious and philanthropic work.2 Women’s
religious ‘mission’ was borne out by activism, not only in the sense of
spreading the gospel but also, throughout the mid- to late nineteenth cen-
tury, through social work and philanthropy. The two were, for Victorian
society, closely intertwined. Women did much of the district visiting,
fundraising and social concern work that was required by Evangelical
churches.3 Biblicism was also a prominent aspect of Evangelicalism, and
many absolute pacifists and social purity feminists relied heavily on
biblical quotes in their arguments. Priscilla Peckover, for example, often
referred to ‘our Bible-reading Christian land’, and built the following
quotations into the declaration of her Local Peace Association: ‘We are
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bound “to love our neighbour as ourselves;” “to render to no man evil
for evil;” “to overcome evil with good”.’4

Concepts of sacrifice were common in the women’s movement,
but crucicentrism, or the idea of atonement, was not a common motif
within the peace movement. The notion of sacrifice on the Cross carried
undertones of death and struggle that were too close to military ideals
to make them safely adaptable to the peace cause. Instead, peace argu-
ments focused more upon the birth of Christ. For example, a leaflet
issued to juvenile members of the Local Peace Associations in the 1890s
referred to ‘the beautiful banner of Peace on Earth and Goodwill to
Men, brought down from heaven by the angels on the first Christmas
Day, as they sang for joy at the birth of the Prince of Peace’. It also
included a quote from the Old Testament: ‘Behold to obey is better than
sacrifice.’5

Although pacifists drew selectively on those aspects of their faith
that suited their cause, it is unarguable that Evangelicalism was a key
factor in the birth and growth of the nineteenth-century peace move-
ment. This can be seen in the development of Britain’s oldest pacifist
organisation, the Society for the Promotion of Permanent and Uni-
versal Peace (usually known as the Peace Society or the London Peace
Society), which was founded on 14 June 1816. It dominated the British
peace movement until the late 1860s and 1870s, when the politics and
methods of those involved began to diversify. The Peace Society arose
in response to the Napoleonic wars of the early nineteenth century, as a
result of Quaker pacifist sentiments which at this time began to gain
support among non-Quakers, particularly dissenters, and some clergy
and lay persons of the established church.6 While the Evangelical urge to
reform society was an important factor in its foundation, alongside these
religious motives against war were the secular influences of liberalism
and humanitarianism, which stemmed from the Enlightenment of the
eighteenth century. Such arguments held that conflicts between states
should be resolved without resorting to war, and that reason could
replace violence.

Although the original idea for such a society came from a non-
Quaker dissenting minister, Dr David Bogue, the men who actually
founded the Peace Society were Quakers: William Allen and Joseph
Tregelles Price. However, a number of non-Quakers rallied to support
the Society, including Bogue and Anglicans Thomas and John Clarkson
(who had, like the founders of the society, been active in the anti-
slavery agitation and other reform causes). The founders thus combined
their religious arguments with liberal and humanitarian ideas to argue
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that all wars were unchristian and immoral. This starting point remained
the ideological basis of the Society until well into the twentieth century, by
which time its influence and significance had considerably declined.7

As Alan D. Gilbert has shown, the rise of popular dissenting Pro-
testantism during the early nineteenth century began to rival the strength
of the Church of England, as Congregationalists (or Independents),
Baptists, Wesleyans and Primitive Methodists all gained firm bases of
support.8 Despite the fact that Quakers were a tiny religious grouping
when compared to Anglicans or Congregationalists, their lack of numbers
was offset by their members’ wealth and influence. In 1800 there were
approximately 19,800 Friends in England and Wales, most of whom
were middle class. They declined in number during the early to mid-
nineteenth century, largely as a result of the exclusive and excluding
nature of the Society of Friends. While Evangelical dissenters such as
the Congregationalists and Methodists aimed to ‘win converts from the
world’ and yet still maintain their gathered subculture of believers,
Quakers were more likely to try to preserve their exclusivity and in the
process they maintained policies which worked against recruitment, such
as disownment on marriage to a non-member. As a result they declined
in number during this period, from a high of almost twenty thousand
in 1800 to an estimated low of fourteen thousand in 1861, although after
the disownment policy was abandoned in the 1860s membership num-
bers again began to increase.9 Despite the fluctuations in membership,
the influence of Quakers in the area of social reform was maintained
throughout the century. They gained greater representation in this period
among the upper middle classes, as the wealth and influence of Quaker
merchants and manufacturers increased.

The centrality of the peace testimony to Quaker doctrine meant
that numerically and financially, Quakers dominated the peace move-
ment. Their long history of radical resistance to the demands of the
state, notably through their refusal to bear arms, placed them within a
historical tradition from which it was possible to critique state power and
oppose or defy established religion. Organised opposition to the state’s
authority to declare war was therefore a short but significant step to
make.10 Throughout the nineteenth century, Quakers formed the major-
ity of supporters and members of the Peace Society. However, among
all Quakers only around ten per cent actively supported the peace move-
ment or joined the Peace Society, and likewise, it was not the case that
Quakers ever wholly dominated the Society itself on an executive level.
If anything, the opposite was the case, particularly in the second half of
the century when both Quaker and non-Quaker Executive Committee
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members sought to publicly downplay the influence of the Friends
in order to avoid giving the impression that the Society was dominated
by this relatively small and traditionally radical sect. By 1830 the Peace
Society had built up a core membership of 1,500 people, of whom at
least half were Quakers, who provided the Society with a steady source
of income.11 But despite the loyalty of this core membership and the
importance of their donations, the Society of Friends’ influence on the
Peace Society in the second half of the nineteenth century was over-
shadowed by that of the two secretaries to the Peace Society from 1848
to 1918, Henry Richard and William Evans Darby, both of whom were
Congregationalists.

An all-Quaker membership was never the intention of the men
who formed the Peace Society, although the Society embraced those
who wished to work for peace using Quaker principles of ‘absolute
pacifism’. It pledged itself to be against all wars, including those that
were supposedly defensive, and it was written into the Society’s rules
in 1821 that no one would be eligible for membership of the Executive
Committee if their principles were not in strict accordance with the
absolute pacifism of the Society. However, this rule effectively offered
a compromise between absolutism and pragmatism, because it meant
that members who were not absolute pacifists could involve themselves
in other aspects of the Society’s work, particularly in regional branches
where they were eligible for committee positions.12

Of non-Quaker Peace Society members, most were Congregation-
alists, Baptists or Unitarians. The Congregationalists had a significant
influence upon the peace movement, supporting the Peace Society in
large numbers and comparable in strength to the Baptist influence on
the Society, but not of course to that of the Quakers.13 The structure of
Congregationalism had been developed primarily by Evangelicals since
the formation of the Congregational Union in 1832, and like other non-
conformists, particularly Primitive Methodists, the occupational structure
of its membership was heavily biased towards skilled labourers.14 During
this period it was more of an academic and intellectual movement than
other Evangelical Churches, but it also demonstrated a long-standing
concern with social reform. Although it asserted a thoughtful, intellectual
theology, it did not adhere to rationalism or address the conflicts between
intellect and personal faith. Its members’ tendency to reject war was
therefore a means of reaffirming their faith in the face of a society
dedicated to material and financial accumulation.15 Congregationalists
were ultimately set apart by this intellectual framework, much as Quakers
were set apart through their history of defiance of the state.
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Over the nineteenth century, a struggle developed within Quakerism
between older radical currents and the Evangelical arguments that began
to dominate Victorian religion during this period. This was to have a
considerable impact upon the Quaker role in the peace movement. In
particular, conflicts in American Quakerism influenced the British Society
of Friends. In 1827 Elias Hicks withdrew from the Evangelical American
Society of Friends, on the grounds that he believed in the importance of
the ‘Inner Light’ to the exclusion of all other sources of spiritual know-
ledge. Hicks became something of a ‘spiritual bogey-man’ to Evangelical
Friends, who mistrusted his attempts to substitute personal faith for
biblical authority.16 These divisions also affected Quakerism in Britain,
where Evangelical Friends also took the content of the Scripture as central
and effectively rejected any independent spirituality. The Hicksite split
therefore had the effect of motivating British Evangelical Friends to
make their theological commitment more precise. This in turn further
alienated the Quietists, who maintained the original Quaker beliefs in
a form of Inner Light and independent spirituality in human beings, in
addition to that contained within the Bible.17

Quietist Friends remained dominant in Yearly Meetings in Britain
until mid-century, but the increasing divisions can be seen in the
establishment of two Quaker periodicals in 1843: The Friend, which was
to cater for the Evangelical wing; and The British Friend, for the Quietist
wing. As Martin Ceadel notes, the British Friend eschewed support for
the Peace Society and was indeed more likely to publicise the Society’s
rivals, confirming that Quietist Friends were increasingly hostile to
Evangelicalism.18 The centrality of the Bible as the source of knowledge
of God within Evangelicalism meant the abandonment by these Friends
of the traditional core Quaker doctrine of the Inner Light. Unsurprisingly,
this abandonment caused the alienation, resignation or disownment
of many Quietist Friends who continued to uphold what had been
Quakerism’s core doctrine. After these struggles in the 1830s to 1850s,
although a number of Quietists continued to be vocal and influential
within the Society of Friends, the Evangelicals established a dominance
within the Society which lasted until the mid-1880s.19

The Evangelical phase of Quakerism witnessed further splits within
the Society in the 1860s and 1870s. During the 1860s, as a result of divi-
sions caused by William Hodgson in the US between what he viewed
as ‘pure’ (traditional) and ‘tainted’ (reforming) Quakers, a number of
British Quietists separated themselves from the established, Evangelical-
dominated meetings.20 The committee that was appointed to restore unity
to the Friends was of strictly Evangelical orthodoxy and thus it seemed
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this wing had finally achieved absolute dominance within Quakerism,
both in Yearly Meetings and in the British Society of Friends as a whole
during the 1870s.21 However, this dominance was disrupted by the gradual
inroads made by liberal theology and intellectualism into Quakerism.
Concurrent with the 1860s and 1870s splits there appeared a third strand,
a minority of liberal Friends. These were a younger breed of mostly
university-educated men who, from the 1870s onwards (and through
their establishment in 1867 of the journal Friends’ Quarterly Examiner),
rejected the relatively new dominance of Evangelicalism within Quaker-
ism and argued instead for a more liberal, ‘progressive’ theology that
ultimately allowed modern thought to expand within twentieth-century
Quakerism.22

These inroads by liberal theology came about because one of the
achievements of Evangelical Quakerism was to help destroy the concept
of Friends as ‘Peculiar People’. During the 1850s, Evangelicals had success-
fully campaigned for the abolition of the signifiers which separated Friends
from other Christians – particularly Quaker dress and peculiarities of
speech – with the consequence that, as Isichei argues, Evangelical Friends
could feel closer to non-Quaker Evangelicals than to Quietist Friends.23

Evangelicalism had the effect of making Friends more ready to work with
non-Quakers in philanthropic or social reform causes although, like the
anti-slavery movement, the Peace Society with its interdenominational
co-operation predated the period when Evangelicalism took off within
the Society of Friends. Evangelicalism was nonetheless a vehicle for some
Quakers to reject the traditional eschewal of worldly activity and instead
participate in reform, philanthropic and political causes.

The anti-Evangelical liberal movement within Quakerism, which
gained ground in the 1880s, drew its inspiration from Quietist teachings.
As a result of the Darwinian theory of evolution and the popularisation
of biblical criticism, liberal Quakers regarded the Bible as fallible and
therefore had no certain source of theological knowledge. Thus a new
emphasis developed on religious experience as the foundation for faith,
and the concept of the Inner Light was successfully revived as a core
doctrine. However, the new liberal Quakerism also conflicted with some
of the Quietists’ central tenets, particularly the rejection of the study of
religion and of organised social action. Anti-intellectualism had been a
persistent characteristic of Quietism and one of its enduring strands of
difference from Evangelical Quakerism, although Evangelical Friends
were to be charged with the same trait by liberals, who accused them
of a blindness to intellectual thought and the theological issues of the
moment.24
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Although the liberal strand rejected Quietism per se, including the
doctrines of Original Sin and the Atonement, many liberal Quakers none-
theless had sympathy for the Quietists, seeing Evangelicalism as their
common enemy. The liberal Friends had their origins in meetings held
with Unitarians in Manchester in the late 1860s, where the liberal theo-
logy that was to become dominant had been pioneered. By the 1880s,
many of the exponents of liberal views were Quakers who exercised a
significant degree of influence over Quaker thought. Two of these men,
William Pollard and John Wilhelm Rowntree, were members of the
Executive Committee of the Peace Society. Pollard was co-author of the
first Quaker statement of liberal theology, A Reasonable Faith, published
in 1884, and with his co-authors became involved in the publication of
the Quietist British Friend in 1891, implying that the differences between
Quietist and liberal theologies were gradually being overcome. In con-
trast, John Wilhelm Rowntree came from a well-known Evangelical
background but was referred to after his death as the ‘prophet of the
[liberal Friends’] movement’.25

The new Quaker theology spread with incredible rapidity. In 1885,
the authors of A Reasonable Faith were only ‘daring pioneers’, but by
1895, a conference was held in Manchester to discuss the relationship of
the Society of Friends to modern thought. The Friends had at this time
less than 16,500 members, including children, yet the predominantly
Quaker attendance at the conference ranged from 1,000 to 1,300 people
and four out of five addresses on theology were given by well-known
liberals. Two years later, a Summer School to bring Friends into contact
with modern thought was benignly reported by the Evangelical Friend,
and thus liberal theology quietly became orthodoxy within Quakerism.26

This liberal trend was pioneered, at least in part, by men who were also
active within the peace movement.

However, these changes in Quakerism were largely overshadowed
within the Peace Society by its Evangelical Congregational secretaries,
Henry Richard and William Evans Darby, who between them dominated
the Society throughout the second half of the nineteenth century. Richard
(1812–88) served as secretary of the Peace Society from 1848 to 1885
(after which he was made permanent chairman of the Society), and was
also a Member of Parliament for Merthyr Tydfil from 1868. He was
Welsh, a Congregationalist minister and a political Radical. His greatest
achievement for the peace movement was that he managed to unite
peace advocates regardless of whether they accepted the Peace Society’s
principle of absolute pacifism. His arguments stressed that war was
economically wasteful, destructive of human lives, a threat to liberty,
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incapable of determining which side was right, and incompatible with
Christianity. Under his leadership, the Peace Society was transformed
from a solidly Christian body that exerted little practical influence in
politics, to one that could make some impact, however modest, on
governing circles. Richard’s strength was in tailoring his arguments to
his audience, but his ability to unify advocates of peace did not mean
that his own principles were not firmly and seriously upheld. While
he did make the Peace Society more influential and accessible to the
outside world, he preserved its aims and principles within the Society so
effectively as to almost embody it himself. From an internal perspective,
he upheld rather than diluted its message, and his skill in doing so
meant that under his leadership its reputation as an absolute pacifists’
society was reinforced.27

From mid-century onwards, Richard was instrumental in furthering
the spread of arbitration principles. Support for arbitration developed
significantly during the course of the nineteenth century, and it was used
as a means of resolving national disputes twenty-three times between
1794 and 1840. From the 1840s onwards, the concept of arbitration grew
faster in popularity than any comparable alternative to war, such as
disarmament, neutralisation or the establishment of a court of nations.
In 1849 the first motion in the House of Commons in favour of a system
of arbitration was put forward by Richard Cobden.28 Although the
motion failed, it was the first time that a serious discussion had taken
place on the uses of arbitration, and its influence was felt not only in
the increased impetus given to the peace movement, but also in the fact
that the number and importance of cases submitted for arbitration began
to increase. Similar motions were put forward in other legislatures in
Europe, and reports in favour of its use were made in the Senate of the
United States. It was Henry Richard who, in 1873, successfully carried a
motion for arbitration in the House of Commons, and in the following
two years this move was echoed by the legislatures of Italy, the United
States, Sweden, the Netherlands and Belgium.29

In addition to arguments for arbitration, the Peace Society
attempted to popularise other pacifist ideas, including for example non-
intervention. Although non-intervention was a less popular strategy in
the late nineteenth century than arbitration between nations, the Peace
Society’s uncompromising perspective on non-intervention meant that
it clashed with the republican nationalists who dominated the Contin-
ental peace movement. The Peace Society’s perspective originated with
Henry Richard’s views on non-intervention. As a Welshman, Richard
strongly supported the idea that cultural rights would result from the
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establishment of civil rights and liberties. However, his cultural nationalist
devotion to Welshness stopped short of any desire for political auto-
nomy or independence, and indeed, he was fiercely critical of the idea
of nationalism, seeing it as damaging to the peace process. Richard
sympathised with republican nationalists on the continent who supported
the use of force as a means of overcoming domestic oppression, but could
not advocate it himself as he believed that the use of force corrupted
men to the extent of making them unfit for citizenship. Constitutional
government in oppressed states was only to be won, Richard argued, by
nurturing moral ideas in the ‘hearts of the people’.30 It was this policy
that became synonymous with the Peace Society’s aims, and which it
advocated despite the distance thereby created between itself and the
Continental peace movements.

The Reverend William Evans Darby became Peace Society secretary
in 1888 when William Jones, Richard’s short-lived successor, resigned.
Like Richard, he was a Congregationalist, a proponent of arbitration,
and committed to absolute pacifism, but in contrast, he lacked public
influence. Outside the Peace Society, Darby’s power was limited: Richard
had enjoyed a public platform as an MP, and by the time of Darby’s
appointment both his main rivals in the peace movement, William
Randal Cremer and Hodgson Pratt, had established their reputations
in Britain and on the continent. Under Darby the Society became
increasingly insular, concerned with retaining its existing membership
and ensuring its own survival, but doing little to reach out to new
members or develop new policies. Internally, however, Darby made a
number of welcome changes, and significantly, he widened the roles
available to women in the Society. Most notably, he invited Priscilla
Peckover to join the Executive Committee (she declined, and the
committee remained all male until the early twentieth century) and
he recruited four female vice-presidents, also a first for the Society.
Thus, although it became increasingly distant from any new sources of
support, Darby’s term of office nonetheless ensured that the Society
offered its members more scope for involvement than had been the case
under Richard’s secretaryship.

The social background of the women members of the Peace Society
between 1816 and 1870 was similar to that of the men so involved. The
Society’s annual membership fee was five pounds and five shillings, which
ensured that members were almost exclusively middle class. At the time
of its first subscription list in 1817, women made up ten per cent of the
Peace Society’s 190 Committee members and subscribers. By 1822, when
the Society had already greatly expanded, this figure rose to 11.2 per
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cent, a figure roughly comparable to the level of female participation in
other philanthropic societies at this time.31

For the most part, women were invisible within the Peace Society
in its early years. From 1819 the Society produced an official journal,
the Herald of Peace (from 1883 the Herald of Peace and International
Arbitration), which, in the first years of publication, functioned mainly
as a discussion forum for male members of the Society.32 During its
first two decades the Peace Society also printed thirteen tracts, which
expounded its basic doctrines. These were published in one volume in
1840, and included works by Thomas Clarkson, David Bogue, Jonathan
Dymond (a Quaker author who became a committee member of the
Society in 1824), Joseph John Gurney, and two tracts by an author going
under the pseudonym of ‘A Lady’. These were An Examination of the
Principles which are Considered to Support the Practice of War (1825) and
Historical Illustrations of the Origin and Consequences of War (1831). The
‘lady’ was Mary Roberts who, although ‘born and educated a Quaker’,
had left the Friends on the death of her father. Mary Roberts was also
the author of a duodecimo series of tracts published by the Peace Society
in 1831–32.33 However, Roberts was the exception among the Society’s
women members. It was not until the 1850s that significant numbers of
women began to become actively involved in peace work, in the context
of the Olive Leaf Circles. These were promoted by an American non-
absolutist, Elihu Burritt, and consisted of groups of middle-class women
who met regularly in one another’s houses. Their activities included
the exchange of ‘Friendly Addresses’ between France and England, hold-
ing discussion groups and fundraising meetings, corresponding with
other Olive Leaf Circles and writing pacifist stories for children. The
peace movement at the time largely ignored the existence of the Circles,
however, and the Herald of Peace for this era made no mention of the
work of women, noting their peace work only within the confines of the
donations and subscriptions column.34

Religious motivations may explain why many women joined the
Peace Society in its early decades, although Stephen Conway and Eric
Sager have debated the role of social and economic uncertainty in the
Society’s membership levels. Sager has argued that the Peace Society was
‘a response by the non-industrial middle class to the problem of their
own ambiguous social status and their sense of political exclusion’.35

Perhaps more than men, middle-class women may have felt acutely
aware of their political exclusion and unsure of their social status, and
this perhaps explains why a number of them joined the Peace Society
in its early days. Such ‘conspicuous philanthropy’, as Conway terms it,
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may have been motivated by the desire for greater social acceptance.36

But Conway rejects Sager’s argument on the grounds that a number of
‘conspicuously philanthropic’ men were in a position to be so precisely
because they were already highly successful in their own areas of business.
Measuring philanthropic motivation by levels of financial success is of
course less relevant in understanding the motivations of middle-class
women, because their attitudes to their social position and their feelings
of social (in)security are much harder to determine. Socio-economic
explanations must form only part of the picture, as religion and the role
pacifism played within it were also highly important elements in the
motivations of those who worked for peace.

The Peace Society’s second wave of popularity in the late 1840s
led to a renewed interest from women, and it was at this time that
the Olive Leaf Circles were founded. Almost mythical in their status
during the late nineteenth century, the Circles have frequently been
mentioned in twentieth-century literature, although almost invariably
in disparaging tones. According to Eric Sager, the Circles were for
‘small town pacifist[s]’, dominated by ‘aggressively respectable and
intensely status-conscious women’ who supported ‘a bewildering array’
of humanitarian causes.37 Their founder Elihu Burritt’s purpose in pro-
moting the Circles was, Sager argues, to create a form of feel-good
pacifism, where local rifts and class differences were healed while the
reform message – practical steps to promote peace – was very much
secondary. For Sager, Burritt’s concept of brotherhood was ‘applied
explicitly to the envy, the petty animosities, and the tensions bred by
such [status] distinctions’.38

Alex Tyrrell’s account of the Olive Leaf Circles is rather more
enlightening. He notes that the modes of women’s participation in
philanthropy changed throughout the nineteenth century, and that ideas
of ‘woman’s mission’ could be adapted to interest middle-class women
in causes that they would otherwise have ignored. He shows that while
the definition of a separate ‘woman’s sphere’ conferred respectability,
it also justified greater degrees of inflexibility and extremism because
movements undertaken as moral or religious ‘missions’ could accept
no compromises.39 However, he suggests that the Circles did benefit
women members to a significant degree. The role of women in con-
tributing to public opinion at a time when it was increasingly accepted
as relevant to national policy-making meant that women began to
carve out a niche within which they could successfully attempt to influ-
ence public opinion themselves. Thus, although the focus of the Olive
Leaf Circles was firmly upon the values of home, family and religion,
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they nonetheless offered their members the chance to extend their
imagined ‘woman’s sphere’ to the male-dominated arena of international
relations.40

The role of the Olive Leaf Circles confirms that the Peace Society
only countenanced women’s involvement in the peace movement when
they did not appear to challenge prevailing norms of feminine behaviour.
As Alex Tyrrell, F. K. Prochaska and Kathryn Gleadle have shown, there
were many motivations for women’s philanthropy other than religious
inspiration during this period.41 Tyrrell’s argument that women were
drawn into male-dominated movements as a source of low-skilled
labour, useful mainly for fundraising purposes, matches the tone of the
Peace Society’s appeals to women not only during the 1850s and 1860s,
but well into the 1870s and 1880s, as shown in the following chapter.
In the period leading up to 1870, women occupied only a minor role
within the Peace Society, although there were continued appeals for the
support and involvement of women in the work. When, in the 1870s,
the Peace Society issued a renewed call for organised peace work by
women, it still expected them to function predominantly as a source
of financial support.

Throughout the century, women struggled for recognition within
not only the Peace Society, but also the Society of Friends. Women
had always been largely excluded from the administrative work of the
Society of Friends, but after the rise of Evangelicalism they were also
excluded from theological debates. Liberal theology’s reliance upon the
younger generation of male Friends who had been educated at univer-
sity meant that, initially at least, women’s contributions to these debates
were limited. However, liberal Quakerism developed simultaneously
with an increasing openness to women at administrative levels within
the Society, so that towards the end of the century women were able
to participate in both theological and administrative matters to a greater
degree than previously, although their influence was still very much
auxiliary to that of the men.

Although Quakers adhered to the principle of women’s spiritual
equality with men, until the early twentieth century this equality was
theoretical rather than practical, as it did not extend to organisational
or political equality within the Society. Neither did Quakerism lend its
support to the movement for women’s rights. Although a number of
Quaker women became active feminists in the late nineteenth century,
it does not follow from this that the Society of Friends itself supported
the principle of women’s rights at this time.42 In the 1870s and 1880s,
debates on the role of women Quakers increased among those active
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within the Society of Friends and the feminist movement, particularly
the Priestman and Bright networks. Yet Quaker resistance to formal
equality can be seen in the fact that it was not until 1896 that the Yearly
Meeting agreed that women Friends should be recognised as ‘forming a
constituent part of our Meetings . . . equally with their brethren’.43 There
was some debate among Quaker women regarding whether the Meetings
should amalgamate (which they did in 1907), and while the majority of
feminists supported unification, this was not the case across the board.
Many women argued that they had greater opportunities to develop
skills in separate Meetings. However, the problem remained that the
Women’s Meeting generally took a pastoral role in the Society, whereas
the Men’s Yearly Meeting was concerned with the central issues of policy,
administration and organisation.44

It has been widely noted that many Quaker women were at the fore-
front of the women’s movement from the 1870s to 1890s. Margaret Hope
Bacon argues that these women were influenced by personal respons-
ibility, which was in turn fuelled by their notion of spiritual equality.
She concludes that this ultimately led to the embodiment of many
Quaker values within the ideology and practice of feminism. These values
included the use of non-violence within protests, the insistence on the
equality of women of all classes and races, the preference for demo-
cratic consensus rather than hierarchical decision-making, and the ties
between the women’s movement and the peace movement.45 However,
it is also possible to argue that Quaker women were drawn to the feminist
movement precisely because its concern with manifestations of power
resonated with their own views on women’s spiritual or moral authority
and their opposition to the use of force.46

Evangelicals dominated the nonconformist peace movement for much
of the nineteenth century, although the movement accommodated with
apparent ease the rise of the new liberal Quaker theology in the 1880s
and 1890s. Women were largely excluded from both this theology and
the organised peace movement, although they were present and often
active in supporting roles. By the end of the century the influence of
Quakers, and nonconformists in general, upon the British peace move-
ment was clearly in decline. Dissent from within gradually became less
significant than the emerging range of secular campaigns and, despite the
overrepresentation of nonconformist women in the feminist movement,
it was to the secular organisations – rather than the nonconformist
Peace Society – that many of these women were drawn. The following
chapter explores why this was the case.
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