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ABSTR.l\CT
The Clapham Sect was a group of Anglican Evangelicals of
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries associated
in numerous humanitarian endeavors, most notably the campaigns
which resulted in the abolition of the Slave Trade in 1807
and of slavery itself, in the British Empire, in 1833.

The

Clamphamites were a fellowship of liJ<e-winded colleagues,
most of whom resided in the London suburb of Clapham.

Among

the Claphamites were businessmer., bankers, Cambridge professors, and He:mbers of Parliament.

On issues of public concern

addressed by the Sect leadership was provided by Williarr Wilberforce, Henry Thornton, Thomas Clarkson, James Stephen Sr.,
Granville Sharp, and Zachary Macaulay.
The thesis examines several of the concepts which
spurred the Claphamites to moral concern and unstinted
humanitarian labor.

Claphamite unity was rooted in shared

Evangelical commitments, yet other Evangelicals of their
time had no similar interest in humanitarianism.

The

uniqueness of the Claphamites was dependent on the iaeas they
held.
The Claphamites sa\v Britain as chosen by God to be a
"Light to the Nations."

This responsibility involved the

practise of justice in all spheres.

A clear violation in

the Slave Trade--so the Sect reminded the nation--was the
casting aside of biblical prohibitions against "murder and
rapine."

iv
Concern with human rights was magnified by Claphamite
belief in the equality of men.

They were convinced that the

Scriptures taught egalitarianism and the corollary that men
have infinite personal worth because they possess souls.

The

Claphamites saw as their duty the eradication of oppressive
conditions which impeded equality and human development.
In the accomplishment of such tasks, the Claphamites
believed they were merely carrying out their "calling'' in
their sphere of "usefulness."

An aspect of that "calling"

was the restoration of men to their natural rights.

While

talk of the rights of men earned the Claphamites the
opprobrium of Jacobins, they were convinced that injustice
could never be rationalized

a~

"politic."

The Sect therefore

relentlessly researched to demonstrate to those holding the
purse strings of commerce, and to those with the power to
enact laws, the impolicy of injustice.

v
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Introduction
This thesis will examine a group of Anglican Evangelicals, the 'Clapham Sect', in the latter part of the
eighteenth and the early decades of the nineteenth centuries.

The term 'Evangelical' refers to that group within

the Church of England viho adhered to a Reformed theology
similar to that of the Puritans of the seventeenth century, and who held that baptism did not make one a Christian, but that a spiritual •rebirth' was necessary.

This

group of Evangelicals became known as the 'Clapham Sect'
because the center of their labors in behalf of humanity
was Clapham, a. "village of nightingales," three miles
southwest of London, wherein resided several of the key
Evangelical lieutenants, and because they were a distinguishably separate party or 'sect• within the Establishment.
Included in the 'Sect' were several members of Parliament, wealthy merchants and bankers, a Governor-General of
India, the chairman of the East India Council, a former
draper's apprentice turned philological scholar and legal
expert, and such "non-resident" members as two influential
Cambridge professors.

Together this coterie of Anglicans

fought for, and won, a number of battles which could be
called humanitarian in nature.

Among these the most famous

battle led to the abolition of the British Slave-Trade (1807)
vi

and then of slavery itself in the British Empire (1833).
Lesser known is the opening of India to Christian missions
in the face of colonial acceptance of the Hindu practices
of sutee and female infanticide, the founding of the British and Foreign Bible Soceity which translated and printed
millions of copies of the Bible, and the founding of Sunday Schools which by 1812 had over 300,000 scholars, few
of whom would otherwise have learned to read.

Alongside

these humanitarian endeavors were those of the literally
scores of societies formed for the amelioration of social
and moral ills.

Various members of the Sect were officers

of, and heavy contributors to societies of every humanitarian description.
There were societies for relieving those with small
debts and thereby rescuing them from prison (helping some
70,000 persons over the years), for helping to reclaim
the orphan boys used as chimney sweeps and training them in
marketable trades, and for providing refuge and rehabilitation for prostitutes (aiding about 15,000, mostly under
eighteen).

Evangelical societies under the leadership of

the Clapham Sect also distributed food and fuel to the poor
in times of distress, provided funds for education at
Cambridge to poor but worthy students, and there was even
a Society to Provide Trusses for the Ruptured Poor.

These

and dozens of other causes were championed by members of
the Clapham Sect.
vii

Henry Thornton, a wealthy merchant engaged in trade
with Russia, was typical of the Claphamite attitude toward
wealth when he wrote that a person with an income of J5,000
or i6,000 or more should give at least 25% to objects of
"eleemosynary charity."

In his own case he gave away six-

sevenths of his income before marriage and two-thirds after
he was wedded.

Another Claphamite, William Wilberforce,

in a year of bad crops, to feed and relieve the poor distributed 13,000 more than he earned.
These men sacrificed not only their wealth, but themselves as well.

Zachary Macaulay, as an example, for

about forty years rose at least by 4 A.M. to work on antislavery matters.

During one particularly pressing time

during the abolitionist campaign, rather than take a week
off for some much-deserved respite, the Sect covenanted
instead to forego one night's sleep each week to handle all
the evidence against the Trade

1

that was pouring in.

Most of the people of their class, including the
churchmen, labeled the Claphamites as Jacobins.

On the

other end of the political spectrum, Hazlitt -- who wrote
The Spirit of the Age (1825) -- asked the rhetorical question,

"wnat have the SAINTS to do with freedom or reform
1

In this thesis when the term, 'the Trade, 1 occurs
capitalized, it refers to the Slave Trade. All other
trade is designated by the lower case "t".
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of any kind?"

He and other liberal Whigs distrusted the

motives of the Claphamites but often found themselves
championing the same causes.
The Clapham Sect were a misunderstood group in their
own time and today historians still hold a variety of
opinions as to the true nature of this group.

One task

not yet accomplished in the study of the Claphamites is to
examine the set of ideas held in

co~~on

by these men which

together must have formed an intellectual grid by which
to evaluate the nature of reality, truth, and morality.
To realize, at such great expense, many of the goals for
which they labored, the Claphamites must have had intense
co~mitments

to this cluster of ideas which are not, to this

researcher's knowledge, systematically delineated in any
source, primary or secondary.

The purpose of this Thesis,

then, is to attempt to discover, categorize, and analyze
some of those ideas and beliefs that comprised the mental
baggage that made the Claphamites the humanitarians they
were.
At first thought such a task might seem almost foolishly
naive.

After all, the Clapham Sect was a group of ardent

Evangelicals, and is not an humanitarian concern for one's
neighbor part of a biblicist's creed?

Especially when one

thinks of their work against slavery, the severity of the
evils endured was certainly of such intensity as to most
readily arouse the sensibilities.
ix

Some might think that

slavery is the supreme example of man's inhumanity to his
fellows, and therefore a most appropriate injustice to be
addressed by these latter-day Good Samaritans.

Further,

who would not shed a tear at the thought of young boys
climbing down rich men's chimneys to hand sweep them,
living in virtual slavery to their masters?

Who would not

feel a pang upon hearing of thousands of teenage prostitutes forced to live degraded lives because orphaned or
impoverished?

Most assuredly, one would think, those

who would claim to be Christians would have serious humanitarian concern over such issues.
Our twentieth century respondent to the question at
issue would, in the sentiments expressed, shoot wide of
the mark even in modern America.

But in England of 150

years ago, and even more so of 200 years past, such humanitarian stirrings, even among "religious" men, were not
typical.

The journals of the period, even the "religious"

journals, were replete with justifications of slavery and
the Slave Trade.

Added to this, it could be said of Bri-

tain at that time -- as Coolidge said of early twentieth
century America-- "The business of (Britain) is business."
To challenge the morality of the means of making a profit,
whether under the Mercantilist system or laissez faire, was
viewed as un-English and therefore subversive.
The perennial myopia of men toward causes not their
own is notorious, and during the years of Claphamite
X

humanitarian labor even many liberal

h~~anitarians

worked

against Claphamite agitation to further human rights.
William Cobbett, for example, the editor of the Weekly
Political Register -- sometimes called a liberal and sometimes a radical -- hated the Claphamites, especially
Wilberforce, and after some thirty years of Claphamite
writing and speaking of the evils of slavery still believed
in the humanity of West Indian Slavery.

He wrote:

I believe our own laws for the treatment of
slaves are • . . mild . . • A few lashes;
no effusion of blood; no contusion even;
the number of lashes fixed; even the dearee
of force fixed.l
The Claphamites found themselves laboring -- ''like
Sisyphus,'' Stephen said-- against much self-imposed
ignorance.

But unlike Sisyphus, whose burden would ever

roll back down the mountain, the Claphamites held an
unshakeable conviction that their burdens were not theirs
alone to carry, and that ultimately those humanitarian
weights would be planted firmly on the loftiest pinnacle.
The goal of this

~~esis

is to better understand that con-

glomerate of ideas which spurred them on to herculean labor
in behalf of humanity.

1

cobbett's Weekly Political Register, Vol. XIX (1811),
c. 1514, cited in John Pollock, Wilberforce (New York:
St. Martin's Press, 1977), p. 257.
xi

I

The Clapham Sect
The 'Clapham Sect•

(a name probably not used during

their humanitarian labors) was not really a sect at all,
but a coterie of Anglican Evangelicals who resided, for
the most part in Clapham, and were united in friendship
and labor to better the society and the world in which
they found themselves.
One of their chief campaigns was against slavery and
is the one for which they are most noted.

This anti-

slavery battle was begun by the Clapham Sect in 1787 but
they did not see the fruit of their labors until in 1807,
the slave trade in the British Empire was abolished.
Finally, after some of the Claphamites had died, and sons
and younger members took up the crusade, slavery was abolished in the Empire in 1833.

An abundance of varied humani-

tarian causes were championed by the Sect, and we will gain
glimpses of some of them in the course of this study.
Clapham is now in London, but during the time of the
Sect's labors, it was a country village on the outskirts
of London, a retreat from the city, in which members of
the Clapham Sect lived, fellowshipped,
together to change their world.

1

studied and planned

Those of the group whose

2

homes were elsewhere often visited Clapham, bringing their
wives and children, especially when the work of some humanitarian campaign was pressing.

The headquarters of the

Clapham Sect was the oval library "wainscotted with books"
in Henry Thornton's home, Battersea Rise.

It was here they

planned strategies for their various 'causes' or discussed
rector John Venn's Sunday sermon.

1

It was the Thornton family who were the most established in Clapham, and around whom the Clapham Sect
developed.

John Thornton had three sons, Samuel, Robert,

and Henry, all of whom became members of Parliament.
became a well-known banker, as well as an M.P.

Henry

He used

his wealth and influence to change society for the better,
giving away up to /7,500 a year before his marriage and
when married gave between

~2,000

and £3,000.

John was the

uncle of the most famous member of the Clapham Sect,
William Wilberforce.

2

In 1785 William Wilberforce, a twenty-six year old
Cambridge graduate, an M.P., was touring the continent
as was the custom of wealthy young men.

His traveling

companion was the Rev. Isaac Milner (later to be Dean of
1

standish Meacham, Henry Thornton of Clapham: 17601815 (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press,
1964), p. 161; and Ernest Marshall Howse, Saints in Politics:
The 'Claoham Sect' and the Growth of Freedom (London: George Allen and Unwin, Ltd., 1960), pp. 15-16.
2

Anthony Armstrong, The Church of England, The Methodists and Society: 1700-1850 (Totowa, New Jersey: Rowman
and Littlefield, 1973), p. 132.

3

carlisle), his former tutor.

While on tour Wilberforce

read Doddridge's Rise and Progress of Reliaion ;n the
soul which spurred him on to study the New Testament, and
with the help of Milner he was converted.

1

When Wilber-

force arrived home in England he spent a few weeks with
his uncle, John Thornton, in the solitude of Thornton's
Clapham estate, where he could reflect on the meaning of
his conversion.

Here he developed a close and lasting

friendship with his cousin, Henry Thornton.

2

The young Wilberforce, an M.P. for Yorkshire (17841812), was also a close friend of Pitt, the Prime Minister.
In addition to highest political associations he had contacts with aristocratic society.

He was an eloquent

speaker and a great wit, v1as immensely popular in fashionable society, had great wealth (an income that at times
was as great as 130,000 in a year), ar.d now he had become
religious
others.

a blow to some, but a source of rejoicing for

3

During Wilberforce's continental tour in 1785, a
1

-Howse, p. 10. Philip Doddridge's Rise and Progress of
Religion in the Soul (1745) was a devotional work emphasizing
such doctrines as the fall of man and the reconciliation to
God made possible through Christ's shed blood.
It was popular among those opposed to the latitudinarianism of the
eighteenth century Establishment.
2Howse, Saints in Politics, p. 17.
3

Armstrong, The Church of England, pp. 132-3. The
value of the pound in 1789 compared with United States
currency of 1970 was roughly $25.00.

4

young Cambridge graduate, Thomas Clarkson, was asked to
read his prize essay, Anne liceat invitos in servitutem
dare?

(Is it lawful to make slaves of others against

their will?)

to the Senate.

Clarkson had written the

essay in the hope of gaining academic distinction, but
during his researches became firmly convinced of the
evils of slavery.

He made up his mind that it was the

duty of Christians to do something to protest the iniquity,
and he hoped to find an influential champion for the cause.
For his own part, he decided to publish his essay as a
start.

Clarkson came into contact with some abolitionist

Quakers who introduced him to Granville Sharp, the Evangelical who in 1772 won the court case which established
the illegality of slavery in England.

Clarkson, Sharp,

and the Quakers talked and thought much about abolition and
in 1787 founded the Abolition

Co~mittee.

In the spring of 1787 Clarkson sought out Wilberforce as the parliamentary champion for abolitionism,
because of his abilities, influence, and evangelical piety.
After their meeting Clarkson was encouraged that the slave
trade might eventually come under parliamentary investigation and Clarkson was determined to cultivate a friendship
with Wilberforce.

1

lH owse, Saints in Politics, p. 11.

5

Granville Sharp was the oldest member of the group.
Sharp's family pedigree included a long line of Theolagians, but because of poverty in his family it looked as
if that line had come to an end when Granville was apprenticed to a draper.

Sharp, however, studied much on his

own and eventually made original contributions to both
Hebrew and Greek scholarship.
Sharp was deeply concerned about the immorality of
the institution of slavery and was the first Englishman to
do something about it.

There were approximately 14,000

black slaves in England in 1770, most of whom belonged
to families with
black slave,

com~ercial

JamesSomreerset~

ties to the West Indies.

The

was the subject of a test

case wherein Sharp contended that slavery was in violation
of English law.

Two laborious years of research on the

relation between property and persons in English law provided Sharp's legal counsel with a strong case.

In 1772

Lord Mansfield ruled against former judgments by the eminent judges Yorke, Talbot, and Blackstone in favor of
Sharp's claim that when a slave touches English soil, he
becomes a free man.

Sharp, in the years following, proved

to be an indefatigable laborer in the abolition of the
. 1
Traae.
1 Ibid., p. 20; and Patrick Richardson, Empire and
Slavery (Edinburgh: Longmans, Green and Co., Ltd., 1968),
p. 88.

6

Another key member of the Sect was James Stephen,
who in 1783, as a young Scottish lawyer, was en route to a
position in St. Christopher.

His ship stopped at the port

of Barbados where Stephen witnessed a 'trial' of black
slaves.

The proceedings were a mockery of justice and

the punishments
burned alive.
of slavery.

meted out were barbarous, one slave being
Here Stephen conceived a life-long hatred

Though he held an important post at St.

Christopher he refused to own slaves and, when in his
power, effected the manumission of many.

In 1794, dis-

traught with the evils of the slave system, he returned to
England and sought out Wilberforce to offer his help in the
cause.

Since he still depended on West Indians for his

living he could not be too outspoken, but he furthered
the abolitionary endeavor by collecting evidence of the
conditions of slaves in the West Indies.

In 1800 he gave

up his West Indian law practice and became a well-known
lawyer in the Prize Appeal Court of the Privy Council.
From that time on Stephen was no longer a 'closet' abolitionist.1
A final chief labourer of the Clapham Sect in the
anti-slavery and other battles was Zachary Macaulay, father
of the historian Lord Macaulay.
1

In 1785 (the year in which

Howse, Saints in Politics, pp. 12-13; and Armstrong,
The Church of England, p. 132.

7

Wilberforce was converted and Clarkson dedicated himself
to the cause of enslaved blacks) Macaulay, a teenager,
went to Jamaica as an overseer on an estate.

As he wrote

home to his family, he found that through constant exposure he was growing "callous and indifferent" to the fate
of the plantation slaves, but he tried "to render the cup
of servitude as palatable as possible." 1

When he reached

his majority in 1789 Macaulay returned to England to
visit his sister newly married to Thomas Babington, a man
"of high character and evangelical piety" who was very
influential in Macaulay's life.

Through Babington, Macaulay

became involved with the Clapham Sect, and his intimate
knowledge of plantation slavery, as well as his keen
research ability and prodigious memory provided much of
the backbone upon which were fleshed out the arguments
.. .
2
f or a b o l lt:lon.

These are just a few of the persons associated with
the Clapham Sect, but they are those who figured most
prominently in the campaign for abolition, and in the
course of it, many other humanitarian campaigns as 1.,rell.
They were peculiarly suited, as a group, to take up humanitarian causes.
l

Between them, they had the connections,

Howse, Saints in Politics, p. 13.

2 Ib. ~
lQ o

1

pp. 13, 14.

8

wealth, intelligence and ability to change the attitude
of a nation, though they were but a handful of men.

II
An Elect Nation Chastised:
England as a Light to the Nations
and National Judgment Should She Fail
The Clapham Sect held the belief, as did many other
Englishmen- whether Evar.gelical or •orthodox•, Latitudinarian
or merely patriotic - that England, like ancient Israel, had
a responsibility to shine as a "light to the nations"
6).

(Is. 42:

She should be a righteous or godly nation because of the

manifest favor God had shown her.

This view of England was

developed in the seventeenth century when the Puritans had
the idea that Britain should be a Theocratic cowmonwealth.
This concept, interesting to note, was transplanted to New
England by the Puritans.

John Winthrop, first governor of the

Massachusetts Bay Colony wrote, while still aboard ship, that
the colony was to be as a "city set upon a hill"
an example to the nations.

(Matt. 5:14),

Of course he believed that Eng-

land had forfeited her right to carry the standard, but the
Evangelicals with whom we are concerned would disagree.
They saw England as in some sense "elect" as a nation, and
that she must evidence it in her conduct.
Wilberforce reflected his desire that England be in
practice what she was positionally in the mind of God (i.e.
an elect child of the King), by his choice of words of
challenge on the title page of an anti-slavery pamphlet he
9

10

wrote in 1823.

"Woe unto him that buildeth his house by

unrighteousness, and his chamber by wrong; that useth his
neighbor's service without wages, and giveth him not for his
work," and "Do justice and love mercy"

1

were the verses he

The "house" mentioned in Jeremiah 22:13, refers

chose.

allegorically to England and the unrighteousness referred
to is clearly that of enslavement of men.
The Claphamites believed Britain should be in the vanguard of righteousness in all her endeavors as a nation
whether in domestic, colonial, or foreign affairs.

In a

popular book on vital religion written by Wilberforce,
A Practical View, published in 1797, he said he saw that a
nation's social and political welfare was closely tied with
its spiritual condition:
But he (the author) may also allege, as a full
justification, not only that religion is the
business of every one, but that its advancement
or decline in any country is so intimately
connected with the temporal interests of society,
as to render it the peculiar concern of a political man. 2
Much to the chagrin and shame of Englishmen, so thought
1

william Wilberforce, An Appeal to the Reliaion, Justice
and Humanity of the Inhabitants of the British Empire, in
Behalf of the Negro Slaves in the West Indies (London: J.
Hatchard and Son, 1823), quoted in John Wiens, "Biblical
Roots of Evangelical Reform Movements in England, 1729-1885"
(M.A. Thesis, Wheaton College, 1958), p. 84.
2

william Wilberforce, A
Religious System of Professed
Middle Classes of the Country
tianity (London: J. Hatchard

Practical View of the Prevailing
Christians in the Higher and
contrasted with Real Chrisand Son, 1797), p. 72.

~··

11

the Sect, was that other nations without the heritage and
blessings of God which England enjoyed were often a better
example than they.

In a debate before the House of Commons

in 1823 dealing with abolition Wilberforce compared the
treatment of slaves in the West Indies with that of slaves
in the United States, and the effect of that treatment on
mortality and birth rates:
• . • in the United States of America the slaves
increase rapidly - so rapidly as to double their
number in twenty years - there is, even now, in
the British Colonies, no increase, but on the
contrary a diminution of their nurnbers. 1
Not only did England on occasion fare poorly as a "Light
to the Nations" when compared with the United States, but
also with other countries.

When Tsar Alexander I, along

with the other allied leaders,was in London in June of 1814,
he gave command to Wilberforce to wait on him.

Wilberforce

expressed to the Emperor his concern that the French would
not abolish the Trade in five years, as they had agreed in
the peace treaty.

The Tsar,

. • . replied heartily, we must make 1 ern, and
then corrected himself, we must keep 'ern to
it. He afterwards said when I was expressing
my concern, "What could be done when your own
Ambassador gave way?"2
1

Substance of the Debate in the House of Commons, on the
15th May, 1823/ On a Motion for the Mitiqation and Gradual
Abolit~on of Slavery Throughout the British Dominions
(London: Society for the Mitigation & c., 1823), p. xvii.
2 Hull MS Diary, 12 June 1814, quoted in John Pollock,
Wilberforce (New York: St. Martin 1 s Press, 1977), p. 244.
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Of course Castlereagh was the culprit.

On June 27, two

weeks after the audience with the Tsar the House of Commons
debated on whether to accept the Treaty castlereagh had
brought back. Wilberforce spoke to rescind the clause, "in
five years," concerning Abolition of the Trade.

He spoke

at length, but in part said,
When the heads of all those now living are laid
low, and the facts which now excite such powerful feelings are related by the pen of the cold,
impartial historian; when it is seen that an
opportunity like the present has been lost, that
the first act of the restored King of France was
the restoration of a trade in slavery and blood,
what will be the estimate formed of the exertions which this country has employed, of the
effect which they have produced upon a people
under such weighty obligations? Surely no
very high opinion will be indulged either of
British influence or of French gratitude. 1
Admittedly he appealed to more tha..>il the M.P. s' desire that
England be an example of righteousness to other nations,
and yet that theme lies very near the surface.

There were

difficulties, but the Address to the Regent for amendment
of the Treaty passed both Houses and Castlereagh was
forced to encourage the French to abolish the Trade.
When Napoleon returned from Elba in the spring of 1815
the negotiations were nearly irrelevant.

But one of Napo-

leon's decrees, an attempt to curry the approbation of the
British,was that the French Slave Trade would be abolished
1 Parliamentarv Debates, XXVIII cc. 268-278, see
espec. c. 275, cited in Pollock, pp. 245-246.
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on 29 March 1815.

After Waterloo and the return of the

Bourbons the decree stood,out of Bourbon fear of both the
British and the French populace.

In the course Lady Holland

wrote Wilberforce a letter requesting his aid in alleviating the inconveniences of Napoleon's exile in St. Helena.
"Whatever your opinions may be in other respects of Napoleon, you cannot forget that he was the only individual in
authority who abolished the Slave Trade without delay or
limitation." 1

Again Great Britain faltered as the torch-

bearer.
A major thread in the fabric of the concept of the
British Isles functioning as a 'city on a Hill' was that
English law, while not springing full-formed from the mind
of God, was in its essentials consonant with Christianity.
The trouble often was that the Government ignored the
biblical roots of English law in the passage of new laws
or regulations.

Granville Sharp, the eldest of the Clap-

hamites, received a letter from Oglethorpe, a religious
utopian though not an Evangelical, which reveals an attitude held in common with the Sect:
My friends and I settled the colony of Georgia,
and by Charter were established Trustees, to
make laws, & c. We determined not to suffer
slavery there.
But the slave merchants and
their adherents, occasioned us not only much
trouble, but at last got the government to
1

Bodleian Library, Oxford, d. 13.290, Lady Holland
to Wilberforce, n.d., cited in Pollock, p. 247.
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favor them. We would not suffer slavery
(which is against the Gospel as well as the
fundamental law of England) to be authorized
under our authority • • • the Government • . • took
away the charter by which no law could be passed
without our consent.l
The words Oglethorpe placed in parentheses tell the story.
The Gospel and the "fundamental law of England" do not
clash, but the government on occasion might be out of step
with both.
Several decades later, in the debate of 1823 on gradual abolition Canning, a cabinet minister, had criticized
2
Mr. Thomas Fowell Buxton•s speech for amelioration of the
condition of slaves in the West Indies, declaring it inappropriate to speak as though Christianity were inconsistent
with slavery.

Wilberforce rose to reply:

. • . let it never be forgotten, as Sir Samuel
Romilly used to exclaim, these poor Negroes,
destitute, miserable, unfriended, degraded as
they are, are nevertheless his Majesty•s leige
subjects, and are entitled to as much - aye,
let me remind my right honourable friend, by
the principles of our holy religion, to more of the protection of the British Constitution
because they are deserted, destitute, and
degraded.3
1

Letter from Oglethorpe to Sharp. Cranham Hall, 13th
October 1776, cited in Charles Stuart, A Memoir of Granville
Sharp (New York: The American Anti-Slavery Society, 1836;
reprinted., Westport, Conn., 1970), p. 25.
2

Buxton was the Evangelical to whom Wilberforce turned
over the leadership of the anti-slavery campaign in 1823.
3

substance of the Debate & c., p. 44.
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Again we see that the British Constitution protected the
rights of poor and downtrodden and if Britain were to operate in a Christian manner, she would be doubly sure to proteet the rights of her most unfortunate subjects.
A 'light to the nations •, a

'city set on a hill', a

'godly nation•, was what Great Britain was to be, and this
concept is key to understanding much of evangelical social
concern and labor in the early nineteenth century.

But

since she was an elect nation her responsibility was great
and so was judgment should she fail in that responsibility.
The Clapham Sect was thoroughly imbued with the Bible,
which they studied, heard expounded, discussed, memorized,
and daily tried to live.

Biblical images and phrases like

those dealing with Israel's judgment for such crimes as
oppression of the poor, mistreatment of aliens, moving
boundary markings, using unjust weights and measures, not
leaving gleanings for the poor, etc., figured prominently
in their minds.
What was doubly heinous, in the view of the Claphamites,
was that not only were national evils tolerated, but often
they were encouraged by legislation.

Granville Sharp, in

his influential tract, The Law of Liberty, lamented,
The African Slave Trade, which includes the
most contemptuous violations of Brotherly
Love and Charity that men can be guilty of,
is openly encouraged and promoted by the British
Parliament! And the most detestable and
oppressive Slavery, that ever disgraced even
the unenlightened Heathens, is notoriously

16
tolerated in the British Colonies by the
public Acts in their respective Assemblies,
--by Acts that have been ratified with the
Assent and Concurrence of British Kings!l
In Sharp's view, the duty of Britain was to eradicate the
grave moral blot on a nation chosen by God.

It was dis-

graceful that the kings of Britain who had the responsibility and privilege of sitting as both tempral and
ecclesiastical lord, the representative of God in both
spheres, could allow such a condition to exist.
the belief of Sharp and the rest of the Clapham

It was
S~ct

that

"Righteousness exalts a nation, but sin is a disgrace to
any people"

(Prov. 14:34).

There was a grave consciousness among the Evangelical
community that a nation's continuence in moral evil could
call down God's judgment.

John Newton, the former slave

captain turned abolitionist, famed for his hymn "Amazing
Grace" wrote to Wilberforce in 1804 when nearly eighty years
old:
Though I can scarcely see the paper before me,
I must attempt to express my thankfulness to
the Lord, and to offer my congratulations to
you for the success which he has so far been
pleased to give to your unwearied endeavours
for the abolition of the slave trade, which I
have considered as a millstone, sufficient, of
itself sufficient, to sink such an enlightened

1

Granville Sharp, Tracts on Slavery and Liberty
(London:
Granville Sharp, 1776), pp. 48-49.
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and highly favoured nation as ours to the bottom
of the sea.l
The congratulations were a bit premature, abolition of the
Trade not occurring for another three years, but he wrote
at a time during which the rarified air of success seemed
to permeate Claphamite halls.

It is significant, though,

that this aged Evangelical leader, highly respected by the
members of the Clapham Sect, gave voice to a common sense
of uneasiness regarding judgment for their nation's sin.
Two decades later, when the Trade had already been
abolished and slavery itself was the targeted evil

an

Evangelical journal, The Christian Guardian, asked its
readers,

" • • . to lift up their prayers to Almighty God,

that this national sin may not rise up in judgment against
us."

2

A commonly held belief among Evangelicals, including

the Clapham Sect, was that whether of an individual or a
nation it could truly be said that 11
soweth, that shall he also reap''

(Galatians 6:7) and

" • • • they (that) have sown the wind,
whirlwind.

II

. . whatsoever a man

.shall reap the

(Hosea 8: 7) .

Another principle held by the Claphamites is that
just as there are sins of commission (the doing of evil),
1

Robert Isaac Wilberforce and Samuel Wilberforce,
eds., The Correspondence of William Wilberforce, 2 vols.
(London: 1840; reprint ed., Miami, Florida: Mnemosyne
Pub. Co., 1940), vol. 1, pp. 302-3.
2 The Christian Guardian, 1823, pp. 186-190, cited in
Ian Rennie, "Evangelicalism and English Public Life 1823185011 (Ph.D. Dissertation, Univ. of Toronto, 1962), p. 174.
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so there are sins of omission (the not doing of good).

1

James Stephen quotes the prophet Jeremiah in his book
Dangers of the Country,
Execute ye judgment and righteousness, and
deliver the spoil out of the hand of the
oppressor; and do no wrong, do no violence
to the stranger, and the fatherless, nor
the widow, neither shed innocent blood. 2
In the context Stephen is showing that when a country has
the power to mitigate or eradicate evil that country is
accountable to God for its use of that power.
Granville Sharp, in his tract, Law of Retribution
(1776) also quotes Jeremiah,

"Ye have not hearkened unto me

in proclaiming liberty every one to his brother and every
man to his neighbor."

(Jeremiah 34:8-22)

3

This use of the

prophet by Sharp brings the sin of omission closer to home
as it deals directly with liberty and Sharp is speaking of
slavery.

Sharp is not a good politician in this, though

certainly a man of integrity, for it would be at least
thirty years before a significantly large element of English
1

A key verse in this regard, used by the Clapham Sect
as such, was James 4:17, "Therefore to him that knoweth to
do good, and deeth it not, to him it is sin."
2

James Stephen, Danqers of the Country (1807), pp. 182183, as cited in Roger Anstey, The Atlantic Slave Trade and
British Abolition 1760-1810 (London:
The Macmillan Press,
1975), p. 185. See also Granville Sharp, "The Law of Liberty"
in Tracts on Slavery and Liberty (London: Granville Sharp,
1776; reprinted., New York: Negro Univ. Press, 1969), p. 55.
3

Granville Sharp, "The Law of Retribution" in Tracts
on Slavery and Liberty (London: Granville Sharp, 1776; rep.
ed., New York:
Negro Univ. Press, 1969), pp. 126-7, 169184, cited in Anstey, p. 185.
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society would listen to a call for the abolition of slavery
itself.
One who was a more cautious tactician, though not an
equivocator,

1

was William Wilberforce.

His sons, in their

multi-volume biography of their father, record that in his
mind slavery was clearly a national crime for which all
Englishmen were responsible:
This is clear, that in the Scripture no
national crime is condemned so frequently,
and few so strongly, as oppression and cruelty,
and the not using our best endeavors to deliver
our fellow-creatures from them. 2
This 1818 diary entry shows his heart in the matter and he,
along with the rest of the

Sec~

was at this time continually

concerned and working toward abolition.
If the countenancing of slavery could call down God's
judgment and the not doing what was in the nation's power
to thwart it made Britain stand doubly condemned, the
question naturally arose as to the agency or means of judgment.

Many were looking to the French Revolution as omin-

ous thunderings of what would soon befall England.

Kiernan

observes:
An Old Testament feeling was taking root of divine
wrath visited on a chosen but erring nation; a
1

Despite the evaluations of Hazlitt and Cobbett in
his day and Brown and Thompson in ours.
2

Robert Isaac Wilberforce and Samuel Wilberforce,
The Life of William Wilberforce, 5 vols. (London: John
Murray, 1838), vol. 4, p. 374. Entry was made in 1818.
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nation chosen, that is, to save Europe and
civilization from France. There was an
outpouring of mystical and prophetical
interpretations of the great events of the
day, whic£ seemed to defy human understanding.
Wilberforce wrote, in 1803 to Robert Chambers, Esq. concerning the war with France:
I often dread lest God should employ Buenaparte as His scourge for the punishment of
an ungrateful and dissipated people, who,
blessed with unequal privileges, are too
little regardful of Him who bestows them. 2
Wilberforce undoubtedly had in mind Luke 12:48:

II

• .For

unto whomsoever much is given, of him shall be much required."
Another thread in the fabric of England being a chosen
nation liable to judgment for evil was an emphasis on national
guilt.

The guilt the Claphamites spoke of was not a psycho-

logical state, but a legal standing before God.

This issue

was addressed most early by Granville Sharp when, after
receiving a letter from Maryland detailing colonial slavery,
he wrote in his Journal on February 18, 1772 concerning the
colonial slave law:
If such laws are not absolutely necessary for
the government of slaves, the lawmakers must
unavoidably allow themselves to be the most
cruel and abandoned tyrants upon earth, and
perhaps, that ever were on earth. But, on the
other hand, if it be said that it is impossible
1

v. G. Kiernan, "Evangelicalism and the French Revolution," Past and Present (February 1952):
50. See also
Evangelical Magazine IV (1796):
98ff, 303 and Hannah More,
Christian Morals (London: 1813) Vol. l, 47.
2
270-73.

R. I. & s. Wilberforce, Correspondence, Vol. 1, pp.
Letter to Robert Chambers, Esq., 11 July 1803.
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to govern slaves, without such inhuman severity
and detestable injustice, the same is an invincible argument against the least toleration of
slavery among Christians; because temporal
profits, cannot compensate the forfeiture of
everlasting welfare - that the cries of these
much injured peoole will certainly reach heaven that the scriptures denounce a tremendous judgment against the man, who shall offend one little
one - that it were better for the nation that
their American dominions had never existed, or
even that they had sunk in the sea, than that
the kingdom of Great Britain should be loaded
with the horrid guilt of tolerating such
abom~nable wickedness • . . 1
Sharp's extensive underlining is indicative of his intense
convictions regarding the enslavement of men.

The guilt of

tolerating slavery is the apex of evils and when the nation
stands guilty judgment is immi.nent.
A few years later (1788) Thomas Clarkson came out
with his highly statistical work, An Essay on the Impolicv
of the Slave Trade.

In the work he addressed the moral

crimes of black slave traders and princes, of the European
slave traders, and of the West Indian slave owners.

2

Each

class of men became criminals as result of the Trade.

The

evil of slavery was not the "offspring of ignorance and
superstition," said Clarkson, but of "avarice • . • nursed
also by worldly interest."
1

3

stuart, A Memoir of G. Sharp, p. 14.

2

Rev. Thomas Clarkson, An Essay on the Imoolicy of
the African Slave Trade (London:
J. Philips, 1788), pp.
56-59.
3

rbid., pp. 62-63.
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The following year

(1789) Wilberforce moved in Commons

the abolition of the slave trade.

He said he came forward

to accuse no one but to "confess himself guilty, for the
purpose of shewing to that House, that if guilt anywhere
existed, which ought to be remedied, they were all of them
participators in it."

1

The Claphamites believed that cor-

porate national guilt meant individual guilt was ascribed
to those with the power to do something about the evil.

The

Parliament, then, were among those with the heaviest burden
of guilt for they could change the legal situation which
fostered the crime.
The journal, Parliamentary History, gives us many of
Wilberforce's, and the other Claphamite M.P.s', speeches.
Before Parliament in 1791 Wilberforce declared that an
account would be given and that the British must wipe away
"This scandal from the Christian name • . . (and) . . • release
ourselves from the load of guilt."

2

In 1792, again before

Parliament, he warned that the blood of the slaves rested
on the heads of the guilty.
cited.

3

Many such references could be

Almost annually Wilberforce would bring forth a Bill
1

Debates in the British House of Coromons, Wednesday,
May, 13th, 1789, on the Petitions for the Abolition of the
Slave Trade (Philadelphia:
Joseph Crukshank, 1789), p. 4.
2

Parliamentary History, XXIX (1791-1792), p. 278.

3 -b'd

..:!:._L.,

pp. 1055-1287 .

23

for abolishing the slave trade, only to have it again
defeated.

In 1805, after his Bill was rejected in the

commons, he wrote in his journal, "I could not sleep after
first waking at night.

The

poor blacks rushed into my mind,

and the guilt of our wicked land."

1

Shortly before the slave trade was abolished Wilberforce
asked J. Bowdler, Esq., to criticize a "Letter"
amounted to a book) against the Trade.

(which

Bowdler replied,

I • • . can only • • . breathe an ardent prayer
that it may please God to prosper your endeavors in this cause; that Africa may be delivered from a scourge which has so long wasted
her, and this country from a load of guilt,
which to those who recollect the moral government of the world ought to be subject of de~per
regret even than the miseries it occasions.
Just as Jerusalem was guilty and under condemnation because
they •dealt by oppression with the stranger•

(Ezekiel 22:7) , 3

as Sharp had pointed out, so also was Great Britain under
similar judgment for her treatment of African strangers.
Slavery was not the only issue addressed as a national
crime for which Britain was guilty, though far and away the
most significant.

The Clapham Sect also believed the nationwas

guilty in its treatment of East Indians, especially in
1

Ernest M. Howse, Saints in Politics (London:
Allen and Unwin, Ltd., 1960), p. 5.
2

R. I. &
110-112.
3

s.

George

Wilberforce, Correspondence, Vol. 2, pp.

Sharp, Law of Retribution, pp. 32-33.
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governmental blocking of the entrance of Christian missions
to India.

Wilberforce wrote to Lord Wellesley on April 14,

1806, shortly after his return to England from the governorgeneralship of India:
You will know how deeply I feel on the subject,
when I frankly confess to your Lordship that
next to the Slave Trade, I have long thought
our making no effort to introduce the blessings
of religious and moral improvement among our
subjects in the fast, the greatest of our
national crimes.
Wilberforce wanted Wellesley to ''spur on the Archbishop to
the task."
The following year Wilberforce similarly wrote to a
clergyman:
To me • • • our suffering our East India subjects.
to remain, without an effort to the contrary,
under the most depraved and cruel system of
superstition which ever enslaved a people, is • • .
the greatest by far, now that the Slave Trade
has ceased, of all the national crimes by which
we are provoking the vengeance and suffering
the chastisement of Heaven.2
Wilberforce believed that British holdings in India or
Africa or anywhere else were held as a kind of stewardship
from God, a kind of Christianized version of Burke's doctrine of trusteeship.

3

As such, merely maintaining the

1

British Museum Add MSS 37309.108, Wellesley Papers,
Wilberforce to Wellesley, 14 April 1806, cited in Pollock,
Wilberforce, pp. 235-236.
2 sir Reginal Coupland, Wilberforce (Oxford:
University Press, 1923), p. 385.
3

Oxford

For an interesting discussion of this issue cf. Coupland, Wilberforce, pp. 382ff.
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status quo when so much moral and physical improvement of
the lot of persons in the nation's charge was needed, was
itself a serious moral crime justly deservant of the judgment of God.
The Claphamites believed another aspect of God's judgment of national guilt was retributory justice.

While

they were committed to the New Testament concept that an
individual's sin could be pardoned through the atoning work
of Christ, nations had no similar atonement.

James Stephen,

in The Dangers of the Country (1807), spoke of further
aspects of the issue:
What indeed can be more consonant to our views
of the divine government, whether derived from
revealed or natural religion, than such retributory justice? Kingdoms have no world to come;
cowmunities of men will not, as such, stand
collectively before the judgment seat of Christ.
If then, it pleases the Almighty in his temporal
providence, often to punish and reward in a
remarkable manner, the vices and virtues of
individuals; we may reason from analogy (that
best natural interpreter of the unseen works
of God) to the probability that Nations, will
sometimes be made to illustrate in the same way,
his justice, power and mercy. 1
A nation's sins, then, must be paid for in the temporal
world, or not at all.
One of Sharp's early tracts written for the "serious
consideration of all slaveholders and slave dealers" carried
1 James Stephen, The Dangers of the Country (London:
1807), p. 180, cited in Roger Anstey, The Atlantic Slave
Trade and British Abolition 1760-1810 (London: The
Macmillan Press, 1975), p. 194.
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the title, The Law of Liberty, or Royal Law, By Which all
Mankind will certainly be judged!

In this work concerning

the application of the so-called "golden rule" he constantly
brought horne the point that the institution of slavery is
a violation that will surely bring judgrnent.

1

In another tract, The Law of Retribution, he dealt
even more extensively and more pointedly on the tremendous
national punishment he believed would come on England for
her national guilt in fostering the institution of slavery.
An especially interesting, though over-pressed, analogy is
seen when he citecl Joel 3 and the judgment on the cities
of Tyre and Sidon for selling God's people into slavery.
He likened Liverpool and Bristol, key slave-trader ports,
to their biblical counterparts, and declared God's avenging
.

.

anger t o b e 1rnrn1nent.

2

Toward the end of Sharp's life he wrote, in a memorandurn without date, that as chairman of the Society for the
Abolition of the Slave Trade he had:
• • . always strictly limited my official endeavors
to the single -declared object of the institution,
'the abolition of the slave trade.'
Yet I am
bound in reason and common justice to mankind, further
to declare, that many years (at least twenty)
before the society was formed, I thought, and ever
shall think it my duty to expose the monstrous
1

Granville Sharp, "The Law of Liberty" in Tracts on
Slavery and Liberty (London: Granville Sharp, 1776; reprint
ed., New York:
Negro Univ. Press, 1969), pp. 48-49.
2

Sharp, Law of Retribution, pp. 217-20.
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impiety and cruelty • • • not only of the slave
trade, but also, of slavery itself, in whatever
form it is favored; and likewise to assert,
that no authority on earth can ever render such
enormous iniquities legal; but that Divine
retribution ~talics mine] . • • will inevitably
pursue every government or legislature, that
shall presume to establish, or even to tolerate,
such abominable injustice.
1
Sharp emphasized that there is a Law above the law of men,
and iniquitous laws are never ultimately legal, and in fact
may provoke retribution at the hands of God.
The concept of retributory justice is spoken of most
often by the Claphamites in conjunction with some aspect
of slavery.

Stephen, however, in Dangers of the Country,

casts the net more broadly when he says:
What are the causes which are most frequently
assigned in scripture for the chastisement of sinful nations? They are, for the most part, the
sins of oppression, injustice, and violence
towards the poor and helpless; and the shedding
of innocent blood.2
Wilberforce concurred in this concept of retributory
justice and did not fear to bring it up before Parliament.
When speaking of India, he warned the M.P.s not "to provoke
the wrath of Heaven by this hardened continuance in acknowledged guilt."

The representative of the Sect continued:

I do not mean, sir, that we must expect to see
1
2

stuart, A Memoir of Sharp, p. 58.

Stephen, Dangers of the Country, pp. 182-183,
cited in Anstey, Atlantic Slave Trade, p. 194.
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the avenging hand of Providence laid bare
in hurricanes and earthquakes; but there is
an established order in God's government, a
sure connection between vice and misery,
which through the operation of natural
causes, works out His will and vindicates His
moral government.l
The Claphamites did not pretend to be prophets.

They made

no predictions as to what type of punishment would ensue
if England persisted in abetting the moral crime, nor when
that retribution would take place.

Yet it was their firm

conviction that if men or nations persevered in evil there
would be a reckoning.
Still it was possible, even necessary for a nation's
long survival, that it repent of its evil and return to a
path marked by justice.

II Chronicles 7:14 was a popular

sermon text among Evangelical preachers sympathetic to the
labors of the Clapham Sect.

The words of the text are

addressed to King Solomon and relate to physical calamity
but were given a much broader application:
If my people, which are called by my name,
shall humble themselves, and pray, and seek
my face, and turn from their wicked ways;
then will I hear from heaven, and will forgive their sin, and will heal their land.
There were many projects to make amends for the injustice
of the slave trade.
One of the first projects took shape on March 28,
1807, three days after the Abolition Act received Royal
1

R. I. & S Wilberforce, Correspondence, Vol. l, p. 210.
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Assent, when at a public meeting plans were made to establish an African Institution.

The Institution was "a Society

• on a very broad Basis, for promoting the Civilization
and Improvement of Africa
within its scope."

making discoveries would fall

1

The various members of the Sect spoke or wrote on occasion of the "obligation under which we lie to repair the
wrongs of Africa, in consequence of our having so long and
so largely contributed to them." 2

That obligation was to

Africa, but there was an obligation to the homeland as well.
In a letter to the Bishop of London, January 1795 Sharp
warned "of the great national danger of tolerating slavery
in any part of the British dominions."

He fu.nther reminded

the Bishop that the Scriptures teach that "the throne is
established by righteousness," and no nation can long endure
unless it has such a sure foundation.

3

Two decades before, shortly after the appearance of the
Law of Retribution, James Oglethorpe, founder of Georgia,
wrote:
I was greatly rejoiced to find, that so laborious and learned a man, had appeared as
1 British Museum Grenville MSS, Wilberforce to Lord
Grenville, 28 March 1807, cited in Pollock, Wilberforce,
p. 224. See also Coupland, Wilberforce, pp. 39lff.
2 Bod.~1 e1an
.
Library, Oxford, d.l5.19, Thornton to

Wilberforce, 17 November 1791, cited in Pollock, Wilberforce, p. 225.
3 stuart, A Memoir of Sharp, p. 57.
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champion for the rights of mankind, against
avarice, extortion and inhumanity -- that
you had, with an heroic courage, dated to
press home on an infidel, luxurious world,
the dreadful threats of the Lord. The ruins
of Babylon, Memphis and Tyre, are strong
mementos to a Lisbon, a London, and a Paris
of the recompense paid to those, who fat their
luxuries, on the labor of wretched slaves.
The Portuguese, were the first of the
western Christians, who allowed slavery; their
adventurers stole men from Guinea and sold
them as slaves. On Lisbon, the judgment has
fallen. An unnatural war between us and
America, seems to denote the second -- you
fairly open up the third, & c. & c.l
The Lisbon earthquake, in 1750, killed about 50,000 inhabitants, and was variously interpreted as an omen.

It is

doubtful Sharp would have concurred with Oglethorpe on the
reason for the tragedy, but in principle they were agreed.
In Wilberforce's Practical View he wanted to .impress
his readers with the seriousness of impending judgment
when he said that Christians should:
• consider as devolved on them the
important duty of suspending for a while the
fall of their country, and, perhaps, of performing a still more extensive service to
Society at large • • • by that sure and
radical benefit of restoring the influence
of Religion, and of raising the standard of
Morality • • .
It would be an instance in myself of that very
false shame which I have condemned in others, if
I were not boldly to avow my firm persuasion,
that (the rest is italics] to the decline of
Religion and morality our national difficulties must both directly and indirectly be
chiefly ascribed; and that my only solid
hopes for the well-being of my country depend
1 Ib. ~
1 h orpe to Sh arp.
~.,
pp. 24 - 5 • J ames 0 get
Receipt of letter 26 September 1776.
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not so much on her fleets and armies, not so
much on the wisdom of her rulers, or the
spirit of her people, as on the persuasion
that she still contains many, who, in a degenerate age, love and obey the Gospel of Christ;
on the humble trust that the intercession of
these may still be prevalent, that for the
sake of these, Heaven may still look upon us
with an eye of favour.l
It would seem from the heavy emphasis placed on the
theme of the importance of Great Britain being a light to
the nations and the ensuing judgment should she fail in
her charge, that the Claphamites might live life with morose
countenances and no hope for the future.
further from the truth.

Nothing could be

Though humanitarian labors often

stretched into decades before the coveted goal was reached,
and the humanitarian concerns were serious indeed, yet
life was good and full of hope for the Claphamites.

We

get a glimpse of this at the jubilant gathering at Thornton's house on February 23, 1807 after the second reading
of the Abolition Bill passed 283 to 16.

"'Well, Henry, '

Mr. Wilberforce asked playfully of Mr. Thornton,
shall we abolish next?'"

'what

In his diary he recorded his

humility and gratitude before "the giver of all good."
''God will bless this country. •• 2
1

william Wilberforce, A Practical View, p. 479, cited
in Ford K. Brown, Fathers of the Victorians: the Age of
Wilberforce (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1961),
p. 121.
2
R. I. & S. Wilberforce, Life, Vol. 3, pp. 298-305.

III
Murder and Rapine:
Unlawful Treatment of Man
and Claphamite Humanitarianism
Another major theme in the cluster of ideas behind
Claphamite humanitarian concern and labor, but one restricted
almost entirely to the slavery issue, was that the institution of slavery fostered "murder and rapine."

The rapine

spoken of was both that of man-stealing and of the theft
of a man's labor.

This theme is, in some measure, the

negative counterpart to another theme, the natural rights
of man, which will be discussed in a later chapter.
The theme of the theft of persons, as well as that of
the wrongful taking of life, has a long history of which
the Clapham Sect was well aware.

Teaching and legislation

concerning one's attitude and action about these issues can
be found among the earliest recorded history and of course
the Hebrew Law and Prophets addressed them often.
In modern history the Quakers figured prominently in
abolitionary endeavors.

Claphamites such as Granville

Sharp and Thomas Clarkson, as well as second generation
Evangelical associates such as Thomas Fowell Buxton had
close ties with and were influenced by Quakers.
As early as 1688 in Germantown, Pennsylvania the
German Quakers made public their view of slavery:
32
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Tho' they are black, we cannot conceive there
is more liberty to have them slaves as it is
to have other white ones • • • those who
steal or robb men and those who buy or purchase them, are they not all alike?l
In 1696 the Yearly Meeting of Quakers of Pennsylvania
advised "that Friends be careful not to encourage the
bringing in of any more Negroes.''

This warning was reiter-

ated on many occasions but did not take its strongest form
until 1774 when i t was decreed that any Friend who persisted
in involvement with the Trade would be expulsed from the
Society of Friends.

Manumission of slaves was recommended

and in 1776 made compulsory for Friends on either side of
the Atlantic.

2

Neither was the English Parliament totally oblivious
to the evils of the Trade, even prior to the Clapham Sect's
abolitionary agitation.
to regulate the Trade.
deed of 'fraud,

In 1750 Parliament passed an Act
A fine was to be imposed for any

force, or violence' against an African in

the process of carrying him off.

3

The Act by its very

I

wording shows great naivete about the nature of the Trade,
and i t had little or no effect on improving the lot of
1

sir Reginald Coupland, Wilberforce (Oxford:
University Press, 1923), p. 76.

2
3

coupland, p. 76.
coupland, p. 83.

Oxford
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those captured.
As we move up to the time of the Clapham Sect, one of
the issues they addressed was that slavery involved the
theft of a man's labor.

On the title page of an anti-

slavery pamphlet written by Wilberforce in 1823 were the
words,

"Woe to him that buildeth his house by unrighteous-

ness, and his chamber by wrong; that useth his neighbor's
service without wages, and giveth hirn not for his work,"
and another biblical quotation,
Granville Sharp

"Do justice and love mercy."

1

in The Law of Liberty points out that

apart from the robbery and murder involved in Africa, on
the Middle Passage, and during the "seasoning" in the
colonies, the slave owner robs men by taking their labor
. h out wages. 2
w1t

The Anti-Slavery Record has this inter-

esting commentary on Exodus 21:16 (one of the main manstealing passages), quoting Jarchi, an eminent twelfth
century Jewish commentator:
Using a man against his will, as a servant
lawfully purchased; yea, though he should
1

william Wilberforce, An Appeal to the Religion, Justice
and Humanity of the Inhabitants of the British Empire, in
behalf of the Negro Slaves in the West Indies (London:
J. Hatchard and Son, 1823), cited in John Wiens, "Biblical
Roots of Evangelical Reform Movements in England, 1729-1885"
(M.A. Thesis, Wheaton College, 1955), p. 84.
2

Granville Sharp, "The Law of Liberty" in Tracts on
Slavery and Liberty (London: Granville Sharp, 1776; reprint
ed., New York: Negro Universities Press, 1969), p. 33.
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use his services ever so little, only to
the value of a farthing, or use but his
arm to lean on to support him, if he be forced
so to act as a servant, the person compelling
him but once to do so, shall die as a THIEF
whether he has sold him or not.l
The Clapham Sect would concur that to take a man's labor
by force, or without just compensation, was very serious
indeed.
When the Claphamites used a public forum for persuasion
relative to the slavery issue, they would often refer to
religion in a fairly general way, so as to make the appeal
more widely acceptable.

In 1798, for example, Wilberforce

told the Parliament that the continuance of the Trade "in
the teeth of every principle divine and human" is "practical
atheism."

2

Such an argument would be acceptable to everyone

from the most ardent dissenter to the most nonchalant
deist, though perhaps not to Tom Paine.
In an 1805 article in the Evangelical Magazine a
similar sort of statement was made.

One of the great national

sins was the sanction of slavery, it said, and those with
any sense of religious and moral obligation were surely
opposed to the murder and robbery inherent in slavery.
1

3

Anti-Slavery Record Vol. III, No. IX (New York:
Anti-Slavery Society, 1837), p. 106.

P~erican

2

Parliamentary History, XXXIII, p. 570.

3Doreen Rosman, "From Wilberforce to Whitehouse?"
(University of Exeter, 1974), pp. 15-16.
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In 1806, however, Wilberforce showed that he would
have liked more often to give his deepest convictions.
Parliament listened to him speak of man-stealing:
It is the very glory of our religion, that it
not only forbade all these odious means by
which slaves are procurred, but expressly
prohibited the practice of man-stealing,
and called us to act on a principle of universal philanthropy, and kind good-will to
all men. But he should ever deprecate the
introduction of such appeals to sacred
authority into that house, as tending rather
to ridicule than to any satisfactory result.
(Italics mine.) 1
This recording of Wilberforce's ideas in the Hansard
Parliamentary Debates shows not only Wilberforce's underlying biblical basis for his view on the capture of slaves,
but also his weariness and chagrin that such an authority
carried so little weight in the Commons.
If a generalized sort of religious appeal regarding
murder and rapine was ineffective, perhaps an appeal to
common sense, or that eighteenth century virtue of sensibility, or maybe even pride in one's person or position would
be better.

For example, in the 1789 debates on Wilberforce's

Bill for the Abolition of the Slave Trade he said that
"though he (Wilberforce) had great evidence and the testimony of history on the evils of the Trade • • • it was unneccessary to quote either the Report (Report of the Privy
Council which lay before them) or History!
1

Plain reason

Great Britain, Hansard Parliamentary Debates, III,
pp. 593-594, cited by Wiens, p. 83.
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and common sense must point out how the poor Africans were
obtained ... l

In the eighteenth century ''reason\' and '!common

sense" appear to have been used nearly interchangeably.-undoubtedly often to the detriment of the
highest of the human faculties.

former~-as

that

An appeal to these was a

flattering challenge to think rightly.

The conclusion?

The slaves were obtained by murder and rapine!
After the 1789 and 1791 attempts at persuading Parliament to abolish the Trade proved

ineffectual by large

margins of defeat, the Committee for the Abolition of the
Slave Trade, a Clapham Sect arm, organized committees of
correspondence.

Clarkson toured England to drum up support

and in London abstracts of the evidence against the Trade .
given before the House were distributed.
tried again.

2

In 1792 the Sect

Henry Thornton, the Claphamite M.P. and

banker, called upon "all those to whom the character of a
British merchant was dear, to come forward to rescue that
respectable name from disgrace, by putting an end to a
system of barbarity, rapine, and murder."

3

The same speech

would have fallen flat in the House of Lords, but in the
1

Debates in the British House of Commons, Wednesday,
Mav 13th, 1789, on the Petitions for the Abolition of the
Slave Trade (Philadelphia: Joseph Crukshank, 1789), p. 4.
2

standish Meacham, Henry Thornton of Clapham 17601815 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1964), p. 94.
3

Meacham, p. 94.
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commons, where a heavy preponderance of M.P.s had merchant
connections or were themselves merchants, such an appeal
carried weight.
In 1789 Wilberforce delivered a speech to the House
in which he spoke about the shallowness of the claim to a
slave.

Often the slave-holders claim was based on inheri-

tance from his father, who purchased the slave from a
neighbor planter, who bought from a trader who bought from
a man-merchant in Africa.

How did he acquire the slave?

stole him -- he kidnapped him!

"He

The very root of your

claim is robbery, violence, inconceivable wickedness." 1
The eighteenth century Englishman's sensibility would
likely have been at least faintly stirred at this chain of
evil, though certainly the shed tear affected few votes.
Returning to the above-mentioned 1805 article in the
Evangelical Magazine, the author maintained that a person
of sensibility knew that injustice of the sort occurring
in the Trade was never expedient, no matter what the critics

. ht
mlg

.
c 1 alm.

2

In 1803, Wilberforce wrote to the Rev. Thomas Gisborne,
a close ally of the Claphamites, asking him to write an
1

substance of the Debate in the House of Commons,
on the 15th May, 1823, On a Motion for the Mitigation and
Gradual Abolition of Slavery Throughout the British
Dominions (London:
Society for the Mitigation & c., 1823),
pp. 18-19.
2

Rosman, p. 16.
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abolition pamphlet using a previous "spirited piece,"
which Gisborne had written, as the basis:
It might be enlarged and perhaps some statements, which were then unnecessary from the
subject's being fresh in the minds of men,
may now require to be particularized -~
The ground of our charge that the
slave-trade causes kidnapping, judicial
iniquity, barbarism, & c. & c. 1
Perhaps the kidnapping argument would gain weight when
placed with others.
On many occasions, both in public and in private the
Claphamites, especially Wilberforce the spokesman, would
openly declare the authority upon which the murder and
rapine inherent'in the Trade was so repugnant to them.
In 1789 Wilberforce delivered a speech in the Commons which
soon appeared in print as the Horrors of the British SlaveTrade.

In the closing lines of the speech, having spoken

of those who died in tribal wars of capture, the various
means of death on the Middle Passage, and of the painful
deaths during the "seasoning" period, he said:
I trust •
I h~ve shown that upon every
ground the total abolition ought to take
place. I have urged many things which are
not my own leading motives for proposing
it • • .
(And what is the main motive?
The divine command), "Thou shalt do no
1

Robert Isaac Wilberforce and Samuel Wilberforce,
eds., The Correspondence of William Wilberforce, 2 vols.
(London: 1840; reprinted., Miami, Florida: Mnemosyne
Pub. Co., 1940), vol. 1, pp. 253-255. Letter to Rev.
Thomas Gisborne dated January 21, 1803.
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murder."

1

Granville Sharp similarly looked to the Bible as the
ultimate authority in such questions.

In his book, The

Law of Passive Obedience; or Christian Submission to Personal Injuries (1776), he responded to a clergyman correspondent who had claimed that Christianity does not exclude
slavery.

Sharp wrote,

I thought myself bound to give it (i.e. the
question) the strictest examination, because
I conceived (as I do still) that the honour
of the Holy Scriptures, which of all other
things, I have most at heart, was concerned
in the determination of the point in question.2
·
Though here not addressing the issue of murder and rapine,
he laid out for the reader what he believed was the basis
for his attitudes on the slavery issue.
In another speech against the Trade, in 1789, Wilberforce argued for abolition as being biblical justice.
Later in the same speech he declared that the Trade fostered
murder, which is against the principles of justice, the
laws of religion, and of God. 3
1

william Wilberforce, Horrors of the British SlaveTrade (London: n.p., n.d.), p. 2128.
2

Granville Sharp, "The Law of Passive Obedience; or
Christian Submission to Personal Injuries & c." in Tracts on
Slavery and Liberty (London: Granville Sharp, 1776; reprint
ed., New York: Negro Univ. Press, 1969), p. 95.
3

william Wilberforce, The Speech of William Wilberforce,
Esg., Representative for the County of York on Wednesday, the
13th of May, 1789, on the Question of the Abolition of the
Slave Trade (London: The Logographic Press, 1789), pp. 19-21
and 53-54, cited in Wiens, p. 83.
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Again in 1789 during the debates on the Abolition Bill,
Wilberforce said:
• • • he could have expressed his convictions upon
the business in a few words; he needed only for
that purpose to have quoted a commandment from
Holy Writ, 'Thou shalt do no murder; • but he
thought it his duty to lay the whole of the case
and the whole of its guilt before thern.l
Wilberforce brought horne the same theme in the 1791 debates:
The divine law against murder was absolute and
unqualified • . • · (An account would be given.
We must wipe away) this scandal from the
Christian name, (and) release . • • ourselves
from the load of guilt.2
In the following year Wilberforce stressed before Parliarnent that carrying through abolition was part of his duty
to God, and he warned that the blood of the slaves rested
3
on the heads of the guilty , among whom, we might recall
from the discussion on guilt in an earlier chapter, he
included himself as a Member of Parliament.
On the issue of murder, the Claphamites looked prirnarily to the sixth commandment of the Decalogue in Exodus
20, though in the Law and the Prophets there are numerous
additional references.
1

However, when referring to rapine

oebates in the British House of Commons & c., p. 10.

2

Par 1'1arnentary H'1story, XXIX (1791-1792), pp. 276 &

278.
3
1287.

Parliarnentary History, XXIX (1791-1792), pp. 1055-
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the biblical references used by the Claphamites were widely
varied.

A few of the passages referred to by the Clapha-

mites include the following.

In Genesis 40:15 Joseph,

having been sold by his brothers to Midianite slave dealers
(Genesis 37:28), says, "For indeed I was stolen [italics
mine] away out of the land of the Hebrews •

II

In

Exodus 21:16 is found one of the main texts used by the
claphamites,

"And he that stealeth a man, and selleth him,

or if he be found in his hand, he shall surely be put to
death."

And in Deuteronomy 23:15 we read,

"Thou shalt not

deliver unto his master the servant which is escaped from
his master unto thee," since, would say the Claphamites,
he was obtained through rapine.

IV
"Am I not a Man and a Brother?":
Egalitarianism and Claphamite Social Concern
As one examines the works of the Claphamites another
aspect in their humanitarian mental framework looms large
a strong belief in the equality of men.
sides to this.

There are two

First, that men are equal from the view-

point of God and second, that men should therefore view
one another as ultimately equal.

Undoubtedly as well-read

men of the latter eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries
they were also influenced by the Enlightenment•s egalitarian

. 1
emp h asJ.s.

The Enlightenment, however, for the most part

produced armchair egalitarians.

Rousseau, for example,

I

could write Emile and wax eloquent about the equality of
children, but when the reality of the emergence into the
world of his five base-born offspring broke into the
maudlin sentimentalism of his reveries, his theories took
flight.

And with that flight was another, down to the back

door of the local foundling institution, rather than to
dignify the children with a name and at least make a modicum
1 A few minutes scanning of the Life of Wilberforce and
the Correspondence of Wilberforce, both by his sons, yield
references to the works of Locke, Burne, Montesquieu, Adam
Smith, Pope, the Abbe· Raynal, and Bentham among others.
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of a pretense to living out the idea that, yes, children
are human beings too.
There are those today, such as the noted Enlightenment
historian Peter Gay, who would like to hold up the philosophes as almost the inventors of the idea of equality among
persons, and play down the role of religion, especially
Christianity, in anything of value.

Gay admits that

"Christianity, with its doctrine of individual salvation,
contained and concealed a kind of 'latent egalitarianism'", 1
but that it had no real affect on slavery.

The section of

his two-volume work, The Enlightenment, wherein this judgment appears is entitled, "Abolitionism:

A Preliminary

Probing," and though it is made specifically with reference
to the slavery issue, would not unjustly be taken to apply
to a greater variety of concerns.

Gay declares that not

until the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries did Christians begin to take the "virtue of Christian charity
seriously,'' when some Quakers and other Dissenters, a few
Anglicans and Catholics began to decry the evils of slavery.
But of the philosophes' writings about slavery Gay admits
they were "Well-meaning, often vague, they read rather like
1

Peter Gay, The Enlightenment: An Interpretation.
Vol. II: The Science of Freedom (New York: W. w. Norton
and Company, 1969), p. 408.
2 Ibid., p. 408.

2
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an automatic response to human misery that speaks well for
the philosophes• intentions but hardly amounts to a crusade." 1

Gay makes the point that though the philosophes

for the most part were not actively involved in the abolition of slavery, they were at least in the vanguard of
anti-slavery rhetoric.

"The denunciations of slavery by

Horace Walpole and Samuel Johnson, by Granville Sharp and
the marquis de Lafayette, came half a century after Montesquieu first vented his anti-slavery sentiments in the
Lettres persanes (1721) ." 2

Gay wants us to see that the

philosophes were the 'brains' as well as the early writing
popularizers

who,

• swelled antislavery sentiment from a
trickle •
• into the torrent of abolitionism. That this torrent prominently included
conscientious judges (does Gay mean Mansfield
who was left with no choice by the sheer weight of
Sharp's evidence7!] and evangelical enthusiasts
heedless of the economic costs of emancipation
does not lessen the philosophes• share in the
campaign and underscores, once more, the alliance
among enlightened forces in eighteenth-century
civilization.3
It is significant that when Gay speaks of the spokesmen for
abolition in this '1 alliance, '1 he lists "tenacious
1
2
3

o

1

p. 410.

rbid.

I

p. 409.

rbid.

I

p. 410.

Ibid

j

46

philanthropists like Granville Sharp, persistent philosophes
like Condorcet, and obsessive evangelicals like Wilberforce"l
-- two of the three being Evangelicals of the group sometimes called the 'Clapham Sect•.
As Gay closes this section the philosophes come out
with an unintended tarnished reputation as abolitionists:
Slavery as an institution seemed so natural,
so normal, so inevitable to most (in the
eighteenth century) that the slave-holders
among the philosophes like Thomas Jefferson
-- who was a persistent and troubled advocate of abolition -- lived with slavery and
traded in slaves as though nothing else
were possible. It is plausible to charge
that the philosophes did not do enough to
secure the future for which Johnson and
Raynal and Condorcet spoke so movingly; it
is likely they could· have done m~re; and it
is certain there was much to do.
The philosophes, then, tended to be all talk and no action.
Ironically, it was left to the philosophes• perceived
adversaries, the Christians, to do the real work to effect
any forward strides with regard to the slavery issue.
It must be said, however, that in humanitarian issues
other than slavery, the Claphamites tended often to find
answers in short-range private philanthropy rather than in
long-term legislative attempts at solutions for social ills.
The problem with this was two-fold.
1

Ibid., p. 420.

2 Ibid., p. 423.

First, because of
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inadequate or inaccurate information the Claphamites sometimes underestimated the extent of problems.

Second,

despite their theology which would have informed them to
the contrary, they mistakenly operated as if there were
sufficient philanthropic men like themselves willing to
reduce their own personal fortunes to meet the needs of
others.

Not only was this latter assumption false, but

even among those philanthropic humanitarians who existed,
whether their humanitarianism came from Enlightenment or
Christian motivation, the man who was a principled egalitarian was a rare, though not extinct, breed.
Concerning the second aspect above-mentioned, though
Claphamite theology would have told them that in the fallen
world the abnormal would become viewed by men as normal-as Gay has said, the institution of slavery "seemed .
normal"--yet there was a countervailing doctrine in the
laphamite world-view.

It was their eschatology.

The Clap-

ham Sect, like most Evangelicals of their day, were postmillennialists who believed the church would usher in the
Millennium, a future golden age when social justice, peace,
and the rule of God would exist on earth.
Both of these had their effect on the Claphamite view
regarding egalitarianism; the writings of the philosophes
and post-millennial eschatology.

Though it is here tempting

to stop to fish for a few red herrings we must move ahead
to survey other aspects of Claphamite egalitarianism.

One
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of these is the idea that Christians should not be "respectors of persons. 11
tians 3:28:

Often quoted in this regard was Gala-

"There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is

neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female:
for ye are all one in Christ Jesus.

11

The verse refers, in

the context, specifically to Christians, but the Sect saw
inherent in the declaration of Paul a principle of equality.
An interesting Journal entry of Wilberforce speaks to the
issue:
At the lev~e, and dined at Pitt's -- sort
of cabinet dinner -- was often thinking that
pompous Thurlow and elegant Camarthen would
soon appear in the same row with the p~or
fellow who waited behind their chairs.
The row to which Wilberforce referred is, of course, a
biblical allusion to the Judgment, audience at which was
not considered optional because one held a peerage or a
cabinet office or even a crown.
Early in the abolitionary campaign, we read in Sharp's
essay on The Law of Liberty, in which he was concerned
mainly with the Golden Rule, these words:
This 'Law of Liberty,' this Supream, this
'Royal Law,' must therefore be our guide in
the interpretation and examination of all
Laws which relate to the Rights of Persons,
because it excludes Partiality, or Respect
1

sir Reginald coupland, Wilberforce (Oxford:
University Press, 1923), p. 36.

Oxford
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of Persons, and consequently removes all
ground for the pretence of any absolute
Right of Dominion inherent in the Masters
over their Slaves:
for • • • all Ranks
of Men are Egual in the Sight of God (The
Christian Slave, or Servant, being the
Freeman of the Lord, and the Christian
1
Master the Servant of Christ, I Cor. vii. 22) •
Later in the same essay he quoted James 2:9,

"If ye have

respect unto Persons, ye commit Sin, and are convinced of
the Law as Transgressor·s.

11

He pointed out that slaveholders

were particularly guilty of the violation of this precept,
for they treated those of their own rank or station in life
with decency, whereas they "look down upon their slaves • • .
as if they were not Human Beings."

2

Of this sort of atti-

tude on the part of slaveowners Sharp quotes James 1:13:
they shall have Judgment without Mercy, that have

"

shewed no Mercy," and then Christ's words on retributive
justice:

"With the same Measure that ye Mete shall it be

Measured unto you again."

(Luke 6:38; Matthew 7:2; Mark

4:24) • 3 As was typical of Sharp, he buttressed his argument
with a barrage of Scripture and exegesis.
Another factor solidifying Claphamite egalitarian
belief was the group of Old Testament passages dealing with
1

Granville Sharp, "The Law of Liberty" in Tracts on
Slavery and Liberty (London: Granville Sharp, 1776; reprint
ed., New York: Negro Universities Press, 1969), p. 31.
2

Ibid., p. 38.

3 Ibid., p. 39.
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the image of God (imago dei) in man (Genesis 1:26, 27;
9:6, for example), which would refer to Christian and nonchristian alike.

Verses such as these were often marshalled

in discussions on equality.

This teaching of course digni-

fies man, giving to every individual intrinsic worth,
whether he be the Archbishop of Canterbury or a fish-monger,
a King or a coolie, a Prince or a prostitute.

Sharp's

egalitarian beliefs were evident to an early nineteenth
century biographer, Stuart.
of man,

Stuart called him ''The friend

(not because he was black or white; or, Englishman

or foreigner-- but because he was God's creature in God's
image [italics mine], for God's glory, the object of
Christ's love . • • )

Ill

A survey of the Clapham

Sect's views on this score would reveal a continuing
emphasis on this dictum throughout the years of their
labors.
The Claphamites spoke often of the poor, and more
often of slaves, as fellow-creatures.

On the other hand,

there were a few in the eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries who spoke of slaves, at least, as members of an
inferior species.

This was not widespread, though, till

Darwin provided a mechanism for popular justification of
slavery on the grounds the black race were not fellowcreatures.

Most Englishmen, however, somehow viewed black

~n~r~es Stuar~, A Memoir of Granville Sharp (New
York: The American Anti-Slavery Society, 1836; reprint
ed., Westport, Conn., 1970), pp. 63-4.
1
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slaves as merely property.

A typical notice of the sale of

a slave appeared in the London Public Advertiser a few
years before Sharp's labors resulted in the illegality of
slavery in England:
To be sold, a black girl, the property of
J. B.; eleven years of age, who is extremely
handy, works at her needle tolerably, and
speaks English perfectly well -- is of an
excellent temper and willing disposition.
Enquire of Mr. Owen, at the Angel In~, behind
St. Clement's Church, in the Strand.
One cannot help but wonder how many ·eleven-year-old daughters
of slave owners worked at needle tolerably, and according to
Dr. Johnson very few in England spoke English perfectly well.
In Sharp's unpublished manuscripts he wrote of the
equality of men in all stations.

Though in the following

quotation he speaks specifically of those of the lower
classes in England, their "wage slavery" in many ways
approached the degradation of chattel slavery, and the
principle concerned would apply equally to both groups.
Woe to them that call evil good, and good
evil. Happy would it be for this nation, and
for the souls such as mislead it, if the feelings
of the seamen and other laborious poor, had no
other stimulant than the recital of their
unhappy case by such poor advocates as I. Are
they not surely of the same blood, [italics mine]
and have they not the same natural knowledge of
good and evil, to discern? and the same sensibility to injuries, as those who cause their
1

~Public

Advertiser. Tuesday 28th November 1769 7
cited in Stuart, Granville Sharp, p. 7.
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sufferings?

1

Sharp speaks here of impending crisis for the nation, and
"for the souls such as mislead it" for not treating the
poor as fellow-creatures.

In this he suggests governmen-

tal responsibility for legislation which would ameliorate
the harshness of the lives of the "laborious poor."

Sharp,

along with Clarkson, were the Claphamites most in favor of
governmental attempts at solutions, rather than merely private philanthropy, to the problems of England's working
In Sharp's case, if not also in Clarkson's, this

class.

attitude was most probably in part due to the straitened
circumstances under which he lived, and his inability to
give enough of his purse to help more than a few at any
time.
Wilberforce, in his speeches before Parliament, did not
so liberally intersperse his own words with Scripture as
did Sharp, but nevertheless maintained the same moral stance.
Sometimes, however, in his zeal to communicate his ideas
on the equality of blacks, he gave voice to his sentiments
in terms which might be repugnant to certain twentieth
century American minds:
ourselves:
1

"The Negroes (are) creatures like

they (have) the same feelings,

stuart, Granville Sharp, p. 28.

and even stronger
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affections than our own."

1

Most anyone, however, who has

experienced the 'distance' which Englishmen tend to maintain in relationships would hope the blacks had at least
more visible affections.

Much more important for under-

standing Wilberforce's meaning is that "affections" are a
part of the idea of sensibility so important in the eighteenth
century.

The auditors of Wilberforce's speech likely would

have taken his speaking of blacks as having "even stronger
affections than our own" as a kind of affront, for to their
minds much of what separated men from brutes was the
former's sensibility.
In the same speech he again called the slaves his
"fellow-creatures," but took an attitude which might be
interpreted as paternalistic:
our superior power (has)

be~n

"Let it not then appear that
employed to oppress our

fellow-creatures, and our superior light to darken the
creation of God." 2

Before a charge of paternalism is clearly

leveled, however, one should remember to whom Wilberforce
was speaking.

Further, the plain truth of the matter was

that the English had superior coercive power as well as
superior education.
Again, at a later date, Wilberforce spoke of the fact
1 Par 1'lamentary Realster,
.

2 Ibid., p. 219.

XXIX, p. 216.
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that slaves are fellow-creatures when he wrote to his
fu~erican

friend, John Jay,

• • • I am grieved to tell you that both
your countrymen and my own are still carrying
on the abominable traffic in human [italics
mine] flesh, in spite of the abolition laws
of their respective countries • • • l
The term 'fellow-creatures•, as we have seen, was
used often by Wilberforce.

His sons, in their work on the

correspondence of their father, quote from a letter in which
he mentioned " • • • the sufferings of those poor oppressed
fellow-creatures whose cause I assert." 2

Since slaves and

the poor were viewed by the Claphami tes as '1 fellow-creatures,"
they were to be treated as men and not as less than beasts
burden.

~f

Later in the anti-slavery battle, when the Trade

I

I

I

had long been abolished, and the object was now the complete
abolition of slavery in the Empire, one Evangelical closely
associated with the Clapham Sect, Sir James Mackintosh,
expressed a Claphamite concern before the Anti-Slavery
Society.

To him, the

most. important aspect of abolition

was that it " • • • would raise a million of human beings
to the condition of men."

3

1 Robert Isaac Wilberforce and Samuel Wilberforce, eds.,
The Correspondence of William Wilberforce, 2 vols. (London:
1840; rep. ed., Miami, Fla.: Mnemosyne Pub. Co., 1940), Vol.
2, p. 179. Letter to the Hon. John Jay, dated July 10, 1810.
2
3

Ibid., Vol. l, p. 261.

Anti-Slavery Monthly Reporter, I, 1826, p. 74, cited
in Ian Rennie, "Evangelicalism and English Public Life 18231850" (Ph.D. dissertation, Univ. of Toronto, 1962), p. 174.
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A poetic summation of the Claphamite belief in Black
slaves being fellow-creatures is in the following words by
the poet James Montgomery, penned in commemoration of the
passage of the Bill abolishing the Slave Trade:
Is he not Man,
Her quickening
Is he not Man,
Ne'er bade the
Is he not man,
Is he not man,

though knowledge never shed
beams on his neglected head?
though sweet religion's voice
mourner in his God rejoice?
by sin and suffering tried?
for whom the Saviour died?l

Granted that the Claphamites believed Christians should
be no respecters of persons, that men are created in the
image of God and therefore have dignity and worth, and that
men of other races or stations in life are still fellowcreatures:

Would it not be possible for them to hold these

ideas in quietude rather than to agitate publicly and even
politically?

Granville Sharp, the elder Claphamite, gave

voice to why this could not be.

He believed it his duty,

as did the rest of the Clapham Sect, to expose oppression
in whatever form, and quoted as his basis Proverbs 31:9:
II

• open thy mouth -- judge righteously and plead the

cause of the poor and needy."

The cause of the oppressed

was identified by Sharp as "the cause of God himself, who
has declared,

'for the oppressor of the poor reproacheth

his Maker; but he that honoreth him, hath mercy on the
1

James Montgomery, "Prometheus Delivered," Poems
on the Abolition of the Slave Trade (London: R. Bowyer,
1809; reprinted., New York: Garland Publishing, 1978),
p. 15.
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P rov.

poor.'

Xl' v.

31 • .. l

had said of slaves,

Diderot, in The Encyclopedie

"We have reduced them, I won't say to

the condition of slaves, but to that of beasts of burden.
And we are reasonable! and we are Christians!"

As Peter

Gay has said,
The evils of slavery became one more weapon
in the philosophes' crusade for secularism:
obviously it was preferable not to be a
Christian -- one had a better opportuni~y
to be humane, it seemed, as an atheist.
Sharp would have been quick to respond that though there
are those who claim to be Christians who only live a

carica~

ture of Christianity, and who will be reckoned with at the
Judgment, yet to consistently and faithfully live according
to the dictates of Scripture includes the bringing to light
of deeds of oppression and having a concern for the poor
which is more than intellectual.
In the view of the Clapham Sect the Scriptures spoke
clearly of the equality of men and that men of every station
were equctlly objects of God's love.
historian, Sir George

o.

The English social

Trevelyan, for example, in speaking

of his Claphamite grandfather, Zachary Macaulay, said of him,
He had read his Bible too literally to acquiesce
easily in a state of matters under which human
1
2

stuart, Granville Sharp, p. 28.
Gay, The Enlightenment.

Vol. II, p. 414.
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beings were bred and raised like a stock of
cattle, while outraged morality was
revenged on the governing race by the
shameless licentiousness which is the
inevitable accompaniment of slavery. He
was well aware that these evils, so far
from being superficial or remediable,
were essential (to slavery).l
Wilberforce, in his popular book, A Practical View of
• Christianity, contrasted Christianity's view of

h~~an

equality with that of other religions and systems:
An opposite mode of proceeding naturally belongs
to Christianity, which without distinction professes an equal regard for all human beings,
and which was characterized by her first Promulgator as the messenger of 'glad tidings to the
poor. • 2
In this work Wilberforce argued that slaves are regarded
as highly by God as are Englishmen of the most noble rank,
for they are equally his creation.
One of the facts that most saddened and angered the
Claphamites was that the poor, whether they were slaves,
or the labouring poor in England not reached by parish
3
ministries, were generally kept in ignorance of the
1

John Telford, A Sect That Moved the World: Three
Generations of Clapham Saints and Philanthropists (London:
Charles H. Kelly, n.d. but c. 1906), pp. 131-2.
2
william Wilberforce, A Practical View of the Prevailing Religious System of Professed Christians in the
Hiaher and Middle Classes of the Country contrasted with
Real Christiani.t.Y. (London: J. Hatchard and Son, 1797), p. 251.
3

The parish lines had been drawn up in the middle ages
and whole new manufacturing cities had sprung up with no church.
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. t ures. 1
Scrlp

They were prevented from knowing "on the

express authority of Scripture, that the lower classes,
instead of being an inferior order in the creation, are
even preferable objects of the Almighty." 2
Beginning about the mid-1820s,

when some of the

Claphamites were deceased, and the rest were elderly, they
encountered considerable opposition to their

hurnanita~ian

labors from an increasingly reactionary wing of the Evangelical movement.

Just as the Claphamite voice was the

journal, The Christian Observer, edited by zachary Macaulay,
so also this new wing of Evangelicalism had its mouthpiece,
the Record, edited by Alexander Haldane.

The Record was

often consciously in opposition to Claphamite social
agenda.

As Ian Rennie, in his University of Toronto doc-

toral dissertation has pointed out, "Opposition to the moral
evils of slavery was counterbalanced in the Record by the
theoretical dictum that inequality was born of God [italics
mine L"

The editor, Haldane, who did not appreciate those

who tended to vote along with the Claphamites, found that
1

For example in the famous "Missionary Smith" case, a
missionary lost his life at the hands of the ruling whites for
trying to minister to plantation slaves. cf. Cecil Northcott,
Slavery's Martyr (1976).
2

William Wilberforce, An Appeal to the Relioion, Justice,
and Humanity of the Inhabitants of the British Empire, in
behalf of the Negro Slaves in the West Indies (London: J.
Hatchard and Son, 1823), pp. 34-5, cited in Wiens, "Biblical
Roots of Evangelical Reform Movements in England, 1729-1885"
(M.A. Thesis, Wheaton College, 1958), p. 85.

59

his "disgust with liberal efforts at emancipation could
lead him into a consistent support of slavery."

1

By the

year of victory (1833) when slavery in the Empire was abolished, the line of demarcation was clearly drawn.

A letter

to the editor of the Record concurred with Haldane's editorial expressing displeasure with liberal efforts at
emancipation and, said the subscriber, he was opposed to
abolition for "slavery originated in God's curse upon Ham and
his posterity, and may therefore be considered as an infliction upon a portion of mankind for a particular transgression."
The Hammite theory as a justification for slavery had been
ably addressed and confuted over half a century earlier
by Granville Sharp, a skilled Hebrew and Greek exegete who
made original contributions in the philology of both languages,3 but it was beginning to make headway again, much to
the continued oppression of slaves in the United States.
As unedifying as the Record's record in regard to
equality is, it would be inaccurate to say this is the first
major instance of such an attitude.

For just as the real

underlying cause for seeking a biblical justification for
1

Ian Rennie, "Evangelicalism and English Public Life
1823-1850" (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Toronto,
1962) Po 196.
1

2

3

Record, Sept. 2, 1833 cited in Rennie, p. 196.

Even today, perhaps the majority of second-year
Greek students in theological seminaries must memorize
the "Granville Sharp" rule.

2
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slavery was not concern for fidelity to Scripture, but a
hatred for and fear of liberalism; so also at a much earlier
date the High Churchmen of the Anti-Jacobin, and others
with no pretense of religion, branded the work of the
Clapham Sect as radicalism not unlike that of even the most
violent phases of the French Revolution.

The Earl of

Abington, for example, in 1793 declared before Parliament:
For in the very definition of the terms
themselves, as descriptive of the thing,
what does the abolition of the slave trade
mean more or less in effect, than liberty
and equality? What more or less than the
rights of man? And what is liberty and
equality, and what the rights of man, but
the foolish fundamental principles of this
new philosophy.l
Indeed, a persistent charge against Claphamites when they
spoke of the equality of men was that they werP. Jacobins.
As we have seen, the Claphamites tenaciously held to
the belief in the equality of men.

Though Enlightenment

thought on this issue undoubtedly had its effect, the
primary basis for their belief was biblical.

Their escha-

talogical views led them to think it was inevitable that
the treatment of men would improve and that private philanthropy was a major means toward a gradual improvement of
the

lot of the disadvantaged.

Claphamites emphasized that

1

Parliamentary History, XXX, col. 654, cited in
Roger Anstey, The Atlantic Slave Trade and British Abolition
1760-1810 (London: The Macmillan Press, 1975), pp. 317-18.

I
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the Judgment was the ultimate great leveler of men, who,
after all, were created in the image of God.

It was

considered by the Sect their duty to expose and to obviate
oppression of their fellow-creatures.

Claphamite anger

was stirred when men, who were equally the objects of
God's love, were kept by others from a knowledge of that
love.

Though some Evangelicals (the Recordites) thought

that inequality among men was the desired will of God, the
Claphamite belief was more accurately portrayed by the
Wedgewood cameos made by the Evangelical potter to popularize the Abolitionary cause.

On the cameos was pictured

a kneeling, imploring black man, chains hanging from his
wrists, and underneath the image a caption -- "Am I not a
man, and a brother?"

v
"Preferable Objects of the Almighty:"
The Value of the Human Soul in
Claphamite Ideology
Corollary to the idea of the equality of all men in
God's sight and the proscription on 'respect of persons'
was another important consideration for men to whom the
Bible was the key authority.

This important motivating

factor was their belief in the infinite value of the human
soul.

Because the soul was seen as so valuable, so too

was the individual.

An appropriate response, in the

Claphamite view, was a heavy responsibility toward those
who were less fortunate.

Slavery, grinding poverty, and

some means of employment were all seen as inimical to the
reconciliation of the soul to God, and this was a major
evil.

Ford K. Brown, in his book, The Fathers of the

Victorians, sees this as the key reason for the Sect's
interest in abolition and other humanitarian projects,
and part of a vast Evangelical conspiracy to Christianize
British civilization.

Though Ford has over-emphasized

this point, and the conspiratorial aspects of his thesis
are overdrawn, yet the barring of the Gospel due to the
nature especially

of slavery, as well as of poverty, etc.,

loomed large in the minds of the Claphamites.
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clarkson wrote, in his important work, An Essay on the
Impolicy of the Slave Trade of the significance of the
human soul.

After delineating 1) the moral crimes of

black traders and princes because of slavery, 2) the
moral crimes of the slave traders, and 3) the mor.al evil
of the West Indian slave owners, Clarkson made the incriminating charge against these abettors of the Trade, that
black men too can become "temples of the Holy Spirit." 1
In Wilberforce's words,

"The salvation of one soul is of

more worth than the mere temporal happiness of thousands
or even millions."

2

While one like Sharp would technically

agree, he probably would not have put it so bluntly.
Wilberforce was by no means insensitive to the temporal
happiness of men, but in the dichotomy of temporal body
and eternal soul, placed the physical needs of man far
below the spiritual.
Sharp, however, perhaps because of his inferior social
position, was more keenly sensitive to the earthly torments
under which slaves and the laboring poor existed.

In the

following excerpt from his Journal, 18 February 1772, concerning the slave laws in the colonies, he combined both
1

Rev. Thomas Clarkson, An Essay on the Impolicy of
the African Slave Trade (London: J. Philips, 1788), pp. 57-9.
2

Robert Isaac Wilberforce and Samuel Wilberforce, The
Life of William Wilberforce, 5 Vols. (London: John Murray,
1838}, Vol. 4, p. 206. To Mr. Stephen in 1814 in regard to
Haiti.
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concerns:
• • • the lawmakers must • • • be the most
cruel and abandoned tyrants upon earth • • •
(slaveowners) govern slaves • • • (with)
inhuman severity and detestable injustice
• temporal profits, cannot compensate
the forfeiture of everlasting welfare • • .
the cries of these much injured people will
certainly reach heaven • . • the scriptures
denounce a tremendous judgment against the
man, who shall offend one little one • • . 1
Sharp spoke both of the temporal torment and of its effect
on the souls of individuals.

He mentioned the "forfeiture

of everlasting welfare" and of the judgment on those "who
shall offend one little one."

The latter is a biblical

allusion to Matthew 18:6, in which context the offense
has to do with damaging the spiritual condition of one
less knowledgable, either through leading him into sin or
blocking by one•s own example his spiritual progress.
The conditions of chattel slavery and wage-slavery
often kept the Empire•s subjects from both the temporal and
eternal benefits to the soul that men created in the image
of God should enjoy.

Wilberforce~

in speaking of this

issue, called the slave trade the "black cloud" keeping
Africans from "the light of Christianity and the comforts
of civilization." 2

He made a similar point in his 1823 book,

1 charles Stuart, A Memoir of Granville Sharp (New York:
The American Anti-Slavery Society, 1836; rep. ed., Westport,
Conn., 1970), p. 14. cf. a more complete citation of this
Journal entry in chapter 2, pp. 20-21.
2
R. I. & s. Wilberforce, eds., The Correspondence of
William Wilberforce, 2 vols., (London:
1840; rep. ed.,
Miami, Fla.: Mnemosyne Pub. Co., 1910), Vol. l, p. 260.
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in behalf of West Indian slaves, when he said slavery
keeps slaves both from a knowledge of the scriptures and
the blessing attendent upon that knowledge. l
Henry Venn, who had formerly been curate at Clapham
and whose son, John, held the post from 1792-1813, said of
the Claphamite, John Thornton after his death in 1790,
II

• Few of the followers of the Lamb, it may be very

truly said, have ever done more to feed the hungry, clothe
the naked, and help all that suffer adversity, and to spread
the savour of the knowledge of Christ crucified!"

2

In this

eulogy/ Venn showed that in Thornton's life, the temporal
and eternal concern for others, a typically Claphami te
pairing, were united.
The Clapham Sect, as we have seen, saw the human soul
as supremely valuable.

They believed the salvation of a

soul to be essential but that often those who were poor,
and almost always those who were slaves, were kept by their
condition from the benefits of Christianity and civilization.
1 william Wilberforce, An Appeal to the Religion,
Justice, and Humanity of the Inhabitants of the British
Empire. in behalf of the Negro Slaves in the West Indies
(London: J. Hatchard & Son, 1823), p. 19, cited in Wiens,
"Biblical Roots of Evangelical Reform Movements in England,
1729-1885" (M.A. thesis, Wheaton College, 1958), p. 84. cf.
also the same point in Granville Sharp, "The Law of Liberty"
in Tracts on Slavery and Liberty (London: Granville Sharp,
rep. ed., New York:
Negro Univ. Press, 1969), p. 19.
2

John Telford/ A Sect that Moved the World: Three Generations of Clapham Saints and Philanthropists (London:
Charles H. Kelly, n.d. but c. 1906), p. 69.
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This fact was exacerbated by those, especially involved
with slave-owning, who were opposed to Christian instruction
of their workers.

In Granville Sharp's Law of Liberty he

argued directly against the slave owner with respect to
the condition of the souls of his slaves.

He said they

reduced their slaves to the "State of Brutes," by opposing
any Christian instruction

~f

their slaves •. He pointed the

finger at the slaveholder, crying out like an Old Testament prophet,

"

the Iniquity of the ignorant slave

must rest with double weight on the guilty head of the
owner, to fill up the measure of his Sins!"

1

Wilberforce continued this theme in a lengthy essay
he had published in

182~

wherein he attacked the ignor-

ance of Scripture in which slaves were kept.

They were not

allowed to know, said Wilberforce, that "on the express
authority of Scripture • • • the lower classes, instead
of being an inferior order in the creation, are even preferable objects of the Almighty."

2

An incident which particularly sparked the interest
of the English public in the fact that slave-owners often
opposed the Christian instruction of their slaves was when
1

2

Sharp,

"Law of Liberty," p. 37.

wilberforce, An Appeal to the Religion & c., pp.
34-6, cited in Wiens, p. 85.
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christians in Jamaica were persecuted in 1830.

Dr. Philip

of the London Missionary Society wrote to Buxton (the
young M.P. to whom Wilberforce had turned over the reigns
of leadership in abolitionism):
The religious public has, at last, taken
the field.
The West Indians have done us
good service. They have of late flogged slaves
in Jamaica for praying, and imprisoned the
missionaries, and they have given the nation
to understand that preaching and praying are
1
offenses not to be tolerated in a slave colony.
Methodists, Dissenters, and Evangelicals (even the Recordites) were incensed over this treatment of Christians,
and the persecution graphically demonstrated the point the
Clapham Sect had made for decades.

The "religious public"

now largely agreed with what Wilberforce had said in 1823,
that those who have the power to mitigate or eradicate
evil are accountable to God for their use of that power. 2
The Claphamites, in this area of the abuse of souls
as in so many others, did not merely think about and decry
the evil, but diligently labored for social change.

One

of the regions of the Empire in which the Claphamites perceived great abuses, and correspondingly great opportunity
1

c. Buxton, Memoirs of Sir Thomas Fowell Buxton,
Bart.
(London: 1871), p. 240, cited in Ian Rennie,
"Evangelicalism and English Public Life 1823-1850" (Ph.D.
dissertation, University of Toronto, 1962), p. 179.
2

wilberforce, An Appeal to the Religion & c. , p. 55,
cited in Wiens, p. 84.
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to make a contribution to the spiritual health of millions,
was India.

In 1793 Wilberforce laboured to include clauses

in the Charter Bill which would allow Christian influence
in India.

In committee on May 14, 1793, one of his reso-

lutions was agreed to; the "peculiar and bounden outy of
promoting by all just and prudent means, the religious
improvement" of the Indians.

1

On May 16 he proposed

further resolutions to provide schoolmasters and chaplains.
By the 19th, these were accepted by committee.

But on the

24th, in the House debate on the East India Bill his resolutions were thrown out:
The East India directors and proprietors • • •
have triumphed -- all my clauses were last
night struck out on the third reading of the
Bill, (with Dundas 1 consent!! this is honour,)
and our territories in Hindostan, twenty
millions of people included, are left in the
undisturbed and peaceable possession, and
committed to the providential protection of
Brama.2
He had argued before the House of Commons that,
It is not meant to break up by violence existing institutions, and force our faith upon
the natives of India; but gravely, silently,
and systematically to prepare the way for the
gradual diffusion of religious truth.3
Wilberforce was not pushing for the establishment of
1
2
3

R. I. & S Wilberforce, Life, Vol. 2, pp. 24-5.
Ibid., pp. 26-7.
Ibid., p. 26.
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Christianity, but just that it be given free reign in the
marketplace of ideas.

After all, in a nation where the
I

major religion encouraged female infanticide, sutee , the
caste system, and relegated the position of women to below
that of monkeys and even rats, diffusion of Christian
teaching could only help.
In 1812 Wilberforce, though he held some stock, was
ready to see the East India Company dissolved "rather than
not insure the passage for the entrance of light • • • into that benighted and degraded region."

1

But not until

1813 when the renewal of the East India Company Charter
came up again did Wilberforce's labors in behalf of the
"twenty millions of people" in India come to fruition.
The Houses of Cowmons and Lords guaranteed in the Charter
liberty to propagate the Christian faith.

Wilberforce had

helped to remove the prejudice against such liberty by his
speech which, in the opinion of Lord Erskine,

"deserves a

place in the library of every man of letters, even if he
were an atheist." 2
In Claphamite ideology Man had value because of his

I

'I

II

il

1 sir Reginald Coupland, Wilberforce (Oxford:
University Press, 1923), p. 386.
2

Oxford

Bodleian Library,. Oxford. d.l3.190, Erskine to Wilberforce 1813 , cited in John Pollock, Wilberforce (New
York: St. Martin's Press, 1977), p. 238. See also Wilberforces speeches for the India Bill. T. Hansard, Parliamentary Debates, xxvi (1813), pp. 831-872 and 1054-1079.
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immortal soul and Christ had sacrificed himself for the
rescue of that soul.

So the following year (1814) found

Wilberforce in a new Parliamentary fight to try to keep
the French from economic interest in Haiti so the "greatest
of all benefits," freedom to spread the Christian Gospel,
would be assured.

He wrote to Stephen:

If Haiti grants to France a colonial monopoly
in return for the recognition of its independence, that all commerce with us will be excluded, and with it our best hopes of introducing
true religion into the island. 1
In the same year he wrote to his wife while involved in
still another field of the battle to rescue the souls of
men; the campaign to secure that the Congress of Vienna
would oppose the Slave Trade:
I am engaged • • • in the work of mercy and
love; a work which may truly be said to
breathe the same spirit as that of Him
whose coming was announced as •peace on
earth, and good will towards men!• Aye,
and surely we need not leave out the most
honourable part of the service, 1 Glory to
God in the highest.•
For I am occupied, I
trust, in preparing an entrance into Africa
for the gospel of Christ.2
Because of the Claphamite emphasis on the value of
the soul and of the individual they developed what was,
for their time, a new concept of responsibility toward the
1
2

R. I. &

s Wilberforce, Life, Vol. 4, p. 206.

Ibid., Vol. 4, p. 205-6. Also in R. I. & S.
Wilberforce, Correspondence, Vol. 2, p. 389.
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poor and the oppressed.

The view of the "lower classes"

as being specially favored by God, was echoed in a debate
in Parliament when Wilberforce said of the East Indians
that:
Christianity assumes her true character .
when she takes under her protection those
poor degraded beings, on whom philosophy looks
down with disdain . . . On the very first promulgation of Christianity, it was declared by
itsgreat Author as 'glad tidings to the poor';
and ever faithful to her character, Christianity still delights to instruct the
ignorant, to succor t~e needy, to comfort 1
the sorrowful, to visit the forsaken . . .
At any rate the poor, whether East Indian Untouchables,
London chimney sweeps, or slaves in the West Indies, were
the concern of Christians because of the value of the
human soul and therefore of the individual.
It would be an incomplete and therefore inaccurate
survey of Claphamite belief regarding the value of the
soul, and the relationship of that concept to the removal of
barriers to the diffusion of Christianity, were one to stop
here.

For the impression might be given, which could well

have been true of many Evangelicals of their day (especially
after the French Revolution) , that the Claphamites were

1 Parliamentary Debates XXXVI, p. 831, quoted in
Ernest Marshall Howse, Saints in Politics, The 'Clapham
Sect' and the Growth of Freedom (London: George Allen
and Unwin, 1970), pp. 88-9.
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interested in statistical 'souls' almost to the exclusion
of an interest in persons.

While it is psychologically

impossible, when speaking of hundreds of thousands or even
millions of persons, to think of individuals except in the
abstract, yet it was not mere abstractions who were helped
by the Claphamites.

Instead it was the widow of Charles

Wesley who was provided with a pension by Wilberforce; or
the slave, Sommerset, who was freed along with 14,000 of
his fellows, as the result of two years of research by
Sharp.

1

The Claphamites were concerned about the temporal needs
of man precisely because a man with a soul is of immeasurable worth.

For example, on Macaulay's return to England

in 1795 from Sierra Leone, over which he was appointed
Governor in 1794, he arranged to sail home in the slaveship Mary.

After speaking briefly of the discomforts of

the voyage, he continued:
If my state was so uncomfortable, what must
theirs have been whom I saw around me,
extended naked on the bare boards, fettered
with irons; deprived of every means of chasing
1 Pollock, Wilberforce, p. 155, mentions in footnote
that Mrs. Wesley's thanks, 20 Aug. 1792 is in the Bodleian
Library, Oxford, d.l5.24.
The story of the Somersett case is briefly recounted
in E. c. P. Lascelles, Granville Sharp and the Freedom of
Slaves in England (London: Oxford University Press, 1928;
reprinted., New York:
Negro Univ. Press, 1969), pp. 30-34.
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away the gloom of confinement • • • strangers
to any portion of that blessed and heartcheering hope which makes the slave a free
man • • • And what are we more than these?
Are not these also, even these, abject as they
seem, the purchase of a Saviour's ~lood, and
graven upon the palms of His hand?
The heart-cheering hope of which Macaulay speaks_refers
to the Christian faith, and its forward look to eternity.
Claphamites believed the Trade was blocking these, for
whom Christ died, from the knowledge of that hope.

And

later, in 1820, when the Sierra Leone colony for freed
slaves, a Claphamite project, had finally taken hold and
prospered for about ten years, Wilberforce wrote to a
friend:
It is now only in its infancy but it is an
infant Hercules, of 10,000 free Negroes,
most of whom poor creatures have been
rescued from the holds of slave ships, gradually receiving the civilization and comforts,
above all the Christian instruction and civil
rights of a British community.2
While Wilberforce might say, as noted before, that "the
1

christian Observer, 1839, cited in Telford, Sect
That Moved the World, pp. 131-32.
2Henry E. Huntington Library, San Marino, CA. Locker
Papers, Wilberforce to E. H. Locker, 23 Oct. 1820, cited in
Pollock, Wilberforce, p. 227. The Claphamite interest in
Sierra Leone had begun with Granville Sharp as early as
1787 when he secured passage for some of London's 'Black
Poor' to Sierra Leone to set up a self-governing community,
and then set up St. George's Bay Trading Company (1790) to
help provide commerce for Sierra Leone.

l
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salvation of one soul is worth more than the mere temporal
happiness of thousands or even millions," yet the temporal
benefits of civilization and its comforts, Christian knowledge and civil rights, were to him very valuable commodities indeed to be bequeathed to others

possess~d

of a

human soul!
One might wonder what the ramifications of this belief
in the value of the soul might have in interpersonal relationships.

What about those who were not slaves, not poor,

and were instead, perhaps, political or ideological adversaries?

One's world view, together with the composite of

his attitudes and beliefs about a myriad of subjects, tend
strongly to influence his actions in the world of people,
and the Claphamites were no different.

As illustrative of

this, the eldest member of the Clapham Sect, Granville
Sharp, could say of his youthful experience as apprentice
to a succession of linen-drapers, including a Quaker, a
Presbyterian, a Roman Catholic, a Socinian, and a Jew, that
it,

''has taught me to make a proper distinction between the

opinions of men and their persons.

The former I can freely

condemn without presuming to judge the individuals themselves~·

1

While Sharp was perhaps unique among the Clapham-

-ites in his graciousness and charity toward those with
1

Lascelles, Granville Sharp, pp. 4-5.
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opposing opinions, the belief that one should so view others,
was held by the rest.
One can see this attitude expressed by Wilberforce in
a letter to Thomas Babington (after whom the historian,
T. B. Macaulay was named) in 1791.

Though the letter was

on another subject (condolance on Babington's mother's
death), Wilberforce mentioned a very stormy debate on
May 6 in regard to the slave trade,
What a superiority is there in Christian principles over those of men of the world, even
in view of temporal comfort and social happiness. This sentiment is strongly impressed on
me by the shameful spectacle of last night;
more disgraceful almost, and more affecting,
than the rejection of my motion for the
Abolition of the Trade
It happened that
the chapter, which in a course of going
through the prophet Isaiah met my eyes this
morning, was the eleventh:
turn to it, and
contrast the blessed effects of the establishment of the Messiah's kingdom, the spirit
of love and concord that it will diffuse, mentioned in the 6th, 7th, 8th, and 9th verses,
with a long tried and close worldly connection
of five and twenty years [here speaking of
Burke and Fox] , trampled to pieces in the conflict of a single night.
I really scarce
recollect being so much hurt at any thing, and
I have been lamenting ever since that I did not
myself interfere, though I am told it was
better for me to be silent .
1
For the Claphamites, then, a key temporal benefit of the
diffusion of Christianity, to those who would accept it, was
1

R. I. & S. Wilberforce, Correspondence, Vol. l, p. 77.
Letter to Thomas Babington, May 7, 1791.
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the public as well as domestic peace of soul that would
allow others to have a different opinion without the
causing of an irreparable breach.

l

VI
"Well Done, Good and Faithful servant":
The Claphamite Concept of •calling•
For most of the members of the Clapham Sect, their
almost fanatical dedication to the work of abolition and
to other humanitarian projects, was part of a crusade in which
the sense of individual destiny or "calling" to a task was
a strong inducement to Herculean labors.

This belief in

a divine commissioning to a ministry of service encouraged
the Claphamites when the odds seemed insurmountable.

In

their indomitable faith they pressed forward even when the
desired fruit of long years of cultivation appeared no
nearer the harvest than when the work was first begun.

A

famous entry in Wilberforce's Journal, 28 October 1787, is
typical of the sense of mission these men had:

"God

Almighty has set before me two great objects, the suppression
of the slave trade and the reformation of manners."

1

On

both counts Wilberforce followed what he believed was God's
course for him for decades.
Not only Wilberforce, but each member of the Sect was
concerned that he follow the task to which God had suited
1

Ford K. Brown, Fathers of the Victorians (London:
Cambridge University Press, 1961), p. 76.
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him.

Sir James Stephen, himself the son of a Claphamite,

said of Zachary Macaulay that he appeared to those who knew
him best:
• • • as a man possessed by one idea, and
animated by one master passion -- an idea
so comprehensive,as to impart a profound
interest to all which indicated its influence over him -- a passion so benevolent,
that the coldest heart could not withhold
some sympathy from him who was the subject
of it.l
That passion was the abolition of the Trade and then of
slavery itself.

The article in the Edinburgh Review went

on to state:
That God had called him into being to wage war
with this gigantic evil (slavery), became his
immutable conviction. During forty successive
years, he was ever burdened with this thought.
It was the subject of his vision by day, and
of his dreams by night • • • (He was) sustained by so abiding a sense of the Divine
presence, and so absolute a submission to
the Divine will, as raised him habitually to
that higher region, where the reproach of man
could not reach, and the p5aise of man might
not presume to follow him.
The Claphamites on occasion, either in public or by
letter, recognized in one another the calling of God.

In

1796 Wilberforce wrote a note to Macaulay to let him know
1

sir James Stephen, Essays in Ecclesiastical Biograohy
2 vols. (London: Longman, Brown, Green, and Longmans,
1850), vol. 2, p.32P.
"The Clapham Sect," from the
Edinburgh Review, Vol. LXXX. No. IX.
2 Ibid., pp. 329, 331.
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that he was thinking of him, and to encourage him in his
work in Sierra Leone as Governor.

Wilberforce mentioned

that though there are many ways to be employed,

"You are

doubtless in the line which Providence has pointed out to
you, -- a most satisfactory consideration this, of which I
am persuaded you feel the comfort."

l

A few years later (1804), Wilberforce wrote to James
Stephen, of both his own and Stephen's calling:
. • . Let it be to both of us a comfort that
we have laboured to resist the wicked and
cruel system of the slave trade. I can truly
say I often thank the Almighty for conducting me to such a cause, and pray for
guidance how I may best conduct it -- and
think too. But there are more difficulties
than you sometimes consider; and I am sure,
in your cooler moments, you will think that
it would be sad policy to be able to say
liberari animam meam, at the expensz of
doing any good to the cause itself.
No matter how difficult the path, even when they might
desire their souls freed from such a weight, to know they
were called to an important task gave them strength.
Others than the Claphamites believed this group were
raised up for a special purpose.

A note of encouragement

and profound seriousness regarding the work to which
1

Robert Issac and Samuel Wilberforce, eds., The
Correspondence of William Wilberforce, 2 vols. (London:
1840; reprinted., Miami, Florida: Mnemosyne Pub. Co.,
1940), vol. l, pp. 152-153. Letter from Wilberforce to
Macaulay dated January 6, 1796 .
...,
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pp. 350-351.
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Wilberforce was called was written by John Wesley while
on his deathbed

perhaps his last written word:

My dear Sir,
Unless Divine power has raised you up to
be as Athanasius contra mundum, I see not how
you can go through your glorious enterprise
in opposing that execrable villainy which is
the scandal of religion, of England, and of
human nature. Unless God has raised you up
for this very thing, you will be worn out
by the opposition of men and devils:
but if
God be for you, who can be against you? Are
all of them together stronger than God? Oh!
be not weary of well-doing. Go on in the
name of God and in the power of His might,
till even American slavery, the vilest that
ever saw the sun, shall vanish away before
it. That He who has guided you from your
youth up, may continue to strengthen you in
this and all things, is the prayer of, dear
sir, your affectionate servant,
John Wesley 1
Such a letter from one known for his

"vital~

religion

would be sure to strongly affect the young M.P. for Yorkshire.
In the following year William Cowper addressed a poem
to Wilberforce, further encouraging him that he was following
his "calling."
Thy country, Wilberforce, with just disdain
Hears thee by cruel men, and impious called
Fanatic, for thy zeal to loose the enthrall'd
From exile, public sale, and slavery's chain,
Friend of the poor, the wronged, the fetter-gall'd,
Fear not lest labors such as thine be vain.
Thou has achieved apart; hast gained the oar
Of Britain's Senate to thy glorious cause;
l

Stephen, Essays, Vol. 2, pp. 283-284.
to Wilberforce, dated February 24, 1791.

John Wesley
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Hope smiles, joy springs, and the cold cautious pause
And weave delay, the better hour is near,
That shall remunerate thy toils severe
By peace for Africa, fenced with British laws,
Enjoy what thou hast won, esteem and love
1
From all the just on earth, and all the blest above.
This is not one of Cowper's best.

But for Wilberforce, a

man of only thirty-three years, such an accolade ·for one's
youthful labor would seem to presage well of future work
in God's cause.
Others wrote to encourage Wilberforce in what they
believed was his 'calling', notably the Rev. John Newton,
a former slave ship captain who after being converted,
became a dedicated abolitionist.

2

Newton wrote in 1788:

• • • Yes, Sir, you have many praying for you,
and among them not a few who are really fervent in prayer, and have the liberty of
children at a throne of grace. It is hoped
and believed that the Lord has raised you up
for the good of His church, and for the good
of the nation. This makes you a truly public
person, and gives you a place in the hearts
of many who never saw you, and whom you will
never know.3
Newton had by this time attained a reputation as a leader
of the Evangelical movement, and was one to whom many
1
william Cowper, "Sonnet to William Wilberforce, Esq.,
16 April 1792," The Anti-Slavery Record, Vol. II. No. XII,
(December 1836): 152.
2

Newton gave vent to his feelings at the great change
in his life in the popular hymn he wrote, "Amazing Grace."
3

R. I. & s. Wilberforce, Correspondence, Vol. 1, p.
56. Letter from the Rev. John Newton to Wilberforce,
dated September 12, 1788.
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resorted for counsel.

A letter such as this must surely

have impressed Wilberforce with the seriousness of his
calling, and given him a sense that he was not alone in the
accomplishment of that to which he had been called.
Eight years later Wilberforce received another encouraging letter from Newton:
. . • I believe you are the Lord's servant,
and are in the post which He has assigned
you
• I know that He who has called you to
it can afford you strength • • • and I trust
He will, for Be is faithful to His promise
• • • You are not only a representative for
Yorkshire, you have the far greater honour
of being a representative for the Lord, in
a place where many know Him not, and an
opportunity of showing them what are the
genuine fruits of that religion which you
are known to profess.l
Not only was this a brotherly reminder of Wilberforce's
calling, but also a serious charge to be cognizant that
others would be watching him.
If there was any doubt in the minds of political men
and the well-born in England as to the religious convictions of Wilberforce, they were soon quelled by the 1797
publication of Wilberforce's "manifesto," A Practical View
of the Prevailing Religious System of Professed Christians
in the Higher and Middle Classes of the Country contrasted
with Real Christianity.
by his own admission,

,

~R.

132.

I. &

s.

Though Burne's philosophical works,

"fell still-born from the press,"

Wilberforce, Correspondence, Vol., p. 131-
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just the opposite was the case with Wilberforce's religious
work.

Some had cautioned him against coming out with the

book for fear it might damage his reputation, and even his
publisher thought it might sell 500 copies only because
Wilberforce's name was on it.

The book went thr?ugh five

editions in the first six months.

By 1826 fifteen editions

had been printed in England, twenty-five in America, and
it had been translated into French, Italian, Spanish,
Dutch, and German.

1

On April 12, 1797 the book was published and on April
21 a letter of thanks for it arrived from that constant
source of encouragement, John Newton.

At one point in the

letter he said:
You compel me, Sir, to say, that I deem it
the most valuable and important publication
of the present age that I have seen:
especially as it is yours • . . that the
Lord has raised you up to bear such a
testimony, at a time like this, to His
truth, revives and strengthens a hope,
which at some seasons I have found it
difficult to maintain, that deserving
as we are of the severest national calamities, He will not yet give us up.2
Newton also wrote to Charles Grant of Wilberforce's special
calling being worked out in the publication of this work
1

Robert Isaac and Samuel Wilberforce, The Life of
William Wilberforce, 4 vols. (London: John Murray, 1938),
vol. 2, pp. 199-205.
2
156.

R. I. &

s.

Wilberforce, Correspondence, Vol. 1, p.
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(which appears to have been the most-read book in England) :
. • • I trust that the Lord, by raising up
such an incontestable witness to the truth
and the power of the gospel, has a gracious
purpose to honour him as an instrument of
reviving and strengthening the sense of real
religion where it already is, and of
communicating it where it is not. 1
And when Wilberforce wrote about "real religion" what did
it include?

Many things, for indeed it was a lengthy work,

but a key aspect of true religion, according to Wilberforce,
was humanitarian concern for one's fellows.
The concept of calling, while usually referring to
following a specific task in life--a Divinely-ordained job
description, so to speak--could also be more general.

The

claphamites believed that each Christian was called to the
pursuit of character.

Granville Sharp, the biblical exe-

gete of the lot, probably wrote more on this subject than
the rest.

In a letter to Lord Carysport in 1781 where he

discussed his brand of politics, he said:
This is the compendium or sum total of all my
politics, so that I include them in a very
small compass. I am thoroughly convinced that
'Right' ought to be adopted and maintained, on
all occasions, without regard to consequences
either probably or possible; for these (when
we have done our own duty as honest men) must
after all be left to the disposal of Divine
Providence, which has declared a blessing in
favor of right, 'Blessed are the keepers of
1

R. I. &

s.

Wilberforce, Life, Vol. 2, p. 201.
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judgment - and he that doeth righteousness
at all times' Ps. cvi. 3.1
This view of politics made it impossible for the Claphamites to be true 'Party men'.

But the Claphamites did not

always agree among themselves as to what the Right

was,

and on occasion the M.P.s among them voted on opposite
sides.

Nevertheless it was the firm conviction of the

Claphamites that when one saw the Right, he must support
it •
Sharp spoke further of the calling to Christian
character when he discussed social liberty:
In short, the doctrine of necessity, may
be admitted to excuse some things of an
indifferent nature, not evil in themselves, though prohibited by law; but
never to justify iniquity and oppression,
respect of persons, or anything that is
'malum in se, evil in its very nature.'
Because the first necessity in a Christian
community is, to do justice to all men,
at all times - as, it is better to endure
all adversities, than to assent to iniquity
As Sir James Stephen said of Sharp's character,

2

"As long

as Granville Sharp survived it was too soon to proclaim
that the age of chivalry was gone."

3

The Claphamites, then, set for themselves a high
standard, and because of it they were often misunderstood,
1

Charles Stuart, A Memoir of Granville Sharp (New York:
The Amer. Anti-Slavery Soc., 1836; rep. ed., Westport, Conn.,
1970), p. 10.

2
3

rbid., pp. 26-27.
Stephen, Essays, Vol. 2, p. 316.
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most notably by William Hazlitt in his 1825 work, The
Spirit of the Age,and by William Cobbett in his Political
Register, the first issue of which appeared in 1802.
In our own day an historian who similarly distrusts the
Claphamite motivation is Ford K. Brown.

In his Fathers of

the Victorians he claims that in eighteenth century England
an "idealistic reform movement based only on moral and
religious principles was doomed in advance."

To accomplish

even humanitarian goals, says Brown, a leader must:
• • use worldly means for spiritual ends,
a genius for expediency, opportunism and
'accomodation', steadfastness in taking
calculated moral risks, willingness to
practise in a great cause what enemies
of the right and the good in this campaign - 'emissaries of Satan' -were to
call 'moral equivocation' .1
A major part of Brown's book is spent showing that Wilberforce could do just that.

While Brown's work is an impres-

sive piece of scholarship and his argument is not without
merit, yet he has still a profound misunderstanding of the
ideas that motivated the Claphamites.

While it must be

admitted that at times members of the Sect were guilty of
'moral equivocation', this, when they were cognizant of such
fault in themselves, produced a great deal of soul-searching
and desire to make .amends if possible.
1

Ford, on the other

Brown, Fathers of the Victorians, p. 3.
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hand, argues that for the Claphamites, good ends justified
almost any means to the attainment of those ends.

But any

full understanding of the Claphamites must include both
their beliefs in a call to a specific task, and a call to
Christian character.
Another aspect of the idea of a calling, as seen in
Claphamite writings, was that it involved a heavy sense of
obligation and was held as a trust or stewardship from God.
James Stephen, in a letter to Wilberforce spoke of his
sense of obligation in his calling to the abolition cause:
• . • duty to God will constrain me while I
still hope to do Him service. I sometimes
feel like St. Paul:
I do this thing not
willingly, but of necessity; a dispensation
of negroism is co~~itted to me, and woe is
me if I do not work for them •
1
In a long postscript to the letter Stephen continued to
vent his frustration in his obligation but also to declare
that he lookedto God for strength and ultimate success in
the task:
Certain however it is that without a humble
hope of God's approbation, or at least a sense
of duty to Him, men would soon be as weary
as Sisyphus at attempting to do good in this
bad world • . • 2
In a letter Wilberforce received from Dr. James Currie of
Liverpool in 1793, the charge was recounted that Wilber1

R. I. & S. Wilberforce, Life, Vol. 4, p. 240. Cited
from a letter to Wilberforce in 1807 complaining of the
perturbations of dealing with the government.
2 Ibid., Vol. 4, p. 241.

88

force was wearying of the slave business, was "fearful of
embarrassing the Minister in his present difficulties"
(by a charge of Jacobinism at the outset of the war with
France), and therefore was resting from abolitionary work.
Wilberforce's answer reveals his sense of

obliga~ion

to

his calling, no matter what might be the outcome:
• • • where the actual commission of guilt
is in question, a man who fears God is not
at liberty.- To you I will say a strong
thing which the motive I have just suggested
will both explain and justify. If I thought
the immediate Abolition of the Slave Trade
would cause an insurrection in our islands,
I should not for an instant remit my most
strenuous endeavours [italics mine] • Be
persuaded then, I shall still less ever
make this grand cause the sport of caprice,
or sacrifice it to motive of ~olitical convenience or personal feeling.
Wilberforce, though a patriotic man, believed there was an
obligation that went beyond mere national patriotism,
and that obligation related both to his personal calling
and the calling to Christian character.
This obligation of which the Claphamites spoke demanded
a discipline in all areas of life, for they believed they
held a stewardship.

Wilberforce stressed in a number of

places, both publicly and privately, the Claphamite view
that Christians have responsibilities of stewardship for
1

Ibid., Vol. 2, p. 22. Italicized sentence is missing
in Life, Wilberforce's sons apparently not wishing their
father open to a charge of Jacobinism. The entire quote
is in the Liverpool City Library Currie MSS, 920. Cur. 52,
Wilberforce to James Currie, 13 April 1793, cited in John
Pollock, Wilberforce (New York:
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their talents and abilities. 1
Another area of stewardship involved the use of time.
Wilberforce wrote in 1790, "In truth, the principles upon
which I act in this business being those of religion
can know no remission, and yield to no delay."

2

Because

of this, the Claphamites rose early and marked out beforehand on time-tables how they would use their day.

Wilber-

force's time-tables, for example, typically included hours
for prayer, study, business, and rest, and a column at the
end to record wasted time.

3

Time was too precious to waste,

and the advice of the Claphamites was to use it wisely.
In a letter to a lady in 1787 Wilberforce suggested, "The
Christian's motto should be 'watch always, for you know not
in what hour the Son of Man will come.'"

4

For the Clapham

Sect, then, each waking hour -- and there should not be
overly many sleeping hours -- was one that should be put
to good use, for the living out of one's calling was a
stewardship for which one would give account.
1

see, for example, William Wilberforce, A Practical
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The belief that there would be a giving of an account
was a motivator for the Claphamites.

Wilberforce wrote to

a constituent three years after his conversion, ''A man who
acts from the principles I profess, reflects that he is to
give an account of his political conduct at the Judgment
seat of Christ."

1

This concern is reflected repeatedly

in his Diary or Journal entries, where he confesses wrong
attitudes or decisions and prays for guidance that he might

1:

think, speak, and vote correctly as Member for Yorkshire.

:~

Zachary Macaulay, in writing of his Claphamite colleagues,
claimed that others than Wilberforce had an even greater
sense of accountability:
Wilberforce has stronger and more lively
views of the beauties of holiness ~nd of
the Saviour's love; but Thornton (Henry)
has a more uniform and abiding impression
of his accountableness to God for every
moment of his time, and for every word
he utters.2
Even still, Wilberforce was heavily motivated by the notion
of one's accountability and wrote to his sister in 1793,
"If an eternity of happiness or misery be dependent on the
1

Hunter Archeological Society VIII, p. 59, Wilberforce
to Jas. Walker, 1 April, 1789, cited in Pollock, Wilberforce,
p. 46. cf. on the issue of giving an account Wilberforce,
A Practical View, p. 158; Parliamentary Register XXIX, p.
219; R. I. & S Wilberforce, Life, Vol. l, p. 108; R. I. &
s. Wilberforce, Correspondence, Vol. 2, pp. 73, 89.
2
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manner of spending this life,

indifference is insanity."

1

For the Claphamite,inattentiveness to one's thoughts,
words, deeds, and use of time was considered insanity indeed.

The living out of one's calling was serious business--

though there might be a myriad of pleasures in tpe living of
it--and the future accounting was ever before them.
Among the Claphamites, especially in the long lull
between significant political successes, a sense of not
living up to one's calling was occasionally voiced.

In

this regard Wilberforce regretted bad political judgment
in 1792 when he was willing to abandon his fight for immediate Abolition and called instead for cessation of the
Trade, believing Dandas's promises that gradual emancipation would come in a year or two.

In a letter to Babington

he blurted out,
I wish I had been as active as I ought about
the poor slaves. However, the Blood of Jesus
Christ cleanses from all sin and there is the
comfort which combines the deepest humiliation
with the firmest hope.2
Though he spoke hyperbolically, yet his sense of guilt and
failure in his calling was real enough.

On the same subject

he recorded in his Diary his consternation at not having
freed the slaves:
1
2

R. I. & S. Wilberforce, Correspondence, Vol. 1, p. 102.

Bodleian Library, Oxford, d.l6.ll4, Wilberforce to
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I feel more and more convinced of the decay
of my own faculties both bodily and mental
and I must try to husband the little that
remains. Alas Alas how grieved I am, that
I have not brought forward the state of
West Indian slaves.l
Sometimes he was overly critical and introspective in his
self-criticism as,

for example, on May 12, 1789 when Wilber-

force gave a fine speech so praised by Burke and others.
Yet in his Diary is recorded:
Tuesday very indifferent. Came to town sadly
unfit for work, but by Divine grace was
enabled to make my motion so as to give satisfaction - spoke three hours and a half I had not prepared my language, or even
gone over all my matter, but being well
acquainted with the whole subject I got on
• • • How ought I to labour, if it please
God to make me able to impress people with
a persuasion that I am serious, and to
incline them to agree with me!2
Though Wilberforce followed what he believed was God's
course for him for decades, the tragedy of doubt and uncertainty befell him in his last days.

An overemphasis on

accountability in one's calling, coupled with a movement,
from the time of his conversion, slowly away from a Calvinistic understanding of the Christian faith, may account for
his later insecurity concerning the race he had run in life.
1

Hull MS Diary, 8 April 1818, cited in Pollock,
Wilberforce, p. 284.
2

R. I. & s. Wilberforce, Life, Vol. l, p. 218. The
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For Wilberforce, not only was his two-fold mission -- Abolition and the reformation of manners -- constantly before him,
but so also was the "working out of his salvation with fear
and trembling."

His reflections in his Journal frequently

reveal that he mulled over the warnings of Scripture against
betraying one's trust.
this conversation:

Of his deathbed days his sons record

"'I am in a very distressed state,' he

said, alluding apparently to his bodily condition.
it was answered,

'but you have your feet on the Rock.'

do not venture,' he replied,
I hope I have.'"

'Yes,'
'I

'to speak so positively; but

1

Yet he did not always feel that he was not living up
to his calling.

On one occasion in which he felt confi-

dent of the proper discharge of his commission -- the
campaign to get the Congress of Vienna to declare against
the trade -- he wrote to his wife:
I am engaged in the work of mercy and love;
a work which may truly be said to breathe
the same spirit as that of Him whose coming
was announced as "peace on earth, and goodwill towards men!" • • • I am occupied, I
trust, in preparing an entrance into Africa
for the Gospel of Christ.2
Such a note of confidence, indeed, might seem presumptuous.
However, Wilberforce was not boasting in himself, but in
1

R. I. & S. Wilberforce, Life, Vol. 5, p. 373.
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that he was being useful for what he believed to be God's
cause.

He felt best, and most secure, when most busy.

In a review article of his sons' biography, in the Edinburgh
Review, we read:

"Of the schemes of public benevolence

which were matured or projected during the half .century
which followed the peace of 1783, there was scarcely one of
any magnitude in which Mr. Wilberforce was not largelY
engaged."

1

The Claphamites were concerned to be

11

useful".

By

''useful" they meant they were agents through whom God
worked to effect positive change, whether in individuals
or in society.

They believed a Christian who was not Puse-

ful" was merely taking up space in a world that drastically

ir
II!
'.'·
i

needed some rearrangement.

To find one's sphere of useful-

ness -- where one could be the most effective agent of
change --was intimately wound up with one's calling.

John

Wesley said to a sister of Hannah More, a friend of the
Claphamites, that she should " • • • tell her to live in the
world, there is the sphere of her usefulness; they will not
let us come nigh them." 2

More had been of Dr. Johnson's

circle prior to her conversion, and of course literary
1

Stephen, Essays, Vol. 2, p. 250.
"William Wilberforce," from the Edinburah Review, No. 135.
2

william Roberts, Memoirs of the Life and Correspondence of Mrs. Hannah More, Vol. 4, p. 148, cited in Brown,
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society of the eighteenth century was not overly fond of
the Methodist ,, enthusiasts. ' 1
When it became known that Wilberforce had

aligned

himself with the Evangelical movement Newton wrote to him,
"I hope great usefulness to the public, and in the Church
of God, will be your present reward."

1

Three years later,

on February 24, 1789, Wilberforce met with John Wesley and
Wesley said of the meeting,
conversation.

"We had an agreeable and useful

What a blessing is it to Mr. Pitt to have

such a friend as this!"

2

It soon became apparent that being an M.P. was indeed
a useful place to be.

In a letter from John Newton in 1797

upon publication of Wilberforce's Practical View, Newton
said to Wilberforce almost what Wesley had said to Hannah
More's sister:
There are many persons both in church and
state, who, from their situations, are
quite inaccessible to us little folks:
What we preach they do not hear, what we
write they will not read. But your book
must and will be read . . • 3
Again he wrote of the usefulness of Wilberforce's position
as M.P., and also of his lack of freedom of choice of
l

2
3
p. 156.

Brown, p. 76.
Telford, A Sect that Moved the World, p. 107.
R. I. &

s.

Wilberforce, Correspondence, Vol. l,
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company and pursuits in that calling:
You meet with many things which weary and
disgust you, which you would avoid in a
more private life. But then they are
inseparably connected with your path of
duty; and though you cannot do all the
good you wish for, some good is done,
and some evil is probfbly prevented by
your influence •
Wilberforce was undoubtedly daily aware that in his
responsible position he must seek to be useful.

We gain a

glimpse into his concern from a scrap of paper preserved
in the Bodleian Library.

On it, which was written in

1800 on his forty-first birthday, is a recitation of the
past year's triumphs and failures.
tence for his failings,

He states his repen-

and prays, among other things

that he might be more useful to man:

"Oh Lord • • • ani-

mate my sluggish nature and fix my inconstancy, and volatility, that I may not be weary in well-doing •
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The difficulties of public life were many, especially if
one had purposed to be useful.

But as Buxton, a younger

Parliamentary associate of the Claphamites, wrote to a
business acquaintance,

"the main purpose of our living

here is to prepare for eternity.

It matters little how

1 rbid., Vol. 1, p. 131.
2

Bodleian Library, Oxford, c.4.23, cited in Pollock,
Wilberforce, p. 179.
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we fare in this world, providing a better awaits us." 1
Claphamites were willing to sacrifice much if they
thought it would further the pursuit of their calling.
For example, even though they had many other philanthropic interests and activities, when the burden of the abolitionist work became so great they were not able to keep up,
they made the following decision.

Far from choosing to

reduce their commitment and gain some much deserved respite,
the Sect covenanted instead to forego one night•s sleep
each week to handle all the evidence against the Trade that
was pouring in. 2
283 to 16.

Finally the Bill against the Trade carried

Lecky in The History of European Morals called

their performance one of "the three or four perfectly
virtuous acts recorded in the history of nations."
This willingness to sacrifice is perhaps nowhere better
seen than in the life of Zachary Macaulay.

For about forty

years he rose at least by 4 A.M. to work on anti-slavery
matters.

Sir James Stephen said of him:

In that service he sacrificed all that man
may lawfully sacrifice -- health, fortune,
repose, favour, and celebrity. He died a
poor man, though wealth was within his
reach. He pursued the contest to the end,
1

charles Buxton, Memoirs of Sir Thomas Powell Buxton,
p. 285, cited in Doreen Rosman, "From Wilberforce to
Whitehouse?" (University of Exeter, 1974), p. 8.
2 Balleine, A History of the Evangelical Party, p. 152.
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though oppressed by such pains of body
as strained to their utmost tension the
self-sustaining powers of the soul. He
devoted himself to the severest toil,
amidst allurements to luxuriate in the
delights of domestic and social intercourse such as few indeed can have
encountered. He silently permitted some
to usurp his hardly-earned honours, that
no selfish controversy might desecrate
their common cause. He made no effort to
obtain the praises of the world, though he
had talents to command and a temper
peculiarly disposed to enjoy them. He
drew on himself the poisoned shafts of
calumny; and, while feeling their sting as
generous spirits alone can feel it, never
turned a single step aside from his path
1
to propitiate or to crush the slanderers.
This

p~an

of praise for his humility and selfless per-

severance was not for some distant legendary hero, but for
one of Stephen's father's closest associates.
Of sacrifice to further one's calling, Newton's letter
to Wilberforce during the troublous days of 1797 expresses
well a Claphamite feeling.
the ark.

"I trust we are like Noah in

I think his voyage was not very pleasant, but he

had the comfort of knowing he was safe."

2

Though, as we

have seen, Wilberforce did not always feel so secure,
especially near the end of his life, still he, along with
the rest of the Claphamites, enjoyed that confidence of
1
2

stephen, Essays, Vol. 2, p. 330.

R. I. & s. Wilberforce, Correspondence, Vol. 1~ p.
138. Newton was an ardent Calvinist, as is seen here, though
from the most convinced Arminian he would not withhold
his fellowship and cooperation in Christian endeavors.
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landing safe on dry land after the tumultuous flood of
life.
That safety of which Newton spoke included, in Claphamite belief, reward for labour well done.
died May 13, 1838.

Zachary Macaulay

Sir James Stephen wrote to

M~caulay

1

s

daughter a letter of condolence in which he remarked:
• • • What rational man would not leap for
joy at the offer of bearing all his burdens,
severe as they were, if he could be assured
of the same approving conscience, and of the
same blessed reward? . • • he has been
welcomed by his Redeemer with "Well done,
good and faithful servant."l
Others recognized that the Claphamites held this belief
in eternal reward and occasionally referred to it in correspondence.

Lord Grenville, on the morning after passage of

the Bill to abolish the Slave Trade wrote to Wilberforce a
letter which made sense to him, though it would not have
appealed to Fox who voted on the same side:
I can conceive nothing in this world more
gratifying than your feelings must be on
this occasion, and to you it will not sound
strange to say, that I trust we may all of us,
who have in any degree contributed to this
great work of mercy, each in proportion to our
exertions in it, look to a reward far beyond
those of this world, from that Being who has
declared to us that inasmuch as we have done it
to our fellow-creatures, He will accept it
(such is His unmeasurable goodness) as done
even to Himself . • • 2

1
2

Telford,

A

Sect That Moved the World, pp. 148-9.

R. I. & S. Wilberforce, Corresoondence, Vol.l,
pp. 115-6.
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Grenville, a friend of religion though not properly called
an Evangelical, played a significant part in the passage
of the Bill and apparently wanted a share in the reward,
should the Claphamite notion prove true.
The Claphami tes, on the other hand, had a v_iew of
reward which was less materialistic.

In a letter to the

Rev. Dr. Cookson in 1791, Wilberforce wrote of the blessings
of rest and refreshment he experienced on Sundays and
went on to speak of the greater joys of heaven:
Oh! my dear friend, how vain and trifling
do all the pursuits of ambition appear to
me, when I place them in comparison with
that crown of glory which fadeth not away,
and even with the comfortable quietness of
a conscience void of offense . • • 1
Wilberforce closed by asking Dr. Cookson to pray for him
in his work in the world, that he might be found faithful
in his calling.
Without a knowledge of the Claphamite belief in the
destiny of a man following a God-appointed task it is
impossible to account for the mountain of work which each
man accomplished in his life.

It is possible that this

commitment to a task, which served as a beacon through the
darkness in the same way in which the pillar of fire had
guided the Israelites by night in their trek through the
Sinai, helped those individuals to approach the limits of
their individual potentiality.
1 Ibid., Vol. l, p. 79.

VII
Charges of Jacobinism:
The Clapham Sect and the Rights of Man
While a number of other religious motivations for the
Clapham Sect's humanitarian labours could be examined, we
now turn to several major inducements to their concerns
which are primarily nonreligious in nature.

It must be

remembered, however, that these men were so permeated with
Christian ideas that no aspect of their lives was untouched
by the religion to which they subscribed.

Nevertheless,

for a fuller categorization of intellectual backgrounds or
motivations -- a process doomed in the life of real men
by its very simplicity -- we will treat these as largely
separate from the religious motivations already discussed.
The first major consideration as a '1 secular '1 background
of Claphamite humanitarian concern is that of

11

natural rightsu.

This concept appears somewhat elusive in the works of these
men.

Often they referred to the "rights of men" or "natural

rights," but this observer has not yet uncovered a systematic treatment by any of the Claphamites of what they
meant by these references.

Certainly the Sect was a pro-

duct of its age, and the Enlightenment ideals would have
been well known to the group.
Though in the researches for this Thesis no direct
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statement was found, yet if pressed, the Clapbamites would
undoubtedly say that whatever Enlightenment concepts

~

true were not unique productions of the philosophes.
Rather, these ideas were either recoveries of Christian
notions long supressed or the gradual

1'

enlightenment •1 of

man by God as the world moved toward the millennial age
and men began to have their eyes more fully opened to the
truths of Scripture.

Indeed, it would be folly to claim

that the ideals of the Enlightenment sprang fully-formed
from the minds of the pbilosopbes.

They themselves, in

those rare humbler moments, would admit that they stood
on the shoulders of giants.

As much as the philosophes

would bate to admit it, the Enlightenment could not have
been generated from a culture without Christian roots.
Whatever the connections between the Enlightenment
and the thinking of the Clapbamites, one does find in their
works numerous references to natural rights.

But as we

shall see, when Evangelicalism began to splinter into
parties in the 1820's it became important to distinguish
between the natural rights endowed by the Christian God
and the natural rights coming from Nature or a Deistic God.
Among the Claphamites, Thomas Clarkson and Granville
Sharp appear to have used appeals to natural rights more
often than the rest.

This may be because much of their

writing was done prior to the turn of the century, at a
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time before the French Revolution made Enlightenment concepts suspect in many quarters.

One of those works was

Clarkson•s Essay on the Slavery and Commerce of the Human
Species, Particularly the African (1786), in which many
of the arguments he used were his own interpretations of
the principles of natural law and natural religion.

1

The oldest member of the Sect, Granville Sharp, while
others were mere teenagers, or as yet unborn, fought a tireless and finally fruitful battle for the ·eradication of
chattel slavery on English soil.

In the famous case of

the slave Sommerset, in 1772, Sharp won the judgment from
Lord Mansfield that "as soon as any slave, sets foot on
English ground, he becomes free."

2

Sharp had laboured

for two years and more on the case and provided a mountain
of material for the defense lawyers.

It is certain that

the arguments used by his lawyers were, if not directly
provided by Sharp, at least those to which he could give
assent.
On May 9, Mr. Mansfield(not Lord Mansfield), began
the defense.

During his presentation he said:

"The dis-

pute (is) between one human creature and another, the master
1

This work was based on his 1785 Cambridge prize essay,
Anne liceat invitos in servitutem dare? (Is it lawful to
make slaves of others against their will?)
cf. Dale H. Porter, The Abolition of the Slave Trade in England, 1784-1807
(n.c., Archon Books, 1970), pp. 32-3.
2

Lord Mansfield on 22 June 1772, quoted in Charles
Stuart, A Memoir of Granville Sharp (New York: The American
Anti-Slavery Society, 1836; reprinted., Westport, Conn., 1970),
p. 20.
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and the negro, whether the latter was entitled to the important rights which nature had given him • • • "
Sonunerset, might say, "'

The slave,

• never from the first moment

of my life to the present time, have I been in a situation
to assert the common rights of mankind.'"l

On May 14 Mr.

Alleyne closed for the defense, examining the difference
between natural and municipal rights.

He claimed, "The

right of slavery, not being from nature, cannot be imported
from another.country."

2

In answer Mr. Wallace spoke for

the slave-owner, arguing the inconvenience, absurdity, and
injustice of divesting a man of his rightful property. 3
The sad truth concerning the mercantile class to which
most of the Sect belonged, was that property rights and
economic advantage were of vastly more importance than
human rights.

Against this Sharp wrote a letter to Lord

North on February 18, in an attempt to secure an equitable
decision in the Sonunerset case.

Sharp pontificated:

I might alledge indeed, that many of the
plantation laws (like every act that contains anything which is malum in se, evil in
its own nature) are already null and void in
themselves; because they want every necessary
foundation to render them valid, being absolutely contradictory to the laws of reason
and natural equity, as well as to the laws
1
2
3

stuart, Memoir of Sharp, p. 15.
Ibid., p. 16.
Ibid., p. 17.
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of God • • •

1

and this had been the subject of most of

In addition

Sharp's two years of research in the Sorrmerset case -such laws were against the true laws of England.
quoted Fortescue in this regard:

II

Sharp

• human nature

gives a preference to the cause of liberty, above all
other causes"
liberty."

(and)

"the laws of England always favor

2

A couple of years later, while employed as a clerk
for the Ordnance Board at Westminster, Sharp wrote the
tract, A declaration of the people's natural rights to a
share in the Legislature, which is the fundamental principle of the British Constitution.

3

He was opposed to war

with the colonists in America, and believed their natural
rights were being withheld.

Because of the clash between

his beliefs and his duties in the ordnance office,
on a leave of absence in 1775.

4

he went

Finally he resigned in

1777 after twenty years of service to the ministry, though
1 Ib. __l:Qo

I

p • 13.

2

stuart, Granville Sharp, p. 27.
(Human natura in
libertatis causa, favorem semper maqis quam in aliis causis
deprecatur; and Analica jura, in omni causa libertati dant
favorem) •
3

them to
4

Sharp gave 250 copies to Benjamin Franklin, who sent
P~erica the same day.

These duties included the sending out of gear and
provisions for the military.

r
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he had no prospect of a position.

1

In his tract on the Law of Libertv, Sharp spoke more
directly of natural rights relative to slavery.

In speaking

of violating the two-fold law proclaimed by Christ (love of
God and man), Sharp said,
• there is no room left for offenders
to plead Ignorancet as an excuse for having
violated the general Laws of Morality, and
the natural Rights of Mankind • • • the
propriety of citing this glorious and comprehensive Law of Liberty, in vindication
of the Natural Liberty of Mankind against
the Tyranny of Slaveholders, cannot be
doubted or called in question • . . 2
Decades later Wilberforce spoke to much the same issue
during the 1823 debate on a motion for the gradual abolition
of slavery.

The words of his argument are a bit more guarded

the very use of the term 'natural rights' ensuring that
some would vote against the motion -- but the underlying
conviction remained the same as that of Sharp:
It will hardly be alleged, that any man can
have a RIGHT to retain his fellow creatures
in a state so miserable and degrading • • .
And the absence of such RIGHT will be still
more apparent, if we consider how these
slaves were originally obtained • • • they
were obtained, not by any lawful means, or
under any colourable pretext, but by the
most undisguised rapine, and the most
atrocious fraud • • • 3
1

2
3

Stuart, p. 21.
Granville Sharp, The Law of Liberty, pp. 22, 30.

substance of the Debate in the House of Corrmons, on
the 15th May, 1823, On a Motion for the Mitigation and
Gradual Abolition of Slavery Throughout the British Dominions
(London: Society for the Mitigation & c., 1823), p. xviii.
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In a much earlier debate (1791), prior to the Abolition of the Slave Trade, Wilberforce spoke for over four
hours, till past 9 P.M., on behalf of enslaved humanity.
Near the end of his speech he said,
• • • I have attached my happiness to their cause,
and shall never relinquish it. Supported as I
have been, indeed, such a desertion would be most
despicable. I have already gained for the
wretched Africans the recognition of their claim
to the rank of human beings, and I doubt not but
the Parliament of Great Britain will no longer
withhold from them the rights of human nature.l
Wilberforce may have convinced Parliament, but many in
England still considered the black tribes "stupid and
unenlightened hordes; immersed in the most gross and
impenetrable gloom of barbarism.

2

He also had to contend

with organized West Indian opposition.

Georges Chalmers,

for example, who represented West Indian interest in
England after 1792 " • • • loathed any kind of philanthropy
associated with 'natural rights' and 'laws of mankind'.
hated Wilberforce all his life.~

He

3

Another early declaration of natural rights with regard
1

John Pollock, Wilberforce (New York: St. Martin's
Press, 1977), p. 106. The speech is recorded in The
Senator, Vol. 2, pp. 548-636.
2 sir Reginald Coupland, Wilberforce (Oxford:
University Press, 1923), p. 115.
3

Oxford

Dale H. Porter, The Abolition of the Slave Trade
in England, 1784-1807 (n.c.: Archon Books, 1970), 24.
cf. G. A. Cockcroft, The Public Life of George Chalmers
(New York, 1939), p. 99.
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to slavery was made by Clarkson in his book, The Impolicy
of the African Slave Trade.

He spoke of the inhumanity of

separating relativesand treating slaves like insensitive
cattle. He proceeded,

"We are next to see them laboring,

and this for the benefit of those whom they are under no
obligation, by any law either natural or divine to obey
And again, " •

II

the knowledge which their oppressors

have of their own crime in having violated the rights of
nature" and other crimes, produces in the slaveowners a
fear which can only be checked by brutal oppression of the
slaves. 1

It appears in Clarkson, that the knowledge of

natural rights is inherent, just as is the knowledge of God
mentioned by Paul in Romans 1.
Later, in 1807, the poet, James Grahame wrote in celebration of the abolition of the Trade:
• . • Hail! Africa, to human rights restored!
Glad Tidings of great joy to all who feel
For human kind!
This sentiment was widespread among Evangelicals, and in
1813, when Sharp died, the tombstone over his grave in
Westminster Abbey bore this inscription:
He was incessant in his labours to improve
the condition of mankind.
1

Rev. Thomas Clarkson, An Essay on the Imoolicv of
the African Slave Trade (London: J. Philips, 1788), pp.
54-5
(Italics mine).
2

James Grahame, "Africa Delivered; or the Slave
Trade Abolished," in James Montgomery, Poems on the Abolition of the Slave Trade (London: R. Bowyer, 1809; reprint).
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Founding public happiness upon public virtue,
He aimed to re~cue his native country from
the guilt and inconsistency
Of employing the arm of freedom to rivet the
fetters of bondage;
And established for the negro race, in the person
of Somerset,
The long disputed rights of human nature:
Having in this glorious cause, triumphed over the combined
resistance of Interest, Prejudice, and Pride.l
But in another fifteen or twenty years a large body of
Evangelical sentiment was at odds with the Claphamites.
In 1818 Hannah More came out with a book of moral tales,
some of which showed the direction that politically conservative Evangelicals were moving.

In "Village Politics" Jack

Anvil, the patriotic blacksmith says to Tom Hod, the mason,
who is misled by the works of Tom Paine,
I have got the use of my limbs, of my
liberty, of the laws, and of my Bible .
the first two I take to be my natural
rights; the two last my civil and relioious rights: these I take it, are the
true Rights of Man, and all the rest is
nothing but nonsense, and madness, and
wickedness • • . Instead of indulging discontent, because another is richer than I
in this world (for envy is at the bottom of
your equality works), I read my Bible, go to
church, and look forward to a treasure in
heaven.2
It was a short step from sentiments such as these to a
full justification of the most gross forms of social
1 stuart, Granville Sharp, p. 64 (Italics mine).
2

Hannah More, "Village Politics" in Stories for the
Middle Ranks of Society and Tales for the Common People,
Vol. l (1818), p. 45, cited in Ford K. Brown, Fathers of
the Victorians (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1961) P• 129.
1
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injustice.
In an editorial in the Record in 1833, the assertion
was made that slavery was not inherently evil, but that
contemporary slavery was wrong because of the cruelty
involved.
the

11

The writer made the distinction, also, between

natural rights" of men before and after the Fall and

claimed the irrelevance of pre-Fall natural rights.

1

Earlier in the same year, the editor, Haldane, had written:
Slavery is not in itself sinful.
It is not
opposed by the precepts of Christianity. Still,
like war, it is opposed to its genius, is productive of mighty miseries, and facilitates
the commission of great crimes . • . and
accordingly, it is the duty and privilege of
a Christian people to wipe from them the evil
when they may.2
By means of such statements, "Recordites" were able at
the same time to censure nineteenth century slavery and do
away with the doctrine of natural rights to which the
Claphamites had so often alluded.
Part of the growing dissaffection of many Evangelicals
with the emancipation work of the remaining Claphamites
and their associates was due to a group within the AntiSlavery Society called the Agency Anti-Slavery Committee,
1

Record, 4 July and 26 August 1833, cited in Doreen
Rosman, "From Wilberforce to Whitehouse?" (University of
Exeter, 1974), p. 6.
2

Record, 16 May 1833, cited in Ian Rennie, "Evangelicalism and English Public Life 1823-1850" (Ph.D. Dissertation, University of Toronto, 1962), p. 195.
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organized in the summer of 1831.

The Agency Committee,

directed by George Stephen -- son of James Stephen and
brother to Sir James -- and the Quaker brothers, Emanuel
and Joseph Cooper, called for immediate abolition.
appeared to the

11

This

Recordites" to be the "quintessence of

liberalism" for it was to be "implemented -- not on humanitarian, missionary, or politico-economic grounds -- but
on the premise of natural right •

Ill

To conservative

Englishmen for whom property rights were sacrosanct, natural rights seemed rooted not in the nature of the cosmos
God had created, but in the deistic notions current in
the Enlightenment, and in its anti-Christian expression,
the French Revolution.
The Claphamites were only too aware of this growing
antagonism so they and other abolitionists began to speak
instead of "

the immutable laws of God and nature

The Non-conformists, many of whom were friendly to
the idea of immediate abolition, in the main accepted the
identification of natural rights with God, but a large
percentage of Evangelicals were not satisfied.

To them,

the God referred to might be acceptable to the philosophes,
1 Rennie,

"Evangelicalism," p. 184 and 192.

2 sir George Stephen, Anti-Slavery Recollections, pp.
164-5, cited in Rennie, "Evangelicalism," p. 193.
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but there was some question as to whether he was the God
of the Bible.

The argument from natural rights, when used

in the past by men like Sharp and Clarkson, had been legitimate.

But now that it was used by liberal Whigs, radi-

cals, and other impious men involved in the anti-slavery
movement, the argument became highly suspect.
Because of this, in the 1832 election many Evangelicals
withdrew their support.

Wilberforce said to a friend con-

cerning their abandonment, "You and I see plainly how this
has happened:

that the most active supporters of our cause

have too often been democrats and radicals, with whom the
regular clergy could not bring themselves to associate."

1

Robert Haldane of the Record went further when he said:
Mr. Wilberforce himself, and what has been
termed the 'Clapham Sect,' (have) associated too much with Socinians and ungodly men,
as well as with mere worldly politicians, for
the purpose of promoting the abolition of 2
slavery, and other objects of philanthropy.
Opposition to the idea of natural rights had come from
a few Evangelicals even before the Agency Committee was
formed.

As early as 1828 Edward Irving, himself a highly

controversial religious figure, had said:

1

A. M. Wilberforce, The Private Papers of William
Wilberforce, p. 283, cited in Rennie, "Evangelicalism,"
p. 191.
2A. Haldane, The Lives of Robert Haldane of Airthrey
and his brother Jarr_es Alexander Ealdane, p. 546, cited in
Rennie, "Evangelicalism," pp. 182-3.
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• as things now stand in the Church, with
ministers -- and I speak particularly of
Dissenting ministers in this remark -- with
ministers who, instead of interpreting servitude as a great ordinance of God for preaching
unto the Church subjection unto Christ, do
speak of it as a condition precluding or
preventing men altogether from becoming
Christians; who in handling the slave question, do handle it rather as French republicans than as Christian ministers . • • 1
As Kiernan has pointed out, among the more politically
conservative wing of Evangelicalism,

"Fraternity lay in

an equal share of Adam's guilt, not of the rights of man." 2
But opposition to Claphamite belief in natural rights
appeared much earlier than it did among Evangelicals.
Perhaps the earliest suspicion of individual Claphamites,
before they had become a brotherhood at all, was during
the American Revolution.

Wilberforce and his young

friend, Pitt, were both opposed to the War, but Granville
Sharp's beliefs were the most challenged by it.

He had

written of the colonists' natural right to a share in the
legislature, and when orders came across his desk to ship
munitions to the revolted colonies, he sought a leave of
absence.

Though the War was by no means whole-heartedly

supported in Britain, yet there were many who thought there
1
~E.

Irving, Last Days (London: 1828))
cited in Rennie, "Evangelicalism," p. 194.
2

1

PPo

532-3,

v. G. Kiernan, "Evangelicalism and the French
Revolution," Past and Present (February 1952): 50.
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was something subversive in going against the crown and
instead supporting Enlightenment notions about representation.
A few years later (1787), the Abolition Cowmittee was
founded and Brissot wrote from Paris to ask that·he and
Claviere be considered as associates.

In 1789 Brissot

was on his way to the United States, and stopped to attend
an Abolition Committee meeting in London.

In 1788 Lafayette

wrote to the Committee saying he would form one in France.
That committee, Les Amis des Noirs, included Condorcet as
President, and Rochefoucauld and Lafayette were the first
members enrolled.

In the same year Thomas Clarkson went

to Paris and was warmly received by Les Amis des Noirs.
While in Paris, Clarkson met with Necker to discuss antislavery matters.

Clarkson also met with Mirabeau and was

asked to supply him with knowledge of the Trade, which
Clarkson did,

"every other day for a month (writing) a

letter of 16 or 20 pages." 1

V\Then the September Massacres

and the execution of Louis XVI took place, the Members of
Parliament, especially those with West Indian interests,
remembered and reminded the Claphamites of their revolutionary connections.
Clarkson returned to Paris in 1789 a few weeks after
':

I'

1

sir Reginald Coupland, Wilberforce (Oxford:
University Press, 1923), pp. 147-8.

Oxford
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the fall of the Bastille.

He thought that event a good

omen and was especially pleas,ed when he saw that the first
article of the Declaration of the Rights of Man said that
"Men are born free and with equal rights
and equal they remain."

Some Frenchmen thought

(and) free
~ousseau•s

doctrine should be applied to blacks and Clarkson continued
to support the Revolution even when it was indiscreet to
do so.
The aristocracy of Britain for the most part were
reactionary Tories who saw in abolition something ominously akin to the spectre of a democratic movement like
the French Revolution.

Reform of any kind, even in the so-

called Age of the Enlightenment, was seen as a juggernaut
to chaos.

In such an environment Wilberforce found himself

shielding the Claphamites from shafts of calumny skillfully aimed by those taking advantage of the Reign of Terror
to destroy the notion of natural rights and deaden any
humanitarian stirrings.
The wealthy saw the Clapham Sect as too revolutionary.
Lord Nelson wrote from the Victory:
I was bred in the good old school and
taught to appreciate the value of our West
Indian possessions, and neither in the
field nor the Senate shall their rights be
infringed, while I have an arm to fight in
their defence, or a tongue to launch my
voice against the damnable doctrine of
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Wilberforce and his hypocritical allies. 1
The leaders of the Church Establishment also looked with a
jaundiced eye at the Sect and their talk of men's rights.
Samuel Hoare, then Treasurer of the Committee for the
Abolition of the Slave Trade, wrote to Wilberfor.ce in
1792 that some members of the Establishment feared "Dissenters wish for a revolution; and that the Abolition of the
Slave Trade is somewhat connected with it."

He complained

that Clarkson was no help, when in letters to various
places he asked if there were very many friends to the
French Revolution. 2
In 1793 Britain became embroiled in a war with France.
Public opinion cooled toward any humane or liberal ideas.
A letter to Wilberforce from a Yorkshire constituent said,
I do not imagine that we could meet with
twenty persons in Hull at present who would
sign a petition, that are not Republicans.
People connect democratical principles with
the Abolition of the Slave Trade, and will
not hear it mentioned.3
On April 11, 1793 the anti-Abolitionists in the House
1

Lady Knutsford, Life of Zachary Macaulay, p. 258,
cited in G. R. Balleine, A History of the Evangelical
Party in the Church of England (London: Longmans, Green,
and Co., 1908), p. 151.
2
Robert Isaac and Samuel Wilberforce, The correspondence of William Wilberforce, 2 Vols., (London: John
Murray, 1838), Vol., pp. 89-90. Letter dated 20 February
1792.
3

R. I. &
force, 5 Vols.,

s.

Wilberforce, The Life of William Wilber(London: John Murray, 1838L Vol. 2, p. 18.
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of Lords spoke out against the Commons resolution of 1792
that the Trade be abolished in 1796.

The Earl of Abington

opened the fireworks by calling the French,
• • • monsters in human shape (from whom proceeded) all the evils and vices that human
nature or the world can be inflicted with •
Better were it for us that we were created
toads to live on the fumes of a dunghill
(rather than endure the fruits of their
philosophy) . • • what does the Abolition of
the Slave Trade mean more or less in effect
than Liberty and Equality? What more or less
than the Rights of Man? And what is Liberty
and Equality and what the Rights of Man but
the foolish fundamental principles of this new
philosophy?
(The Abolitionist agitation proves
that) we too have in this country our Condorcets, our Brissots, our Abbe Gregoires, and our
Robespierres! • • . all being equal, blacks
and whites, French and English, wolves and lambs,
shall, "merry companions every one," promiscuously pig together, engendering a new species
of man as the product of this new philosophy, a
nondescript in the order of human beinqs! 1
The fear that the doctrine of natural rights could
produce a revolution that would strip the rich of the perquisites of their position in society was strong, indeed,
to produce such venomous outbursts.

What must have been

even more confusing, and therefore also viewed as dangerously subversive, was that the Claphamites in speaking of
natural rights seemed to be betraying their own class.

In

addition it was the case that Claphamites found themselves
among Jacobin bedfellows on human rights issues.
1

Coupland, Wilberforce, p. 215.
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The Clapham Sect found themselves not only charged
with Jacobinism, but also at times with reactionary conservatism.

Staunch Tories, particularly in the House of

Lords, viewed the work of the Sect as highly subversive.
One Lord, the Earl of Westmorland, in the last days of
debate before the passage of the Bill abolishing the
Trade, included Claphamites with Jacobins and murderers,
before whom no private property would be secure.

1

Winham

said to Lady Spenser, "Your friend, Mr. Wilberforce, will
be very happy any morning to hand your Ladyship to the
guillotine."

2

And the .~nti-Jacobin, an Establishment

publication consistently opposed to anti-slavery labours,
constantly attacked the "hypocrisy and duplicity of the
Abolitionists."

Hazlitt, on the other end of the poli-

tical spectrum, asked the rhetorical question,

"What have

the SAINTS to do with freedom or reform of any kind?"

3

He saw in their often very conservative, even at times
repressive,

4

political stance a serious contradiction with

1 Ernest Marshall Howse, Saints in Politics:
'Clapham Sect' and the Growth of Freedom (London:
Allen and Unwin, 1960), pp. 62-3.
2

3
4

The
George

Brown, Fathers of the Victorians, p. 320.
Ibid., p. 379.

wilberforce opposed Grey's parliamentary reform bill
of 1797, though H. Thornton voted for it. In 1795 Wilberforce supported the Treasonable Practices Act and the
Seditious Meetings Act. In 1817-19 he defended the suspension of Habeas Corpus and the Six Acts.
cf. Howse, Saints
in Politics, pp. 117-8.

119

a supposed belief in human rights, and doubted their integrity.

And Daniel O'Connellcried out on behalf of Irish

peasants and against the Clapham Sect,
were black!"

"Oh, that our skins

1

It was (and is) easy to misunderstand the Claphamites.
Sir James Stephen captured this ambivalence -- what the
Anti-Jacobin called "hypocrisy and duplicity" and Ford K.
Brown calls "moral equivocation" -- in his 1848 essay on
Wilberforce:
His connections, both public and private, not
less than his natural temper, disposed him to
that line of policy which, in our days, assumes
the title of 'conservative;' yet his conduct
was almost invariably such as is now distin;
guished by the epithets 'liberal and reforming.'
A Tory by predilection, he was in action a Whig.
His heart was with Mr. Pitt; but on all cardinal questions of the times, his vote was
given to Mr. Fox.2
To make the issue of understanding more difficult, though
the Claphamites to a man believed in and spoke of natural
rights, yet their politics on other issues were not always
cut of the same cloth.

In Roger Anstey's evaluation,

Henry Thornton was "a shade more radical" than Wilberforce,
and Granville Sharp was by far more radical than either.
1
2
3

3

Brown, Fathers of the Victorians, p. 113.
Stephen, Essays, Vol. 2, p. 262.

Roger Anstey, The Atlantic Slave Trade and British
Abolition 1760-1810 (London: The Macmillan Press, 1975),
p. 181.
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One might add that Clarkson was,

on many issues, more radical

than the above three.
Whatever the evaluation of the Claphamites -- and they
have been often caught "between a rock and a hard place"-this much is certain.

The Claphamites were concerned to

uphold the rights of man.

I

I,
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VIII
"Injustice is Never Expedient":
The Clapham Sect and the Idea of Impolicy
A final source of intellectual motivation for the
humanitarian labours of the Clapham Sect, with which this
Thesis will be concerned, is that of the
social ills, particularly slavery.

11

impolicy 11 of

In the case of slavery

especially, this involved practical economic and patriotic
concerns for Englishmen, and was first developed in a
systematic way by Thomas Clarkson in his book, An Essay on
the Impolicy of the African Slave Trade, published in 1788.
In this work Clarkson dealt, point by point, in the first
part with answers to the pro-Trade arguments for the "positive advantages" of the Trade, and in the second with answers
to the arguments for the "fatal consequences of abolition."
A few examples of his argumentation will serve to illustrate.

He said, "Africa has two sorts of commodities to

offer us, -- the question is, in which of the two • •
it is most politick to deal."

1

He spoke of the trade with

Africa which had remained undeveloped because of the concentration on the Slave Trade.

Africa had many exotic

woods useful both for cabinet work and dyeing and "there
is no other place upon the globe from whence such treasures
l

Rev. Thomas Clarkson, An Essay on the Impolicy of
the African Slave Trade (London:
J. Philips, 1788), p. 6.
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could be derived."
barwood,

1

The African forests contained camwood,

lignum vita, mahogany, many unnamed beautiful

woods and probably more to be discovered.
Clarkson next spoke of the superior drugs, peppers,
and spices to be gained from Africa, and at much.less
cost than through Venetian merchants or trade with India or
the Western Hemisphere.

The claim was made also that the

tobacco, rice, and indigo of Africa should be cultivated
and exploited as cheap and superior products.
turers of muslin and other cotton cloth,

Manufac-

according to

Clarkson, saw African cotton as ranking with Persian
cotton, the best in the world.

British merchants purchased

most of their cotton from sources such as Brazil.

Were

the British merchant to buy African cotton, he could, for

i57, get the same amount for which he paid the Brazilians

~100. 1
To the claim that the Trade helped many Englishmen grow

j'

\I

rich, Clarkson countered by showing the serious risks that
investors took.

Only a small percentage attained wealth.

The voyage was overly long, ships lasted only half as many
sea miles, and it took, on the average, three years for the
merchant to gather his profits.
l

Often there were none.

Clarkson, Impolicy of the Trade, p. 11.

2
Tbid., p. 19.

I
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Even the great African Company failed twice.

In 1778

London slave merchants losti710,000, resulting in numerous bankruptcies.

Opposed to all this, were direct trade

with Africa stimulated, the merchant would have to wait
only five months rather than three years for a return on

.
.
1
h lS lnvestment.
One chief argument for the Trade was that it kept the
Africans from growing products to compete with those of
the colonies.

This argument so missed the state of trade,

that clarkson found it laughable.

The truth was that the

colonies were not producing enough staple items, with the
result that 75% of the cotton and about 71% of the Indigo
used in Britain came from foreign sources.

2

A key claim made in favor of the Trade was that it provided a "nursery for seamen 11 •

Clarkson agreed that a

strong naval force was essential for England, but disputed the benefits of the Trade in training the seamen.
Because of the conditions on a slave ship, merchants were
forced to offer higher wages than in other trading ventures.
Often, though, the unscrupulous captain managed to rob men
of their earnings by paying them in near-worthless currency
or by other means.

As a result of the barbarity and hazards

involved in the Trade there was difficulty in obtaining
1
2

rbid., pp. 25-27.
rbid., pp. 28-9.
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men by honest means for slave-ship duty.

Clarkson gave

charts and statistics on sailors' deaths and of the special
cruelties men endured on board ship.

Rather than a nur-

sery, the slave trade was a "grave for our seamen."

He

it destroy(ed)

gave detailed statistics to prove that "

more in one year, than all the other trades of Great
Britain, when put together, destroy(ed) in two."

1

In Part II he argued against the view that there
would be "fatal consequences (upon) abolition."

Supporters

of the Trade claimed that in curtailing the traffic in
human flesh the planters would not have enough cultivators.
He showed that without new slaves to replace worn-out and
deceased laborers, planters would have to treat slaves
more humanely, with the inevitable result being a natural
increase.

Using about two dozen examples from the West

Indies of instances in which slaves had been treated with
more restraint and humanity, Clarkson demonstrated that
the result was increased births, the accomplishing of more
work in less hours, more loyalty on the part of slaves,
and other benefits.

The planter would no longer have the

expense and problems consequent upon the purchase of new
slaves.

The slaves would become Creoles

West Indian

born, loyal to the land of their paternity, used to manual
labor, and not repining for an Africa they never knew.
1 Ib. ~
--.l:Qo

I

pp. 31-50.
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Further, as the planter increased his indulgences, the
slaves would become qualified for the "reception of Christianity and freedom."
Clarkson labored.

1

This was the goal toward which

I
I

i
'

And yet, since it did not directly relate

to the impolicy of the Trade and because such ar9uments
carried little weight with the British of that day, he did
but mention it once in the work.

He knew that first he

!

.

I'

must convince Englishmen of the impolicy of the Trade.
With these and many other arguments, Clarkson tried
to demonstrate that the Trade was not in the best interests
of Britain.

There were ways to make more money with less

financial risk.
exploited.
seamen.

There were new products in Africa to be

Better ways could be found for the training of

Without the Trade, and with less cruelty in the

West Indian colonies, the situation of the planter would
actually improve.

The Trade must be abolished, for the

good of England.
Clarkson did not cease his labor of research on the
impolicy of the Trade once his book was published.

Rather,

i .

!

its publication was only the beginning of decades of work to
demonstrate not only the impolicy of the Trade, but after
its abolition the impolicy also of slavery itself.

In the

year following his Essay he provided sixty pages of evidence
1

Ibid., pp. 81-110.
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on the death of seamen on slaving ships to the corrmittee
appointed by Pitt to investigate the Trade.

Those pages

appear in the Privy Council Report of 1789 and include
the damning statistic that as high as 21.5% of the seamen
on a slave ship were lost.

1

In another book, A Concise Statement of the Question
Regard~ng

the Abolition of the Slave Trade, Clarkson was

again statistical in his arguments.

He showed that on the

Middle Passage 17% of the slaves died.

Another 33% of the

original number perished in the "seasoning••,
"diseases contracted during the voyage."

2

mostly from

The total deaths,

then, of slaves purchased by merchants in Africa were 50%.
At the turn of the century about 50,000 slaves per year
were transported, the human loss being staggering.

3

Clarkson argued against those traders who claimed
that a great capital was invested, and abolition would
throw it "out of employment," causing serious loss or incon-

l:
I I

venience to its holders.

He pointed out that a warning had

1

Privy Council Report 1789, part I.
cf. House of
Commons Sessional Papers 1790-1 (745-748) XXXIV p. 281,
cited in Dale H. Porter, The Abolition of the Slave Trade
in England, 1784-1807 (n.c.: Archon Books, 1970), p. 63.
2

The seasoning• was the period during which slaves
became acclimated to the West Indies and their condition of
servitude there.
3

Thomas Clarkson, A Concise Statement of the Question
Regarding the Abolition of the Slave Trade (London: Hatchard, 1804). From a review in the Edinburah Review,
Vol. IV, No. VIII (April 1804- July 1804), p. 478.
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been given in 1792 when Commons resolved that the Trade
would cease in 1796.

Further, the capital invested was

only one million pounds, a sum equal to 2.5% of the annual
exports of England.

1

Countering the argument that the Trade is a-valuable
"nursery for seamen," Clarkson gave evidence that it
employed only 1.67% of British tonnage and less than 4.4%
of the Seamen.

Rather than being valuable, it was very

costly in terms of human lives.

He showed "from the muster-

rolls of Liverpool and Bristol, that out of 12,263 persons,
not less than 2,643 a:::-e lost in a year."

2

This 1804 work, like the earlier one, is packed with
. testimonials, charts, statistics, and other forms of documentation.
date.

The key difference is that it was more up-to-

Clarkson was firmly convinced of the impolicy of

the Trade and continued for decades to gather mountains of
evidence against it.
In 1792 Henry Thornton spoke in Parliament against the
Trade.

Speaking as a banker, he thought the Trade not only

a moral disgrace to British merchants, but believed also
that there were commercial benefits to be gained by abolition.

Thornton, president of the Muscovy Company, went on
1
2

rbid., p. 479.
rbid.

I

p. 480.
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to say, "We might open up a thousand channels of commerce
with them, which might be carried on both sides without
occasioning a pang to the feeling bosom, or bringing a
tear into the eye of humanity."

1

Thornton mentioned both commerce and humanity, but
early on in the abolitionist battle the decision had been
made by the Claphamites, partly due to bad experiences,
that if abolition were to be effected, not only arguments
of humanity and justice but also those of economics must be
used.

One of the speeches of Wilberforce, already men-

tioned in chapter III on "Murder and Rapine," was given in
17 89 when he introduced to the House of Cormnons a motion to
abolish the Trade.

He made clear to the House his motive:

Policy, however, Sir, is not my principle,
and I am not ashamed to say it. There is a
principle above everything that is politic;
and, when I reflect on the command which
says:
"Thou shalt do no murder," believing
its authority to be divine, how can I dare set
up any reasonings of my own against it? 2
Despite the fact that Wilberforce continued in his speech to
use some of Clarkson's material on the impolicy of the Trade,
he had declared himself, and to say there was something more
1

standish Meacham, Henry Thornton of Clapham 17601815 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1964),
p. 94.
2

Andrew Brockett, "Reformers or Reactionaries"
(London, 1974), p. 5.
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important even than economic gain was anathema to many
Englishmen.
In 1792, after several Claphamite attempts -- along
with the help of Parliamentary colleagues similarly disposed to eradicate the Trade -- the House of ComJ!l.Ons passed
a Resolution that the Trade be abolished in 1796.

The

following year, the House of Lords debated over whether to
follow the lead of the Commons in this matter.

Wilberforce

and others, in addition to mentioning the impolicy of the
Trade, spoke also of biblical Law, of justice and humanity,
etc.

wnen the Earl of Abington let go his opening salvo

against the House of Commons Resolution

1

he declared:

• humanity is no ground for petitioning.
Humanity is a private feeling and not a public
principle to act upon. It is a case of conscience, not of constitutional right • • •
(the petitions) are consequently illegal,
ought not to have been received, but, being
received, ought wholly to be disregarded.
If this were not enough to encourage the Claphami tes to
alter their strategy, the Duke of Clarence's second to the
Earl's motion to postpone the question certainly was.
said of the Abolitionists,

He

"They are either fanatics or

hypocrites, and in one of those classes I rank Mr. Wilberforce."2
l

2

cf. Chapter VII, p. 117.
Coupland, Wilberforce, p. 215.
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The Claphamites did get the point, and though impolicy was not their main motive, yet they strongly
believed in it, and could with clear consciences emphasize that argument for abolition.

For more than a decade

continued attempts to get an Abolition Bill

pass~d

through

both Houses of Parliament were frustrated.

Wilberforce

wrote in 1806 to the Prime Minister, Grenville, who was
sympathetic to Abolition, warning him to present the
Foreign Slave Bill as politic for the nation.

Wilberforce

was certain that unless the Bill was seen as primarily a
matter of policy, opposition would line up against it on
the "mistaken idea that it rests on general Abolition
principles or is grounded on justice and humanity, an
imputation which I am aware would prove fatal to it."

1

Grenville wrote back, concurring with Wilberforce's judgment, and remarking that should anti-Abolitionary forces
coalesce,

"I know that neither reason nor justice will

112
.
.
ava1'1 muc h aga1nst
1t.

The Bill was passed in poorly-attended Houses and the
Trade was abolished in the spring of 1807.

Within a

month after legal abolition, the African Institution was
1

British Museum Grenville MSS, Wilberforce to Grenville, 23 April 1806, cited in Pollock, Wilberforce, p. 202.
2
force,
202.

Brl' t 'lS h Museum Grenville MSS, Grenville to Wilber25 April 1806, cited in Pollock, Wilberforce, p.
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formed (April, 1807).

Though it was largely an hurnani-

tarian organization, the Claphamites and others involved
made sure that the issue of policy was made clear in its
stated objective, which was, in part:
To improve the temporal condition and the
moral faculties of the natives of Africa;
to diffuse knowledge and excite industry
by methods adapted to the peculiar situation and manners of the inhabitants • • •
(Italics mine)l
Granville Sharp, at age seventy-three, was chosen as one
of the Directors of the African Institution.

The Institu-

tion was not an agency for colonial settlement, purchase
of territory, or religious missions, but for collection
and diffusion of information about Africa.
introduce and promote among Africans,

It was to

"letters, arts, medi-

cal discoveries, improvements in husbandry," etc.

Building

up of African trade in other than human beings, both for
the benefit of Africans and the British, was the avowed
and very politic purpose of the Institution.

For a some-

times quixotic individual like Sharp, though, it was difficult not to ride headlong into greater battles, such as the
abolition of slavery in the British Empire.
Despite those like Sharp, who had difficulty speaking

!I
~

.

•I

about the policy of a moral issue, the work of the Clapham
Sect which spoke to the issue of the impolicy of the Trade
1

charles Stuart, A Memoir of Granville Sharp (New
York: The American Anti-Slavery Soceity, 1836; reprint
ed., Westport, Conn., 1970), pp. 59-60.
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was, from the earliest days of their campaign, widely
diffused.

So much was this the case, that works such as

Wadstrom's Observations on the Slave Trade soon appeared,
to bolster the case the Claphamites were building.

The

book, which described a trip along the Guinea

in

co~st

1787 and 1788, had as its stated purpose:
• • . that of contributing some small assistance
to the well concerted plans of others •
(by
showin~ the manner in which the negroes are treated
by the Europeans; but more particularly of the
possibility of improving, by cultivation, the
fruitful soil of Africa • . • 1
This work merely echoed Clarkson's argument that were b1e
Trade abolished, the cultivation of Africa could lead to
the greater general prosperity of England.
The Evangelical Magazine -- not the organ of the
Clapham Sect but often influenced by it

concurred with

the Claphamite argument on the impolicy of the Trade.

In

an 1805 editorial the sentiment was expressed that those
with any sense of religious and moral obligation were
opposed to .murder and robbery, and "knew that nothing
unjust could be expedient." 2
Another aspect of the argument concerning impolicy
1

c. B. Wadstrom, Observations on the Slave Trade, And
Description of Some Part of the Coast of Guinea, During a
Voyage, Made in 1787, and 1788, in Company with Doctor A.
Sparrman and Captain Arrehenius (London: James Philips,
1789), pp. i l l - l V .
2
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was tied up with a notion of progress that could be equally
held by both Enlightenment humanitarians and post-millenarians like the Claphamites.

The post-millennial escha-

tology of the Claphamites, it will be recalled, maintained
that the world was progressing toward the millennium; a
kind of paradise on earth, presided over by Christ himself.
Enlightenment humanitarians also looked to a kind of millennium, though Enlightened Man would be the ruler.

It is with

this sort of background that it was said in 1823:
In the present advanced state of knowledge,
it can no longer be a question that the
labour of slaves is much less profitable
than that of freemen, and that it can only
be supported at a very heavy expense to
the community at large • . . Indeed, we
are persuaded that no institution which is
directly at variance with the will of the
Supreme Governor of the Universe can prove a
source of permanent advantage either to
nations or individuals.l
Wilberforce similarly declared in a debate in the House of
Commons in 1823:
• It is impossible, in the present state
of the world, and with all the knowledge that
has broken in upon us, to suppose that slavery
can exist much longer. 2
This idea of progress, as it related to impolicy, was
1

substance of the Debate in The House of Commons, on
the 15th May, 1823, On a Motion for the Mitigation and
Gradual Abolition of Slavery Throughout the British Dominions
(London: Society for the Mitigation and Gradual Abolition
& c., 1823), p. xxii.
2

Ibid., p. 44.
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especially appreciated by Free Trade Whigs.

They saw Adam

Smith as an economic scientist who had discovered in the
laboratory of history one of the great truths of the nature
of the World.

It appeared to many-- upon the Claphamite

insistence on the impolicy of the Trade and after that of
slavery itself

that slavery, coupled with the mercan-

tilist system, produced a monopoly so that markets could
be controlled by artificial scarcity.

Wilberforce himself,

along with his friend Pitt, was an early disciple of Adam
Smith.

While Pitt seldom wavered in his devotion to the

principle of laissez faire, Wilberforce found it necessary
occasionally to depart in the interest of humanity.
We have seen that in the years
of the Trade in 1807, its

1

preceding the abolition

1'impolicy 1'

was discussed at

great length by members of the Sect.

Once the Trade had

been abolished, the arguments were slightly modified to
relate to slavery itself.

The Claphamites fearlessly swam

against the tide of opinion.

The British heroes, Nelson

and Rodney, defended the Trade as a
Politicians spoke of the sheer

~nursery

vol~~e

of seamenP.

of the Trade as making

Britain the strongest naval and commercial power in Europe.
The few successful slave merchants in Liverpool and Bristol,
the sugar refiners, the textile manufacturers in the north,
1

The relation of the Claphamites to Classical
Economics is a subject too large to include as a part of
the discussion on Impolicy.

135
I

the gunsmiths in Birmingham, the chain manufacturers, many
bankers and insurance brokers all defended slavery.

But

the Sect believed that a system so wrong could not be
~politic' 1

and they endeavored to prove that it was not.

Conclusion
The Clapham Sect, though a group of men with varied
backgrounds and abilities, were united in their humanitarian endeavors by commitment to a shared set of ideas.
Each Claphamite labored with his confreres because of
decidedly similar world-views.

The basic bond between them

was their common adherence to Evangelical doctrines, though
as we have seen, their understanding of the appropriate
outworking of those doctrines was not held by all Evangelicals, especially after the mid-1820s.

What made them

different from other Evangelicals, and indeed from most
categories of men of their day, was the cluster of ideas
that was peculiarly theirs.
Claphamites believed Britain was a nation specially
chosen and favored by God and as such should serve as a
1'

Light to the Nations, " a beacon of ci vi li zation and

Christianity for those nations that did not enjoy similar
blessings.

Instead, much to the sorrow of the Clapham

Sect, on too many occasions when England was weighed in the
balance she was found wanting, and needed some sel=-incurred
tutelage.

The Sect was diligent in its efforts to make

England the example she should be, both in national policy
and personal and corporate morality.
Coupled with the notion of Britain as a
136
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Nations'' was the concept that a nation so favored was liable
to Divine judgment should she be an example of evil public
policy and private practice.

The Claphamites warned the

nation, in Parliament, in their books, and by other means,
of impending judgment should the abuses of humanity
particularly as practiced relative to slavery -- continue.
By their own actions, also, the Claphamites worked to
avert what they saw as an imminent national disaster.
Slavery was seen by the Claphamites to foster murder
and rapine.

As men of Evangelical conviction for whom the

Bible held great authority, scriptural prohibitions of both
varieties of evil loomed large.

Any kind of economic

activity that inherently involved the murder of men or
the theft of their persons or labor was not to be countenanced by the Sect.

Rather, they rose their voices in

continuous tumultuous protest over the course of many
decades.
Though foreign both to the times and to their own
positions in society, the Saints -- and most profoundly
of all, Granville Sharp -- were convinced of the ultimate
equality of men.

This idea, too, had biblical roots.

Admonitions such as that Christians should not be "respecters
of persons" figured prominently in their writings, as well
as in their hearts.

Because of this the treatment of men

as brutes, property, or pawns to serve the desires of others
was seen as a loathsome perversion of human relations, and
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an odium which the Claphamites sought to purge from the
British Empire.
Not only were men seen as equal, they also had intrinsic worth, for they were possessed of a soul created in the
image of God.

But the sad fact was that millions within

the Empire were kept, by the conditions of their existence,
from the enjoyment of either temporal or eternal benefits
to their souls.

Because the soul was of infinite value,

so too was the individual.

The Sect was motivated by that

belief to eradicate the impediments to spiritual and physical progress wherever they might be found.
In this task, as in others, is seen the Claphamite
concept of a ;• calling 11 •

Each one thought it his duty to

follow the Divinely-appointed task for which he was best
suited.
most

11

He must seek out the places where he could be

useful•• in the carrying out of that task.

The attain-

ment of the goals they were purposed to accomplish required
discipline of mind, habits, and use of time.

The Clapham-

ites were regularly involved in introspective self-evaluation
and the encouragement of the others in the pursuit of their
11

callings ••.

Peter Gay has referred to Wilberforce as an

"obsessive evangelical,"l and while not true to a pathological degree, Wilberforce and his colleagues were men
1

Peter Gay, The Enliqhtenrnent: An Interpretation.
Vol. II:
The Science of Freedom (New York:
W. W. Norton
and Co.
1969)
p. 420.
I

I
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possessed by the idea that they must persevere until the
object of their "calling•• was realized.

In the midst of

such a sense of duty was an emotional safety-valve, the
abiding conviction that they were being used of God to
surely accomplish His purposes.
One of God's purposes, so thought the Claphamites,
was that men be restored to their God-given natural rights.
The Claphamites had surely been influenced by Enlightenment
notions of natural rights.

But

is also true that

Locke, for example, was influenced by the Bible in his
notion of the rights of man.

Sharp and Clarkson wrote

most extensively on this issue, but all of the Sect
believed that men were being robbed of the rights that
were theirs as men.

In their efforts to restore to men

especially the slaves -- their human rights, the Claphamites ran afoul of most of the titled and propertied men
in England, and left themselves open to the charge of
Jacobinism.

At the same time, because of their conserva-

tive stance on some issues, the Claphamites were distrusted
by the true radicals of the day, who could not believe the
Saints had any genuinely liberal or humane ideas.
An argument that both reactionaries and radicals
could understand would be one based on policy.

The Clapham-

ites were convinced -- and they believed this was on the
authority of Scripture -- that injustice was never ultimately expedient.

Because of this principle they were
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certain that wherever injustice existed in the Empire they
could, with some research, demonstrate that such injustice
was not in the best interests of the nation.

The argument

based on tpis principle carried greater weight among business-minded Englishmen than did other Claphamite contentions.

Clarkson•s Impolicy of the African Slave Trade

(1788) was the first notable Claphamite work on this theme,
and Clarkson and the others continued to provide such evidence on slavery and other unjust conditions throughout the
course of their careers.
These ideas are but a few of those which motivated the
Claphamites, yet they were major influences in their humanitarian concerns and labor.

The debate is perennial as to

whether the conditions of society produce the ideas men
hold or ideas themselves are productive of the conditions
under which men live.

There is undoubtedly an element of

truth in both assertions.

Yet it is the case that the

ideas that motivated the Claphamites were productive of
great changes in the world in which they lived.
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