Plate 30. WILLIAM RATHBONE
One of the Chief Supporters of the Experiment.
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THE RELIGIOUS PROBLEM IN ENGLIS HEDUCATION:
THE CRUCIAL EXPERIMENT

BY JAMES MURPHY

(Liverpool University Press, 1959: 287 pp.)

HOSE members of the Historic Society who listened on

15 March 1956 to Dr. Murphy’s paper on “The Liverpool
Corporation Schools, 1827-42, and the movement for National
Elementary Education” will not need to be told of the value and
fascination of Dr. Murphy’s work, which is even more attractive
in its printed form. His book has a pre-eminently suitable theme
for a monograph: its subject has clearly defined limits, com-
bined with an interest and an importance which have hitherto
received inadequate recognition. Accustomed as we now are,
owing to religious divisions, to a dual system of publicly main-
tained schools, it is hard to recall that other systems were once
seriously contemplated. An experiment carried out in Liverpool
has, until Dr. Murphy’s investigation, been so forgotten that
historians, whether writing of education or of Liverpool, have
been wont either to ignore it or to give it only a perfunctory
mention. Yet Cobden could write of the aim of this experiment,
whereby the corporation tried to establish elementary schools
available to children of all sects, that “could he have at all seen
his way to the attainment of so desirable an object, he would
have devoted himself to it, and postponed the repeal of the
Corn Laws as a matter of secondary importance”. The most
formidable opponent of the plan could say of it: “This is no
local matter - - - It is a feeler of the national pulse™.

This notable experiment, which began in 1835, had its roots
in a decision of 1824. In this year the corporation of Liverpool
decided to use the endowments of the defunct grammar school
to found two elementary schools. What is remarkable is not that
these were on a thoroughly Anglican basis but that a municipal
corporation should at that date found public elementary
schools at all: but the still “unreformed” Liverpool Council
inherited a long and distinguished tradition of public-spirited
activity. At the time of the passing of the Municipal Corpora-
tions Act in 1835 Liverpool was governed by a self-elected
council consisting of forty-one members, all of whom belonged
to the Church of England, and all but five of whom were
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Plate 31. REV. HUGH M’NEILE
A Strong Opponent of the Experiment.
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supporters of the Tory party. The municipal elections of
December 1835 and the subsequent election of aldermen
resulted in a town council composed of fifty-eight Liberals and
six Conservatives. The Liberals believed that “the Funds of the
Corporation being raised from all should be expended for the
benefit of all, without reference to Sect, Party, or Class in
Society”; and as their leaders, especially the fifth William
Rathbone, were anxious to do as much as possible for the many
poor children of the town, who included many Dissenters and
even more Roman Catholics, there were likely to be extensive
changes in the corporation schools. In 1836 the new education
committee made up of eleven Liberals and one Conservative,
and including Anglicans, Dissenters, and one Roman Catholic,
inaugurated a system which, it was hoped, would enable the
children of all Christian denominations to attend the same
school. The school day was to open with a hymn agreeable to
all parties and readings were to be made from a selection of
extracts from the Bible, as used in the Irish system and accepted
in Ireland, at that time, by many Anglicans, Roman Catholics,
and Dissenters alike. The school day was to end with an hour
of religious instruction according to the tenets of the denomina-
tion to which the children’s parents belonged. At first the
scheme attracted only mild criticism; but by the summer of
1836 some of the Anglican clergy, headed by the ardent and
eloquent Reverend Hugh M’Neile, began to fear that acquies-
cence in the scheme would open the door to Popery, infidelity,
and atheism. They therefore began to oppose the scheme
vociferously; and by 1837 the noise of conflict in Liverpool was
loud enough to draw the attention of notables throughout
England—educational reformers like Thomas Wyse or Samuel
Wilderspin, Nonconformist Liberals like Richard Cobden,
Anglican supporters like the bishop of Norwich and Anglican
opponents like the Rev. Hugh Stowell. In spite of opposition,
however, the experiment seemed by 1838 to be winning the
victory; and its supporters ventured to hope that it might serve
as an inspiration for a state-aided system of education on a
national scale. In that year, indeed, the government did propose
to set up a pilot model school on strikingly similar lines; and
Lord John Russell visited and commended the Liverpool
corporation schools. But the clamour in the country against the
the government’s proposals was so great that they had to be
withdrawn. This disheartened the Liberal majority of the
Liverpool city council as much as it encouraged their opponents.
By this time the Roman Catholic archbishop of Tuam was
organizing opposition to the Irish National System; but the
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Roman Catholics of Liverpool continued to support the Liver-
pool experiment. As that experiment was the work of the
Liverpool Liberals, its determined critics declared their support
for the Conservatives; and when the latter regained control of
the council in 1841, they found themselves unable to resist the
demands of this well-organized and resolute group of their
supporters. In January 1842, the now Conservative-controlled
council approved new regulations for the corporation schools.
These rules provided for the instruction of the children in the
doctrines of the Church of England, but permitted absence from
such instruction on conscientious grounds; all children,
however, were to be required to read the Authorized Version
of the Bible and to join in prayer at the beginning and end of
each school day. The Roman Catholic clergy at once warned all
Roman Catholic parents to withdraw their children from the
corporation schools. The Liverpool experiment was at an end.

This is only the bare outline of the story told by Dr. Murphy
with a wealth of fascinating detail drawn from contemporary
sources. The extensive bibliography at the end of the book gives
some idea of the hard work on which this study has been based,
as do also the careful and interesting footnotes. The author’s
labours were much increased by the destruction of nearly all
the files of local newspapers in Liverpool in the blitz of 1941,
necessitating long and inconvenient searches in the British
Museum’s newspaper repository at Colindale, London. But he
has not allowed these difficulties nor the mass of the material to
tempt him (as sometimes happens in this kind of study) to bury
the story under a mountain of detail ; the tale is presented with
clarity and a mastery of the facts. The sources are handled with
care and scholarship; and he succeeds throughout in showing
scrupulous fairness to all the characters and causes involved—
" no mean feat in view of the violent controversies which the
scheme unwittingly provoked.

Some readers may feel indeed that it was an overstatement of
an already good case to describe this scheme as the crucial
experiment for the religious problem in English education. For
large numbers of influential Englishmen at that time the
fundamental question was not whether a type of school would
work but whether it was right. Hence even if the Liverpool
scheme had endured it would have met with determined
opposition, so far as can be seen, from the supporters of
“denominational” schools, of “secular” schools, of “volun-
tary” schools, all of whom regarded it as wrong in principle.
It is true that a similar scheme had been accepted in Ireland;
but a formidable body of opinion in England felt that conditions
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in Ireland were quite different, and that a compromise which
might, unfortunately, have been deemed necessary in Ireland
should never, if they could stop it, be introduced into England
as a national system. True also, the failure of the Liverpool
experiment was not the end of the idea it embodied; as late as
1846 Dr. Hook, the celebrated vicar of Leeds, advocated a
similar plan for national education in a pamphlet which
attracted some support. But it aroused also much violent
opposition, and it is clear that if the Liverpool experiment had
still been in existence it would have had to face increased
hostility from various quarters—including the mounting
strength of the Tractarian movement, which stressed the claims
of the church over national education, the growing confidence
of the Roman Catholics, which was to end the Irish compromise,
and the increasing emphasis on voluntary effort amongst the
Nonconformists, which was soon to produce such striking
support for the Voluntaryist movement. However, these
considerations do not detract from the value of Dr. Murphy’s
book. It is a first-rate piece of work which will be of great
interest and value to historians of Liverpool and of education
in England alike.
A. R. MYERS




