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ABSTRACT
AMERICAN UNITARIANS, 1830-1865:

A STUDY OF RELIGIOUS OPINION ON
WAR, SLAVERY, AND THE UNION

By

Charles Richard Denton

The Unitarian church in the United States has a reputation for
producing outstanding individual reformers, especially in thé middle
of the nineteenth century. Men and women such as William Ellery Chan-
ning, Theodore Parker, George Ripley, Lydia Maria Child, Eliza Follen,
James Freeman Clarke, Dorothea Dix, Samuel J. May, Samuel Gridley Howe,
and Maria W. Chapman were noted Unitarians and reformers, particularly
for the abolition of slavery. And yet few studies, even denominational
histories, treat the position of the majority of the faith on the issues
of war, slavery, and the Union from 1830 to 1865.

In order to establish the majority view among Unitarians on the
matters of war, slavery, and the Union, the following sources were in-
dispensable: denominational periodicals, particularly the weekly

Christian Register (Boston) and the weekly Christian Inquirer (New York),

the correspondence files of the American Unitarian Association and other
manuscript collections, denominational histories, memoirs, biographies,
selected secondary and general works, and a number of articles in
scholarly journals.

It became clear after this study was begun that an important issue
for consideration was the social structure of the Unitarians. A number
of historians and biographers have concluded that this faith consisted
mostly of the upper classes, the wealthy, and the socially prominent.

If true, Unitarian ideas on war, slavery, and the Union should have

reflected the attitudes of an elite. But the evidence shows that this
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conception is false. Instead, Unitarian doctrines appealed to and
attracted men and women from all walks of life: the rich, distinguished,
and professional classes, along with farmers, artisans, factory workers,
blacksmiths, and even the poor. If anything, the majority of Unitarians
during the middle of the nineteenth century came from the middle class
rather than from the upper class. Unitarian political and social opinions
represented more of a cross section of American society than might have
been expected.

Most Unitarians during the antebellum period opposed slavery but
feared that immediate abolition would ignite sectional and servile war,
shattering the Union. The few Southern Unitarians, on the other hand,
believed the continuation of slavery was necessary to prevent these
calamities.

Unitarians expressed different attitudes on the two American wars
of this period. Most Unitarians opposed the Mexican War for two prin-
cipal reasons: they regarded warfare as immoral, and they believed the
conflict had been initiated by a slavocracy seeking to extend the area
of human bondage. As for the Civil War, nearly all Northern Unitarians
supported it because the defeat of the Confederacy would destroy slavery
and preserve the Union. Through the war years Unitarians advocated
emancipation followed by the social integration of Negroes into American
society, thus changing the nature of the Union they fought to maintain.

The issues of war, slavery, and the Union affected the Unitarians
in two important ways. The denomination became deeply involved in social
and political issues through its periodicals, pulpits, and assemblies.
This commitment, in turn, tended to centralize the faith, weakening
traditional congregational polity. Concerted denominational actions,

such as petitioning Congress to end the Mexican War, establishing a
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free soil mission in Kansas, and publishing patriotic literature during
the Civil War, meant closer bonds between churches, and a more viable
central agency, which emerged after Appomattox with the formation of
the National Conference.

Denominational political involvement and centralization were
accomplished by Unitarians close to the Christian tradition, as well
as by those who had moved away from that tradition. Unitarians who
have been styled conservatives on doctrinal matters were as active
as the radicals, perhaps more so, in securing sectarian action on
social and political issues. Consequently, denominational "social

action" and consolidation grew from a broad theological base.
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INTRODUCTION

This study will deal primarily with the actions and attitudes of
Unitarians in the United States on the issues of war, slavery, and the
Union from 1830 to 1865. But before proceeding to those matters, it
seems appropriate to provide a brief summary of Unitarian theology,
organizational struéture, the size of the membership of the faith, and
leading denominational periodicals.

By 1830 Unitarians stressed certain concepts which set them
apart from other Christians. For a number of years many preferred
the term "liberal Christian" to Unitarian for fear of becoming too
sectarian. Most Unitarians held that Jesus was the Son of God. They
sought a reasonable interpretation of the Bible, a book they considered
the revealed Word of God. They scorned as unscriptural and unreasonable
the doctrine of the Trinity; they denied the concept of “eléction,"
that is, that one is either predestined to salvation or to damnation;

and they believed that man is essentially good.1 Unitarians emphasized

1Conrad Wright examines 18th century developments of the movement
in The Beginnings of Unitarianism in America (Boston: Starr King Press,
1955). Earl Morse Wilbur traces early 19th century activities in A
History of Unitarianism in Transylvania, England, and America (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1952), chapter XXI. A more
recent study is the first chapter of William R. Hutchison, The Trans-
cendentalist Ministers: Church Reform in the New England Renaissance
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1959). An older but still valuable
article is C. H. Faust, "The Background of the Unitarian Opposition to
Transcendentalism," Modern Philology, XXXV (February, 1938), pp. 297-324.
Wilbur wrote a popular account entitled Our Unitarian Heritage, An Intro-
duction to the History of the Unitarian Movement (Boston: The Beacon
Press, 1925).
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the importance of the freedom of the individual, especially in the
interpretation of the Scriptures. Rev. William Ellery Channing be-
lieved that individuals who possessed exemplary character would promote
Christianity by their conduct. "Such men," he said in 1837, '"are the
salt of the earth. The might of individual virtue surpasses all other
powers."2

One means of safeguarding individual conscience was the congrega-
tional nature of the churches. Many thought that congregationalism com-
plemented individualism. Some Unitarians favored a limited general
organization, fearing that excessive consolidation might paralyze indi-
vidual freedom with an imposed creed. Channing declined to serve as
president of the American Unitarian Association (AUA) at its formation
in 1825, then again in 1836. He believed that a strong ecclesiastical
structure would weaken congregationalism and might become attractive to
ambitious men seeking power in the religious community. "Those who gain
[power]," he declared in 1836, "will not fail to strengthen and extend
it;" then he added that "free inquiry will be its prey; and the cardinal
virtues of the gospel--humility, meekness, and charity—;will be trodden
under its feet." In that same year at the AUA annual meeting, Rev. John
Gorham Palfrey referred to fears that the Association might infringe on
individual freedom, fears he thought exaggerated. In his opinion the AUA

3

performed missionary services that individuals were incapable of doing.

%Milliam E. Channing, The Works of William E. Channing, D. D., With
an Introduction (Boston: American Unitarian Association, 1875), p. 196.
Cited hereafter as Channing, Works.

3William H. Channing, The Life of William Ellery Channing, D. D.
(The Centenery Memorial edition; Boston: American Unitarian Association,
1904), pp. 223-224. Cited hereafter as W. H. Channing, W. E. Channing.
Eleventh Annual Report, AUA, 1836, pp. 24-25.
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Palfrey was far more realistic than Channing about the nature of
the American Unitarian Association. Throughout the period under study
it barely kept afloat. Nearly every annual report from 1826 laments
the lack of funds for missionary activities, the Association's chief
function. It financed the publication of religious literature, paid
officers' salaries, supported a few missionaries who visited isolated
groups of "liberal Christians' scattered throughout the country, and
made an occasional grant or loan to support a church. Contributions
came from the sale of tracts, voluntary donations from churches or
individuals, and life memberships. Membership in the Association was
an individual matter; churches sent no delegations to annual meetings,
or "May Meetings," as is now the case. During the May Meetings the
Executive Committee would report on the previous year's activities,
new officers would be elected, speeches were given urging more support
for missions, a collation would be held, followed by adjournment.
After 1852 Unitarians west of the Appalachians formed a similar though
weaker organization, the Western Unitarian Conference (WUC).A

The AUA and the WUC served few churches in comparison with many
other religious faiths in the United States. There were 193 individual

societies in 1830, of which 147 had a minister. Sixteen years later

hThe founding of the AUA is discussed in George W. Cooke, Uni-
tarianism in America: A History of its Origin and Development (Bos-
ton: American Unitarian Association, 1902), pp. 126-138. Officers
of the AUA from 1825 through 1865 are listed in Appendix A. Receipts
and disbursements of the AUA from 1825 through 1865 are shown in Appen-
dix B. Charles H. Lyttle, Freedom Moves West: A History of the
Western Unitarian Conference 1852-1952 (Boston: The Beacon Press,
1952), covers the origin of the WUC in chapter 6. Although there were
antebellum state and regional organizations only the postwar ones are
mentioned in Cooke, Unitarianism in America, pp. LL4-LL6.
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236 societies existed of which 186 had a minister. By 1860 the num-
ber of societies had risen to 258, but only 196 had clergymen. Mass-
achusetts was the stronghold of Unitarianism with 147 societies in
1830, 158 in 1846, and 164 in 1860.° Yet even in this citadel of
"liberal Christianity," Unitarian growth failed to maintain a rate
relative to the population increase of the Commonwealth. From 1800
to 1870 the population of Massachusetts rose three and one-half times
while the number of Unitarian churches did not quite double. A check
of parish records in some rapidly growing cities indicates that this
relative decline in the number of societies holds true for membership
as well.6 One estimate is that Unitarians numbered 31,670 in 1865,
having increased from 13,550 in 1855.7

Unitarian growth, or lack of it, has sometimes been linked with
theological quarrels. During the "Unitarian Controversy" from about
1805 to 1833, the denomination grew rapidly, gaining members from
dissatisfied people in other churches, particularly the Calvinist
Congregational Church. Quite often the majority in a number of
societies went over to the Unitarians. Another dispute began when
Ralph Waldo Emerson delivered his famous Divinity School Address in
1838. From this time until the Civil War Unitarians became embroiled
in the "Transcendental" or "Radical Controversy.'" Rev. Theodore

Parker's discourse in 1841 on the transient and permanent in Christianity

5See Appendix C.

6Richard E. Sykes, "The Effect of Rapid Social and Cultural Change
on Unitarianism in Massachusetts, 1800-1870" (unpublished Ph.D. dis-
sertation, University of Minnesota, 1966), Chapter III.

7Tim.othy L. Smith, Revivalism and Social Reform in Mid-Nineteenth-
Century America (New York and Nashville: Abington Press, 1957), pp.
20-21.
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sharpened the conflict. Emerson and Parker exposed to the public what
some Unitarians had discussed in private--that neither the authority
of scripture nor the personality of Jesus Christ, nor even the miracles
of the Bible were vital to sustain Christianity. Emerson, Parker, and
their followers--the transcendentalists, or '"radicals'--relied on in-
tuition and self-evident moral truths rather than on traditional Chris-
tianity. On the other hand, the bulk of the denomination and most of
its leaders--occassionally called '"conservatives"--continued to adhere
to a reasonable interpretation of the Scriptures, including a belief
in the divinity of Jesus, as the basis for Christian ethics.

Two denominational historians have presumed that the naturalism
of Emerson and Parker was perhaps the major reason why Unitarians with-
held contributions to the AUA. In this way they supposedly retarded
denominational growth, fearing that their money would be used to

9

propagate radical heresies. From 1839 to 1842 this assumption appears

8In addition to the sources cited in footnote 1, see Conrad Wright,
"Henry W. Bellows and the Organization of the National Conference," The
Proceedings of the Unitarian Historical Society, XV (1965), Part II, p. 19.

9Cooke, Unitarianism in America, pp. 158-160; Wilbur, Qur Unitar--
ian Heritage, pp. 441-442; Wilbur, History of Unitarianism, pp. 462-L6L.
Cooke cited receipt figures from 1854 to 1863, excluding book sales and
interest on invested funds; he did not mention the 1843-18L46 increase.
Cooke (p. 153) contradicts himself when he wrote that meetings were held
in Boston in 1841 to raise money for missions in the city. That year
$10,000 was pledged for this work and "this sum was secured in 1843 and
the next four years, so that larger aid was given to missionary activi-
ties and to the building of churches. At the annual meeting of 1849
special attention was given to the subject of domestic missions, and
plans were devised for largely extending all the activities in this
direction." One of the ministers supported by this money, Rev. John T.
Sargent, exchanged pulpits with Theodore Parker in 184l. Sargent was
so upset by the rebuke of his employers, the Benevolent Fraternity of
Churches, that he resigned from the ministry-at-large. If contributions
to the AUA declined because donors feared supporting radicals, why did
contributions to the BFC continue high when a radical wolf was found
within its benevolent fold?
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to be correct as the Association's receipts declined from about $6,000
to $4,700. Still, the drop in contributions might be explained in part
by the economic dislocation that followed the Panic of 1837. Following
the period of decline AUA receipts rose from $7,000 in 1843 to almost
$13,000 in 1846, nearly doubling in three years. Beginning in 1847,
AUA receipts again dropped to $11,000, in 1848 to $9,500, and in 1849
to $7,700. Not until 185 did receipts surpass the previous high of
18hé.lo If the older interpretation is valid, the decline after 1846
is a remarkable example of delayed reaction to Emerson's Divinity School
Address (1838) and Parker's permanent and transient speech (1841). If
radicals had headed the AUA during its stringent years, the usual explana-
tion might be reasonable. Instead, the president of the American Uni-
tarian Association from 1847 to 1850 was Rev. Ezra Stiles Gannett, a
foe of Parker. His successor from 1851 to 1858 was another paladin of
conservatism, Rev. Samuel Kirkland Lothrop.

In 1848 the Executive Committee of the AUA, which was dominated by
conservatives, suggested several reasons for the decline in receipts:
specific contributions for church construction fell drastically; "an
unusual number'" of societies were building new or remodelling old
meetinghouses and liquidating debts; a number of "country societies"
had purchased Channing's Works (sold by the AUA) and could not support
missions; many of the urban societies were supporting ministries-at-
large which reduced their contributions; a financial recession deterred

many who had given generously; and the new Secretary was inexperienced

105¢¢ Appendix B.
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at raising money. There is no mention of the "Radical Controversy" as
a cause for the decline of AUA receipts.11

The Executive Committee went further by appointing a subcommittee
to inquire into the matter of reduced contributions for missions. Re-
porting in 1849, the subcommittee advanced the notion that Unitarians
did not like missions. It found that "to many ears" the word missionary
"sounds as the watchword of religious partisanship, or the sign of in-
tellectual poverty and mean dependence.!" Another cause was Yankee
pragmatism: "The question which arises before a Boston man is not
What will it cost? but What will it produce?" Missions were too dis-
tant to appraise and their accomplishments were often "intangible."
Again, there was not a whisper of radicalism as a cause for declining
AUA receipts.12

Historians have often used a document written in 1853 to support
the thesis that Parkerism influenced reduced contributions to the AUA.
The Executive Committee of the AUA mentioned radicalism as one of five
reasons for the need to issue a "Declaration of Opinion" in that year.13

There i1s some evidence that by 1853 Parker's notions were not as unpopular

in Boston as the Executive Committee stated. Rev. Nathaniel L.

11Twenty—Third Annual Report, AUA, 1848, pp. 17-18.

12Twenty—Fourth Annual Report, AUA, 1849, pp. 3°-33. S. J. May
wrote fourteen years earlier that Unitarianism grew slowly because of
the absence of a '"general organization" and "a great dread of sectar-
ianism among us." Christian Register, 5 December 1835. In 1849 E. S.
Gannett cited charges that missionary money had been poorly managed and
that missionaries were ill-trained. He did not mention Parker as a rea-
son for reduced interest in missions. Christian Register, 16 June 1849.

13cooke, Unitarisnism in America, pp. 158-160; Wilbur, History of
Unitarianism, pp. 462-464; Hutchison, Transcendentalist Ministers, p.
130; Lyttle, Freedom Moves West, pp. 79-80; Twenty-Eighth Annual Report,
AUA, 1853, pp. 18-23.
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Frothingham»contacted Rev. Rufus Ellis about candidating for Boston's
First Church from which Frothingham was about to fetire. Ellis hesi-
tated to leave the freedom of his pulpit at Northampton, Massachusetts.
He consulted his brother, Rev. George E. Eilis, who replied that the
pulpit at the First Church would be free, a fact stemming in part from
Parker's influence in the city. "Mr. Parker's frank publication of
opinions which his brethren from the first knew him to hold," George
wrote, "but which the public had no real undgrstanding of, has opened
the eyes of many to views which they had not realized before. Then I
think that the independence of a minister is now respected, and that
fair conditions are pretty well established." George Ellis had learned
that the pulpit committee of the First Church unanimously approved his
brother Rufus, who accepted their offer in March 1853.1%

If Parkerism was in fact a cause of reduced AUA funds for missions,
it was at best a minor one. The logic of those who believe that Parker -
ism reduced contributions is faulty. Why would conservatives fail to
aid a conservatively controlled organization like the AUA? Their best
offense against radicalism would have been a strengthened Association
which could combat the radicals, not an enfeebled one incapable of
promoting their interpretations of liberal Christianity. But a strong
central agency ran contrary to usual Unitarian suspicion of an eccles-
iastical organization which might become an engine of theological op-
pression. To avoid this danger some might have preferred local mis-

sionary activity, like the ministries-at-large in Boston and elsewhere.

1hArthur B. Ellis, ed., Memoir of Rufus Ellis... (Boston: William

B. Clarke and Co., 1891), pp. 112-119. See also Arthur S. Bolster, Jr.,
James Freeman Clarke, Disciple to Advancing Truth (Boston: The Beacon
Press, 1954), pp. 208-209.
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The many reasons offered at the time by the conservatives for reduced
AUA receipts which hindered missionary expansion outweigh any monistic
explanation.
For a religious faith reluctant to engage in extensive missionary
campaigns, Unitarians relied heavily on the printed word to propagate
their beliefs and to provide links among the converted. Their most

important publication was the Christian Register, a weekly, four-page

newspaper founded at Boston in 1821 by thirty-one year old David Reed,
a licensed minister who never accepted a permanent settlement. Reed
published the paper for over forty-five years and usually hired Uni-

tarian ministers to edit and write for it. The Christian Examiner,

begun in 1824 at Boston under the name Christian Disciple, was a bi-

monthly of a more scholarly and theological cast, yet it contained much
on political and social issues. The voice from New York was the Christian
Inquirer, another four-page weekly newspaper, started in 1846 by the

New York Unitarian Association. The AUA began The Quarterly Journal

of the American Unitarian Association in 1853. It became a monthly in

1860 and lasted until 1869. Other magazines and newspapers appeared
but were often short—lived.15
From their pulpits, by their missionary enterprizes, and through

their publications, Unitarians proclaimed a belief in freedom from

15Harris Elwood Starr, "David Reed," Dictionary of American Biog-
raphy, XV, pp. L44L-LL5; Frank Luther Mott, "The Christian Disciple and
and the Christian Examiner," The New England Quarterly, I ZApril, 1928),
pp. 197-207; Cooke, Unitarianism in America, pp. 447-452. The Christian
Register began with 300 subscribers. By 1835 circulation had risen to
1,900, in 1856 to about 3,000, and in 1863 down to about 2,200. Chris-
tian Register, 7 January 1826, 6 June 1835; H. A. Miles to H. W. Bellows,
25 August 1856, Bellows Papers, MHS; E. E. Hale to R. P. Stebbins,
13 January 1863, AUA Letters, 1862 [misfiled]. It is currently pub-
lished under the name UUA NOW. Editors of the Christian Register from
1821 to 1865 are shown in Appendix D.
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outmoded forms of worship and expounded Christian truth as they saw it.
Since scholars generally agree that during the years 1830-1865 most
Unitarians were conservatives, this study will deal primarily with this

preponderant element.



CHAPTER I

THE SOCIAL STRUCTURE OF THE UNITARIAN DENOMINATION,

1830-1865

Historians often describe antebellum Unitarians as people who
were wealthy merchants, professional men, or £hose drawn from aris-
tocratic old-time families. If most Unitarians occupied such a high
social status, their behavior on social and political issues must be
seen as the responses and actions of a privileged and affluent minor-
ity. On the other hand, if Unitarian congregations were composed of
men and women from all walks of life, Unitarian expression on these
issues may be interpreted as fairly representative of the position
held by most Americans. Discussion of this matter will begin with
the findings of two denominational historians, followed by the judg-
ments of other students of American history, and finally by the views
of several antebellum Unitarians who commented about the social struc -
ture of their church.

In his discussion of early nineteenth-century Unitarians,

C. Conrad Wright declared that when parishes began to split on doc-
trinal issues during the "Unitarian Controversy," the Unitarian fac-
tion tended to have "more than their share of the old families of
wealth and prestige in their congregations." To discover the Uni-
tarian class structure in New England he analyzed the membership in

"upper-class clubs and societies" and the membership of churches

11
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in three towns: King's Chapel in Boston, the thfee societies at Salem,
and the Second Parish (Unitarian) in Worcester. -

Wright's evidence will be examined to test his generalization re-
garding church membership. For King's Chapel, Wright used an extensive
two-volume history of the church begun by Rev. Henry Wilder Foote, min-
ister there from 1861 until his death in 1889, and finished by Henry H.
Edes. Wright quoted a statement from volume two that the church con-
tained "a large proportion of the men of high standing and commanding
influence in Boston," then mentioned several prominent men who had wor-
shipped there. A large proportion, however, means little unless there
is something with which to compare it. Foote began to provide this in-
formation before he died. Edes wrote in the Preface to volume two that
Foote had compiled a partial listing of non-pewholding worshippers, but
that he, Edes, shrank "from attempting to carry out the original de-
sign," an indication that a great number of people who attended King's
Chapel did not own pews. Foote, moreover, discovered one thing about
the parish's social structure. In the spring of 1827, Rev. F. W. P.
Greenwood requested and obtained a special fund from the congregation
for charitable uses on which he could draw without soliciting parish-
ioners individually. Greenwood reported in 1840 that about $10,000
had been collected and disbursed through this fund. Some of it had
gone to twenty members of the church who were too destitute to attend

services regularly.2

lWright, Beginnings of Unitarianism, pp. 259-261.

2Henry Wilder Foote and Henry H. Edes, Annals of King's Chapel
From the Puritan Age of New England to the Present Day (2 vols.; Bos-
ton: Little, Brown and Company, 1882, 1896), II, pp. vii, L468-469.
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Turning to Salem, Wright used another secondary source written by
Rev. George Batchelor, Unitarian minister at Salem in the 1880's, who
had examined parish records of the three Unitarian churches there--East,
North, and First--and had found
that the great majority of the men of influence in these three
parishes were foreign merchants and ship-masters; and also that
these parishes were almost wholly made up of these men, their
families, and those who were naturally associated with them in
trade, either as assistants or dependents.
The churches also included professional men who served the merchants and

3

ship masters. Batchelor's statement is ambiguous: all that is known
for certain is that men of wealth and men not so wealthy were Unitarians.
Men connected with the sea as merchants or ship masters constituted the
majority of the influential men in each parish. We do not know from
Batchelor's remarks if the majority in each parish were merchants and
ship masters, or if the majority in each parish were their assistants
and dependents.

The same is true of Wright's evidence for Worcester. He cited a
sermon of Rev. Aaron Bancroft, father of George Bancroft, who said that
his Second Parish contained "a large proportion of the professional and
distinguished men of the town, and a fair proportion of the farmers and
mechanics."LP Wright named several men who belonged to Bancroft's parish,
some of whom later became famous, but this tells us little of their early
position. Another account throws different light on Bancroft's situation.
The minister "was talked against, preached against, denounced and
shunned" because of his Unitarianism. When his society decided to erect

a new meetinghouse in 1789, Bancroft agreed to return one-third of his

3George Batchelor, Social Equilibrium and Other Problems Ethical
and Religious (Boston: Geo. H. Ellis, 1887), p. 177.

hWright, Beginnings of Unitarianism, p. 260.
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salary to the society as hié share of the building fund. "In order to
eke out sufficient means of support for his family, [Bancroft] gave in-
struction to young men and to the daughters of some of his parishioners,
and received boarders into his house."5 It was a most ungracious way
for wealthy and prestigeous men to treat their minister by paying him
so little that he had to tutor children and rent his home to boarders,
unless the parish was in fact somewhat indigent.

These examples show that Unitarianism appealed to merchants, ship
masters, sailors, professionals, farmers, mechanics, the rich and the poor.
If congregations early in the nineteenth century follow this pattern to
the middle of the century, assessments of the Unitarian social structure
must be modified.

Another denominational historian, the late Earl Morse Wilbur,
perpetuated the notion that Unitarians came from the upper classes.

At the end of the "Unitarian Controversy," by the 1830's, "the outlook
for the Unitarians seemed full of promise," he wrote. "Their social
position, their leadership in offices of state, their controlling in-
fluence in education, their leading part in the world of business and
in public affairs in general, were undisputed, and their churches were
well attended and well supported."6 Wilbur supported his case with a
statement by Harriet Beecher Stowe who asserted that in the 1820's when
her father, Rev. Lyman Beecher, battled the Unitarians in Boston, the

Unitarians dominated the city's cultural and political life. Wilbur

5“Aaron Bancroft," in Samuel A. Eliot, ed., Heralds of a Liberal
Faith (4 vols.; Boston: American Unitarian Association, 1910, 1952),
II, p. 22. Cited hereafter as HLF. Russel B. Nye described Bancroft's
congregation as "neither large nor affluent" in George Bancroft, Brah-
min Rebel (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1944), pp. 8-9.

6Wilbur, History of Unitarianism, p. 454.
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noted that this passage had been frequently quoted and often mistakenly
attributed to Lyman Beecher instead of his daughter. Here is the state-
ment :

When Dr. Beecher came to Boston, Calvinism or orthodoxy
was the despised and persecuted form of faith. It was the
dethroned royal family wandering like a permitted mendicant
in the city where once it had held court, and Unitarianism
reigned in its stead.

All the literary men of Massachusetts were Unitarian.
A1l the trustees and professors of Harvard College were Uni-
tarians. All the elite of wealth and fashion crowded Uni-
tarian churches. The judges on the bench were Unitarian,
giving decisions by which the peculiar features of church
organization, so carefully ordained by the Pilgrim fathers,
had been nullified. The Church, as consisting, according to
their belief, in regenerate people, had been ignored, and
all the power had passed into the hands of the congregation.
This power had been used by the majorities to settle min-
isters of the fashionable and reigning type in many of the
towns of Eastern Massachusetts. The dominant majority
entered at once into possession of churches and church
property, leaving the orthodox minority to go out into
school-houses or town halls, and build their churches as
best they could. 0ld foundations, established by the Pil-
grim fathers for the perpetuation and teaching of their own
views in theology, were seized upon and appropriated to the
support of opposing views. A fund given for preaching an
annual lecture on the Trinity was employed for preaching an
annual attack on it, and the Hollis professorship of divinity
at Cambridge was employed for the furnishing of a class of
ministers whose sole distinctive idea was declared warfare
with the ideas and intentions of the donor.

So bitter and so strong had been the reaction of a
whole generation against the bands too stringent of their
fathers--such the impulse with which they broke from the
cords with which their ancestors sought to bind them for-
ever. But in every such surge of society, however confident
and overbearing, there lies the element of a counter re-
action, and when Dr. Beecher came to Boston this element had
already begun to assert itself.”

7Charles Beecher, ed., Autobiography, Correspondence, etc., of
Lyman Beecher, D. D. (2 vols.; New York: Harper & Brothers, 1865),
II, pp. 119-120.
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One can find uncritical acceptance of Mrs. Stowe's statement in
several books on this period.8 When examined closely, however, it falls
short of being sound historical evidence. The statement is a published,
undated letter Harriet wrote to her brother Charles, the editor of £heir
father's autobiography. Internal evidence suggests that it was written
shortly after Lyman Beecher's death (1863) as she mentioned going through

his papers as if he had died. Thus, it might have been written between

1863 and 1865 when the Autobiography appeared. Lyman Beecher preached'in
Boston from 1826 to 1832 when Harriet grew from fifteen to twenty-one
years of age. If the dating of the letter is correct, Harriet, past
fifty, either recollected conditions of forty years before or simply
wrote what the family had told her about Boston. It is obvious that she
is a highly partisan witness. And, if the dating of this letter is accu-
rate, it was written when Unitarianism was experiencing a rapid growth.

In the Introduction it was shown that during the decade from 1855 to
1865, Unitarian numbers grew from 13,550 to 31,670, an increase of 138%.
If anyone was on the defensive it was Harriet Beecher Stowe.

Other American historians have labeled antebellum Unitarians as
upper-class patricians. James Truslow Adams, using Harriet and Lyman
Beecher, judged that Unitarianism, "instead of being a form of dissent
from an established church, with the social disabilities that such a
position usually implied, became the religion of all the higher social

circles of Massachusetts, and Calvinism occupied the lower social position

8Wilbur, History of Unitarianism, pp. 436-437; Jacob C. Meyer,
Church and State in Massachusetts,... (Cleveland: Western Reserve Uni-
versity Press, 1930), pp. 180-181; James Truslow Adams, New England in
the Republic 1776-1850 (Boston: Little, Brown, and Company, 1926), pp.
353-354; Charles Crowe, George Ripley: Transcendentalist and Utopian
Socialist (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1967), p. 52. Crowe
attributes the statement to Lyman Beecher.
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of dissent.“9 Arthur B. Darling equated Unitarianism with wealth, con-

servatism, aristocracy, fashion, and capitalism.10 Helmut Richard Nie-

buhr asserted that Episcopalians and Unitarians in the first part of the

nineteenth century were drawn from "the metropolitan aristocracy of wealth

11

and intellect." "No religious body was at this time [1830's and 1840's]

quite so respectable as the New England Unitarians,'" wrote Theodore May-

nard, "or any Unitarians quite so respectable as those of Boston."12

Charles Crowe, a recent biographer of George Ripley, contends that dur-
ing the 1830's Unitarianism centered in eastern Massachusetts

among the 'enlightened' upper class merchants, ministers, and
lawyers whom Ripley had come to admire as a divinity student.
Respectful friends of the existing social order, and advocates
of gentlemanly scholarship, the early Unitarians followed a
'reasonable'" restrained course of action which avoided both
the 'dangerous radicalism' of Deistic belief and the 'unseem-
ly' public emotionalism of evangelical religion.13

9Adams, New England in the Republic, pp. 353-356. See also Henry
Steele Commager, Theodore Parker, Yankee Crusader (Boston: The Beacon
Press, 1960), p. 156.

1OA. B. Darling, "Jacksonian Democracy in Massachusetts, 1824-1848,"
The American Historical Review, XXIX (January, 1924), p. 273; A. B. Dar-
ling, Political Changes in Massachusetts, 182 A Study of Liberal
Movements in Politics (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1925), p. 38.
An echo of Darling is Kinley J. Brauer, Cotton versus Conscience: Massa-
chusetts Whig Politics and Southwestern Expansion, 1843-18.L8 ZLexington:
University of Kentucky Press, 1967), pp. 11-12.

11H. Richard Niebuhr, The Social Sources of Denominationalism (Cleve-
land and New York: The World Publishing Company, 1957), p. 153. Orig-
inally published in 1929, this book was cited in a denominational study
in 1936 as proof that early nineteenth century Unitarians were "identi-
fied with the more cultured and privileged classes." ¥Frederick May
Eliot, et al., Unitarians Face a New Age: The Report of the Commission
of Appraisal to the American Unitarian Association (Boston: The Com-
mission of Appraisal of the American Unitarian Association, 1936), p. 315.

12Theodore Maynard, Orestes Brownson: Yankee, Radical, Catholic
(New York: The Macmillan Company, 1943), p. 61.

13Crowe, George Ripley, p. 48.







18

And a popular book among Unitarian Universalists in the late 1960's re-
iterates what the above writers say.lh

It should be expected that American history textbooks would read
about the same way. One written by two distinguished historians, G. G.
van Deusen and Dexter Perkins, concluded that "the appeal of the [Uni-
tarian] movement was primarily to the intellectual and well-to-do ele-
ments of society, and its strength centered in NewEngland.“15 Likewise,
in his chapter of a cooperative textbook, Kenneth M., Stampp wrote that
Unitarianism "appealed chiefly to the better-educated and more affluent
descendants of the New England Puritans" and that "the church's well-fed
members, though more reasonable and tolerant than their Puritan ancestors,
became at least as sm.ug...."16

If the preceding conclusions are accepted, one must view Unitarian
ideas on social and political issues as those coming from an aristo-
cratic denomination. Some of the sources, however, indicate that people
from more humble stations were Unitarians. Even a few of the historians
who asserted that Unitarians were mainly upper-class people presented
contrary evidence. And if historians credit hostile witnesses like Mrs.
Stowe, it seems only fair to allow Unitarians themselves to testify on

their own social structure. Data has been gathered from contemporary

manuscripts and newspapers, from published letters and memoirs, from

1l"Josiah and Laile E. Bartlett, Moment of Truth, Our Next Four Hun-

dred Years... (Berkeley: Published by the authors, 1968), pp. 4-6, 10,
102. The Bartletts cited Niebuhr and the Appraisal of 1936 as evidence
of early Unitarian aristocracy.

15Dexter Perkins and Glyndon G. Van Deusen, The United States of
America: A History (2 vols.; New York: The Macmillan Company, 1962),
I, p. 463.

16John M. Blum, Bruce Catton, Edmund S. Morgan, Arthur M. Schles-
inger, Jr., Kenneth M. Stampp, and C. Vann Woodward, The National Ex-
perience (New York and Burlingame: Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1963),
p. 241.
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AUA reports, and from sermons having a bearing on the issue. It will be
presented on a geographical basis: Boston, Massachusetts, New England
parishes, New York, Philadelphia, St. Louis, the western states, and the
southern states.

No attempt will be made to analyze the membership of all the Uni-
tarian churches in Boston. There were fourteen in 1830 and twenty-four
in 1860. There is evidence, as illustrated by King's Chapel, to suggest
that other Boston churches attracted men and women from all walks of life.

Rev. Henry Ware, Jr., son of the Reverend Henry Ware whose election
as Hollis Professor of Divinity at Harvard had sparked the "Unitarian
Controversy," noted that members of the Second Church in Boston were not
all aristocrats. A month following his ordination in January 1817 Ware
commented that "my people are all in the middling class, many families
exceedingly pleasant, all united and very cordial towards me." Soon
after his marriage that same year, Ware bought a house near his church
in a neighborhood some of his friends considered undesirable. But as
Ware wrote of himself, "his was a North-End parish, and he must be a
North-End man."l7

Ware's second wifé, Mary Lovell Pickard, also testified to the
diversity of social classes in her husband's congregation. After Ware's
first wife died in 1824, he married a daughter of Mark Pickard, a Boston
merchant, a woman who recalled in later years that most of her youthful
companions were "of the wealthy classes." A few weeks after their mar-
riage, Mary Ware wrote that many of her husband's parishioners had called

on her. "All classes have come to see me," she said, "even the poorest,

17John Ware, Memoir of the Life of Henry Ware, Jr.... (2 vols.;
Boston: American Unitarian Association, 1868), I, pp. 101-106. This
was first published in 18L46.
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and seem quite disposed to be pleased. I have said distinctly that I
wish ours to be entirely a social intercourse, and they take me at my
word." A year later Henry's health declined, so he decided to accept
an offer to teach divinity at Harvard where the work would be easier.
He resigned in 1829, giving as one reason the "destitute condition" of
the society, but they refuscd to let him go. The congregation agreed
to hire an associate pastor without reducing Henry Ware's salary in
order to lighten the load (the associate was Ralph Waldo Emerson).
The Wares went to Europe for a vacation in 1830, and on their return
the congregation accepted his resignation. Henry Ware began teaching
at Harvard where his work appears to have been more than satisfactory
since the University awarded him the Doctor of Divinity degree in 1834.
One would expect that an aristocratic denomination would pay their min-
isters and their teachers of ministers a reasonable salary. But in
1842, about a year before her husband's death, Mary Ware wrote that
she was not

unmindful of the difficulties which poverty brings,--the

hindrances to the satisfactory education of children, the

loss of intellectual privileges, and the wear and tear to

the spirit of the uncertainties of daily supply for even

the necessary wants of life. I understand it all....l

Some writers have assumed that the Federal Street Church in Boston,
where William Ellery Channing served from 1803 until his death in 1842,
contained an upper-class congregation. One biographer suggested that
Channing's "more affluent listeners" were probably pained at his remarks

that the loss of property during the War of 1812 was only a minor evil.19

18Edward B. Hall, Memoir of Mary L. Ware, Wife of Henry Ware, Jr.
(Boston: American Unitarian Association, 1869), pp. 197, 309-310, 371.

19Arthur'w. Brown, Always Young for Liberty, A Biography of William
Ellery Channing (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 19525, p. 83.
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Another biographer declared that after Channing's book Slavery appeared
in 1835, his parishioners, "respectable, conservative citizens, most of
them, were painfully distressed.“20 After attending one of Channing's
services in 1836, William Lloyd Garrison remarked that the minister's
sermon on aiding the lower classes probably was '"too republican a dose
for his aristocratical congre,gation.“21 Yet one biographer wrote that
occasionally Channing aided "needy parishioners who sought his help and
so brought him into contact with some of life's vicissitudes."22 So the
Federal Street Church, like King's Chapel, had rich and poor members but
we are not sure how many of each.

Channing confirmed the point that Boston Unitarian churches drew
men from many social positions. In 1817 he requested his society to
provide a vestry building near the meetinghouse for a number of activi-
ties: a Sunday School, a singing school, a charity school, religious
meetings, and a library. Regarding the library, Channing said:

There are some families of our number, in which individuals

may be found with a strong taste for reading, but who cannot

afford to purchase any but the most necessary books. In the

families of the opulent, too, there are often but few books

suited to illustrate the Scriptures, and to furnish religious

instruction, and these few are often far from being the best .23
In 1833 Channing denied the accusation that Unitarianism was an aristo-
cratic faith. "It has often been objected to our views of Christianity,"

he said, "that they are suited to the educated, rich, fashionable, and

not to the wants of the great mass of human beings. This charge, could

2OMadelein.e Hooke Rice, Federal Street Pastor: The Life of William

Ellery Channing (New York: Bookman Associates, 1961), pp. 222-223.
Rice also uses this assumption on pp. 53, 73, 161-162, 168.

21Ibid., pp. 171-172.

*2pid., p. 162.

2%&. H. Channing, W. E. Channing, pp. 296-297.







22
it be substantiated, would be a weightier argument against them than all
others. We know it to be false; and yet why has it been urged?" He
answered that Unitarians often did not exhibit '"the manifestation of a
brotherly concern for the multitude of men," that they were often cold

2k And in an ordination sermon in 1839 for Rev. Robert C.

toward others.
Waterston, he séid, "You are now set apart to be a Minister at Large.
This is the distinction of your office. Whilst other ministers gather
worshippers into their churches from all the conditions of life, you
expect to labor chiefly among the less prosperous, the destitute."25

Channing's words are supported by an English Unitarian minister,
Rev. William Adam, who visited Boston during May Meetings in 1839. Adam
found that the many Unitarian churches of the city were usually crowded
on Sunday. In the paraphrased report of his speech he said that "here
he saw Unitarian Christianity supported by numbers, by wealth, by asso-
ciated influence, by the press, and by the pulpit."26

Rev. George Ripley, well-known for his leadership at Brook Farm in
the 1840's, settled over a society in Boston that attracted people of
various ranks in society. Shortly after Ripley's ordination over the
Purchase Street Church in 1826, he told his mother that his parishioners
"are chiefly from the middling classes of society." ©Not long afterward
he again wrote his mother that liberal Christianity '*has been reproached
as a faith merely for men of intellect and taste. It is so, but it also

speaks loudly to the poor and uneducated, as I have had ample proof."27

2b1pid., pp. LBO-L481.

25Channing, Works, p. 93.

26Fourteenth Annual Report, AUA, 1839, p. 36.

27Octavius Brooks Frothingham, George Ripley (Boston: Houghton,
Mifflin and Company, 1883), pp. 36-40.
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When the "Radical Controversy" erupted with Ripley on the side of the
radicals, he became dissatisfied with conservative Unitarianism and de-
cided to leave the ministry, using financial difficulties as a reason.
The society admitted its fiscal straits and promised him more support.
Ripley remained until the middle of 1841. When he left his parishioners
expressed their appreciation with a cash gift of $500, a set of garden
tools, and other small items.

Throughout much of the nineteenth century the South Congregational
Church drew few upper-class members. Rev. Mellish Irving Motte served
there from 1828 to 1842. When Motte died in 1881, Rev. Edward Everett
Hale described the society of Motte's day in his eulogy as one where
the people "lived together, much as the people live in an intelligent
country town to-day, with no great thought of the amusements or the
occupations of the some-what distant city." Hale related a tradition
that until a railroad network had been formed around the city, Motte
"was widely known among young people in the Norfolk towns as the Boston
minister nearest to the country, and the marriage records of the church
fully confirm the tradition." After Motte left, Rev. Frederic Dan
Huntington served the society to 1855. When Huntington resigned to
accept a teaching position at Harvard, E. E. Hale became the pastor.
Apparently before Hale's installation, Huntington told Hale that some-
where between 250 and 275 families belonged to the society along with
"many single persons, as clerks, schoolteachers etc, etc. Nearly all
of them are young. I think there are not six grey heads among them.
They are of the working genuine vital class, young merchants, mechanics,

men of the professions. There are babies in any quantity,--increasing

280rowe, George Ripley, pp. 120-171.
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families." Hale's son wrote that the South Congregational society "was
made up to a considerable degree...of young men and women with their for-
tunes to make in the world, and its situation was not very distant from
some of the poorer localities that were even then beginning to develop
in the newer parts of the <:ity."9'9

In addition to churches 'such as those mentioned, Boston had Uni-
tarian churches expressly for the poor whose pastors, "ministers-at-
large," were supported by the AUA from 1827 to 1834 when the Benevolent
Fraternity of Churches, another Unitarian body, assumed the responsi-

bility. 0

No pews were sold in these churches, all seats were free.
Rev. Alexander Young, aged twenty-four when ordained for the Sixth
Congregational Church (New South) in 1825, cited the ministry-at-large
in 1830 as evidence of the appeal Unitarianism had for the poor. He
also wrote that the faith had been accepted in New England at first
"by the intelligent, reflecting, educated part of the people," but he

31 By 1860

did not say only among the rich or long-established families.
seven Unitarian chapels with ministers-at-large served the poor in Boston.
In that year Rev. James Freeman Clarke complained that churches should

not be set aside for the poor, but rather the churches should admit rich

and poor people. He thought, however, that the ministry-at-large had

29"M’ellish Irving Motte," HLF, III, pp. 259-263; Edward E. Hale,
Jr., The Life and Letters of Edward Everett Hale (2 vols.; Boston:
Little, Brown, and Company, 1917), I, pp. 283-284.

3OWilbur, History of Unitarianism, p. 442; "Joseph Tuckerman,"
HLF, IT, pp. 103-117. See Cooke's chapter on the ministry-at-large
in Unitarianism in America, pp. 247-261.

31Alexander Young, Evangelical Unitarianism Adapted to the Poor
and Unlearned (2d ed.; Boston: American Unitarian Association, 1832).
When first published, the Christian Register thought the tract would
"silence this unfounded objection to our principles," 19 June 1830.
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been successful. Should one examine their records, Clarke believed, one
would find that these churches had been beneficial, proof of which would
be the satisfaction gained by ministers who had served in them.32

A quarrel in 1836 over the sale of pews produced some statements

about the social structure of Boston's churches. In his Discourse on

the Wants of the Times in 1836, Rev. Orestes A. Brownson, then in his

Unitarian phase, accused the Boston churches of being aristocratic be-
cause the sale of pews favored the rich. A correspondent to the Christian
Register, signing himself "A Worshipper, Not a Pew-Holder," defended the
sale of pews and the annual taxes levied on pewholders usually in propor-
tion to the pewholders' ability to pay. He said some seats in the
churches were reserved for the poor; they were not excluded but were
invited to attend services. "Many [of the poor]," he wrote, "do come."
Another correspondent to the paper rebuked Brownson and detailed the
social structure of Boston's Unitarians:

For by whom are our churches filled? And by whom, for the
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