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ABSTRACT 
 

This study explores how some leading Quakers in the period 1895–1925 promoted liberal 
views within the Religious Society of Friends in Britain and the USA. It focuses on the use of 
denominational history as a medium through which to transmit these ideas, in particular on the 
Rowntree History Series. It is argued that the Rowntree History Series played a vitally impor-
tant role in the construction of Liberal Quaker identity throughout this period, focussing on the 
attitudes of in�uential Quakers John Wilhelm Rowntree, Rufus Jones and William Charles 
Braithwaite, in order to demonstrate that the Rowntree History Series was presented to enable 
Liberal Quakers to af�rm Quaker tradition while at the same time justifying fundamental theo-
logical changes. The study concludes that the Rowntree History Series can be primarily 
understood as an intended resource for education and preparation for ministry. 
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Part I. INTRODUCTION 
 
In this study I explore how some leading Quakers promoted liberal views within 
the Religious Society of Friends in Britain and the USA.1 In particular I focus on 
the use of denominational history as a medium through which to strengthen and 
rede�ne Quaker identity according to a liberal theology. The Quakers involved 
in this project held pivotal roles in the envisioning, initiating and establishing of 
educational initiatives, such as summer schools,2 Woodbrooke3 and the Friends’ 
Historical Society, 4  thereby in�uencing signi�cant changes in the theological 
identity of the Religious Society of Friends during the period 1895–1925. Crucial 
for the success of these initiatives was the identi�cation of speakers and study 
materials that spoke to the religious questions of the day. A series of books, 
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entitled the Rowntree History Series, was published between the years 1909 and 
1921.5 I focus on the Rowntree History Series as the primary study material used 
in these educational initiatives and argue that it: 

� can be understood primarily as a resource for education and a preparation 
for ministry; 

� was presented so as to make it easier for the authors to af�rm Quaker 
tradition while adapting the theology of their immediate predecessors; 

� demonstrates that those Liberal Quakers interested in history genuinely 
believed that a truly accurate historical study was the only way to clear 
away the ‘distortions’ of quietism and evangelical revival and ‘recapture’ 
what was unique to Quakerism; 

� was used to justify fundamental theological changes; 
� demonstrates the liberal optimism of its authors that the facts which 

would emerge from this historical study would be bene�cial to the 
Religious Society of Friends. 

 
Although the Rowntree History Series comprises three additional books, in this 
study I focus on The Beginnings of Quakerism and The Second Period of Quakerism by 
William Charles Braithwaite (1862–1922) and volumes one and two of Later 
Periods of Quakerism by Rufus Jones (1863–1948). These four books are the most 
signi�cant in the Rowntree History Series and are representative of the authors’ 
attitudes towards Quaker history. 
 The chronological parameters of this study are 1895–1925. Although some 
Liberal Quaker theology is evident with the publication of A Reasonable Faith in 
18856 and The Gospel of Divine Help in 1886,7 the Manchester Conference8 in 
1895 was the �rst major event of Liberal Quakerism. The Rowntree History 
Series was subsequently researched, written and then published between 1912 and 
1921. My study extends until 1925 in order to include the initial response to 
volume two of Rufus Jones’s Later Periods of Quakerism. 
 I refer to the process by which Liberal Quakerism emerged as a ‘transforma-
tion’ because this implies the least value judgment. However, words such as 
‘renewal’ and ‘renaissance’ are used when referring to the arguments of particular 
historians for whom these are their preferred terms. 
 I refer to the type of Quakerism which emerged at the end of the nineteenth 
century as ‘Liberal Quakerism’. Another possible term would be ‘modernist 
Quakerism’9  which would perhaps better describe leading Quakers’ rationalist 
perspective and their attempt to deal with the intellectual questions of their day. 
Indeed, Aubrey claims that modernism represents an approach to theology, rather 
than a set of conclusions.10 This approach is one which recognises the formative 
in�uence of scienti�c method on the modern mind11 and which therefore uses all 
the academic methods available, such as historical criticism.12 Aubrey identi�es 
four characteristics of modernist Christianity in the early twentieth century: �rstly, 
a respect for the worth of the individual;13 secondly, a belief in democracy;14 
thirdly, a humanism or anthropocentrism which led to a focus on the immanence 
of God;15 and �nally, an optimistic worldview, which lasted until the First World 
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War. 16  These �nal two characteristics are particularly relevant to the Quaker 
context and are discussed in more detail in the following paragraphs. However, I 
use the term ‘liberal’ partially because it tends to indicate an optimistic outlook on 
life and theology and this was certainly true of Quakers at the time, but mainly 
because it was the term proponents most often used to describe themselves. 
 On one level, there is, as Mason recognises, no ‘absolute’ liberalism.17 Liberal-
ism changes according to the intellectual fashions of the time and Christian 
liberalism believes that it is desirable for Christianity to restate itself in each age.18 
Christian liberalism became a signi�cant religious movement in the 1880s,19 in 
response to the increasing use of biblical criticism and call for all religious claims 
to be based on reason or experience. Dorrien de�nes Christian liberalism in the 
following way: 
 

Liberal theology is de�ned by its openness to the verdicts of modern intellectual 
inquiry, especially historical criticism and the natural sciences; its commitment to 
the authority of individual reason and experience; its conception of Christianity as 
an ethical way of life; its favouring of moral concepts of atonement; and its commit-
ment to make Christianity credible and socially relevant to contemporary people.20 

 
Mason emphasises the optimism of Christian liberalism. He describes it as 
‘basically cheerful’ and believing that ‘God’s goodness is all around us, and he can 
speak to us through anything’.21 This optimism is certainly a key feature of Quaker 
liberalism in the early twentieth century and is a theme to which reference will be 
made repeatedly throughout this study. Mason also writes that ‘liberal optimism 
about human nature lays itself open to mockery’.22 The First World War23 caused 
many liberals to revise their opinions on human nature, although this was less 
apparent for Quaker liberals than other Christians.24 
 Mason also describes an interest in the historic Jesus and the ‘social gospel’25 as 
being important features of Christian liberalism.26 However, Dorrien points out 
that the relationship between liberalism and the social gospel was not that simple. 
He recognises that there was frequently an overlap between the two movements, 
but writes that ‘there were liberal theologians who were not social gospellers and 
social gospellers who were not theologically liberal’.27 
 I have therefore identi�ed �ve key tendencies within Christian liberalism: 
�rstly, valuing biblical criticism; secondly, appealing to reason and/or experience; 
thirdly, being optimistic about human nature; fourthly, being interested in the 
historic Jesus; �fthly, emphasising the social gospel. Although it took a little longer 
for liberalism to become in�uential within the Religious Society of Friends, when 
it did it tended to follow broadly the same patterns as general Christian liberalism. 
 I would, however, like to say a little more about the role of optimism in 
Liberal Quakerism. There were three interlinked strands to Quaker optimism: 
�rstly, the underlying belief that there was something fundamentally good and 
divine in every human, represented by the doctrine of the Inner Light; secondly, 
the belief in the inevitability of progress, which led them to have con�dence in 
the glorious future of this new type of Quakerism;28 thirdly, the glori�cation of 
early Quakerism as a Prophetic society, combined with the other two forms of 
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optimism, led Liberal Quakers to believe that the Religious Society of Friends 
might be able to lead ‘in the struggle to bring about the Kingdom of God on 
earth’.29 All this combined to cause what Phillips has described as ‘a growing call 
for the Society of Friends to take its place as the Christian community which 
alone could reconcile faith with modernity’.30 
 However, there were also several characteristics of Quaker liberalism which 
were distinctive to the Religious Society of Friends. Kennedy identi�es two main 
distinctive characteristics of Liberal Quakerism additional to normative Liberal 
Christianity: �rstly, a renewed emphasis on the Inward Light; secondly, the use of 
modern Biblical criticism; thirdly, a call for the renewal of unprogrammed minis-
try.31 Of these, the �rst and third characteristics are clearly unique to the Religious 
Society of Friends and even the second was interpreted and enacted in a way 
which was distinctively Quaker as the following quote demonstrates: 
 

During the nineteenth century, they said, the Society of Friends had acquired the 
ponderous baggage of protestant Evangelicalism which, together with the revelations 
of modern science and biblical criticism, had become a millstone threatening to drag 
Quakerism down into a welter of undistinguished, indistinguishable nonconformist 
sects. But they were convinced that the strangling bonds of Biblical literalism could 
be loosened through the recovery and repossession of the early and unique sources 
of Quaker inspiration, especially the doctrine of the Inward Light which emphasised 
the indwelling spirit of God in each human soul.32 

 
The Inward Light is the central distinctive doctrine of the Religious Society of 
Friends: Thomas Hamm has demonstrated that every faction in nineteenth-
century Quakerism in some way de�ned itself in relation to it. 33  It has been 
known by various different names: the original full form was the ‘Inward Light of 
Christ’, around the start of the twentieth century it became more usual to speak 
of the ‘Inner Light’ or, rarely, the even more modern formulation, ‘that of God’ 
in every person. These different names re�ect different theological viewpoints.34 
For conservatives, salvation would have been dependent on obedience to God as 
revealed through the Inward Light. For Liberal Quakers of this period, the Inner 
Light was frequently equated with the conscience, although earlier Quakers 
would have insisted that these referents differed.35 
 The emphasis on a renewal of unprogrammed ministry was also a distinctively 
Quaker aspect of Liberal Quakerism. With only a few exceptions, 36  Liberal 
Quakers believed that ‘the future of Quakerism depended on maintaining its 
tradition of eschewing hireling ministers while developing a ministry that was 
dynamic and modern as well as “free” ’.37 Many Quakers were drawn to Quaker-
ism out of a sense of frustration with the condition of ministry in their local 
meetings. Kennedy characterises their frustration thus: 
 

Why did the Quaker ideal of a free, open, and spontaneous meeting for worship so 
often result in empty silence or in spoken words so narrowly conceived as to leave 
most of the audience wishing that silence had prevailed?38 

 
From the liberal perspective, meetings which wished to remain unprogrammed 
needed to do more than simply reject the programmed option, they needed to 
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positively commit to the education of ministers in order to improve the quality of 
the ministry.39 Liberal Quakers therefore advocated several educational initiatives 
in order to improve the quality of unprogrammed worship. 
 The stereotype of this period of Quaker history is that the Liberal Quakers were 
in opposition to the evangelical Quakers and that the liberals eclipsed evangelicals 
swiftly and completely.40 However, the historical picture is actually far more com-
plicated. Dorrien describes liberal theology as being the child of two heritages: 
 

From its Enlightenment-modernist heritage it has upheld the authority of modern 
knowledge, emphasised the continuity between reason and revelation, championed 
the values of tolerance, humanistic individualism, and democracy, and, for the most 
part, distrusted metaphysical claims. From its evangelical heritage it has af�rmed the 
authority of Christian experience, upheld the divinity and sovereignty of Ct, 
preached the need of personal salvation, and emphasised the importance of Christian 
missions.41 

 
This tendency is equally observable within the Religious Society of Friends: any 
given individual may include elements of liberal, evangelical or modernist in ways 
that can defy categorisation. Davie emphasised that Liberal Quakerism has never 
been theologically uniform42 and that Liberal Quakerism in the early twentieth 
century was in fact acceptable to many evangelical Quakers.43 Davie explains this 
by drawing attention to the fact that, in this period, Liberal Quakerism placed 
Christ �rmly in the centre of its theology. Liberal Quakers were attempting to 
�nd new ways to understand and relate to Christ and the Bible, but devotion to 
Christ remained at the heart of Liberal Quakerism just as it had been for 
evangelical Quakerism.44 
 Nevertheless Liberal Quakerism can be seen as a discrete theology and one that 
became dominant in the Yearly Meeting due to the work of those such as Jones 
and Braithwaite. In some ways Liberal Quakerism during this period can be char-
acterised as a movement into wider society as Quakerism attempted to embrace 
modern thought such as Darwinian science and biblical criticism. In other ways, 
such as its rejection of militarism, Liberal Quakerism was profoundly counter-
cultural.45 It tended to favour mystical experience over doctrinal obedience and 
reaf�rmed Quaker principles such as the belief in the Inward Light and the 
rejection of a formal, paid ministry.  
 
1. OUTLINE OF STUDY 
In the remainder of this Part, I consider the wider signi�cance of the research 
undertaken in this study, the methodology used and conduct a review of the 
existing relevant literature. 
 Part II considers the original vision held by Rowntree for writing and 
publishing Quaker history. I argue that Rowntree’s historical study can be 
understood primarily through the lens of his concern for the revitalisation of 
Quaker worship. It is obvious that he saw his research not simply as a scholarly 
endeavour, but as a means to achieve this vision and as study material integral to 
concurrent educational initiatives. 



QUAKER STUDIES  12 

 

 Part III describes the prevalent debate about the Rowntree History Series and 
argues that this debate ignores one of its most interesting aspects, the one on 
which I focus: namely, its role in the Quaker history movement and its 
signi�cance in the formation of Liberal Quaker identity. 
 Part IV considers the emphases of the two volumes written by Braithwaite for 
the Rowntree History Series. Although he has generally been treated in a more 
kindly way by later reviewers than has Jones, I argue that there are still several 
ways in which his Liberal Quaker bias is observable. 
 Part V focuses on the emphases of two of Jones’s volumes for the Rowntree 
History Series. Here I argue that there are several more interesting evidences of 
bias than have usually been mentioned by reviewers, such as his emphasis on the 
importance of education or the value of denominational identity. 
 Part VI argues that since the emphases described in the previous two Parts were 
closely linked to the fundamental tenets of Liberal Quaker faith, the Rowntree 
History Series is inextricably linked with the Liberal Quaker identity emerging 
during the period. I compare my �ndings with the Ritschlian School of History 
during the early twentieth century as well as with Methodist use of history later in 
the twentieth century in order to demonstrate the ways in which the Rowntree 
History Series’ role in identity formation was unique to the Liberal Quakerism of 
the period. 
 Part VII, the Conclusion, draws together all the threads presented in this study 
in order to present my arguments that the Rowntree History Series: 

� can be primarily understood as a resource for education and a preparation 
for ministry; 

� was presented so as to make it easier for the authors to af�rm Quaker 
tradition while adapting the theology of their immediate predecessors; 

� demonstrates that those Liberal Quakers interested in history genuinely 
believed that a truly accurate historical study was the only way to clear 
away the ‘distortions’ of quietism and evangelical revival and ‘recapture’ 
what was unique to Quakerism; 

� was used to provide a link between contemporary liberal theology and 
the beliefs and practices of early Friends; 

� demonstrates the liberal optimism of its authors that the emergence of 
historical facts would be bene�cial to the Religious Society of Friends. 

 
2. SIGNIFICANCE OF THIS RESEARCH 
At the same time that the Rowntree History Series was being produced, there 
was also an impressive increase in the number of historical books and articles 
published, as well as a noticeable shift in content from Quaker hagiography to 
Quaker history. Yet, study of the way in which this Quaker history was con-
ducted has been noticeably lacking. The Creation of Quaker Theory,46 a compilation 
of contemporary research, addresses this issue somewhat by recognising that most 
scholarship in Quaker Studies is completed by Quakers. The issue of ‘insider’ 
scholarship is especially relevant in a non-creedal denomination such as the 
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Religious Society of Friends, as it potentially has even greater in�uence on 
theological identity. 
 The early twentieth century was a signi�cant period in Quaker history due to 
the substantial theological developments which occurred at that time. Despite 
this, it is a remarkably under-researched period, as we see in the literature review 
below. The study of the growth of interest in Quaker history is particularly signi-
�cant for a variety of reasons. Firstly, the scholarship which addresses Quakerism 
in the early twentieth century frequently overlooks this interest in denominational 
history. Secondly, subsequent study of Quaker history developed from the Rown-
tree Historical Series. Thirdly, although it is generally recognised that Braithwaite 
and Jones did allow their liberal theology to in�uence their scholarship,47 there 
has been remarkably little research into the precise form of this in�uence. 
 
3. METHODOLOGY 
I focus on the role of Rowntree History Series in the transformation of Quakerism 
during the period 1895–1925. My primary method is the careful reading of the 
writings of John Wilhelm Rowntree,48 William Charles Braithwaite and Rufus 
Jones49 in order to demonstrate the view of Quaker history which they held. 
These three Quakers are most relevant to this study because they were the most 
obviously involved with writing Quaker history during this period. Rowntree 
envisioned and initiated the Quaker history movement and, after his death, Jones 
and Braithwaite wrote and published their historical studies as a series dedicated to 
Rowntree.50 This study considers either their published works, in particular the 
Rowntree History Series itself, or personal correspondence.51 Opinions or inter-
pretations about early Quakers expressed by these writers are analysed in relation 
to Liberal Quaker theology. I have found a clear link between these historians’ 
theology and their interpretation of Quaker history. 
 However, my methodology changes when I assess the impact of the Rowntree 
History Series in Quaker identity formation. In Part III I contrast my approach 
with that of other academics and in Part VI I present a detailed study of the role 
of history in the process of Quaker identity formation. In these Parts, I analyse 
primary evidence in the light of theories of denominational identity formation. 
 
4. LITERATURE REVIEW 
There are several important challenges when researching the Quakerism of 1895–
1925. Firstly, the books about Christianity during that period say little that is 
directly relevant to Quaker history. 52  Although it is useful to understand the 
cultural in�uences which affected Quakerism, it is often dif�cult to make the 
connection between cultural trends and changes in Quaker thought. 
 Secondly, there are few scholars who have written speci�cally about that 
period of Quaker history. Thomas Kennedy, Thomas Hamm, Elizabeth Isichei, 
Roger Wilson, Martin Davie and Brian Phillips all conducted historical research 
into approximately that period, but even Kennedy, who researches furthest into 
the twentieth century, ends with the First World War. There is virtually nothing 
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written about Quakers in the last few years of my study or about Quaker attitudes 
towards history during this time. 
 Of the historians named above, Kennedy is the most useful because he covers 
the most relevant period, writes the most extensively and acknowledges the 
importance of Quaker history to Liberal Quakerism. Kennedy’s book, British 
Quakerism, is probably the most authoritative work on this period. He has also 
written several articles, the most relevant of which to my research is ‘History and 
the Quaker Renaissance’.53 
 Regarding the relevance of history to Liberal Quakerism, Kennedy writes that 
Rowntree and Jones were convinced that Quakers’ lack of knowledge about their 
own history represented one of the most serious threats to the survival of the 
Religious Society of Friends as a vital religious community.54 Rowntree and Jones 
wanted to use history to demonstrate to both insiders and outsiders the relevance 
and modernity of the Quaker message.55  This vision spread and nearly every 
in�uential participant in the Liberal Quaker movement was also a member of the 
Friends’ Historical Society when it was established in 1903. Kennedy argues that 
this emphasis on denominational history became one of the de�ning characteristics 
of Liberal Quakerism.56 This is obviously directly relevant to my study; however, 
Kennedy never adequately explains the theological reason why history took on 
such importance for Liberal Quakers57 and this is where my work differs from his. 
Even in ‘History and the Quaker Renaissance’ Kennedy is primarily interested in 
considering the in�uence of Rowntree himself rather than focussing on history per 
se. 
 Thomas Hamm’s work, The Transformation of American Quakerism, is helpful for 
the information it provides about Jones and his American context.58 In particular, 
Hamm provides information about developments in the USA that occurred at the 
Quaker colleges which are comparable to the developments in Britain described 
by Kennedy. Elsewhere, Hamm looks at the nineteenth-century evangelical 
Quaker historian, Robert Barclay of Reigate.59 Hamm claims that later Liberal 
Quaker historians used Barclay as a foundation for their studies. My research tends 
to agree with Hamm’s interpretation, but it is not an area of emphasis for this 
study. 
 Isichei’s book is a detailed consideration of Victorian Quakerism; however, it is 
less helpful than either Kennedy’s or Hamm’s work because it covers a period of 
history preceding my parameters. There are also two key aspects of her evaluation 
of Quakerism in the latter part of the nineteenth century with which I disagree. 
For example, in terms of her attitudes towards the emergence of Liberal Quaker-
ism, Isichei claims that Liberal Quaker theology spread rapidly and completely.60 I 
disagree with Isichei in this respect since I conclude that there were still a number 
of Quaker evangelicals when the Rowntree History Series was being published.61 
I also disagree with Isichei’s claim that there were many similarities between 
Quaker liberals and earlier Quaker quietists.62 Isichei misinterprets the fundamental 
difference between these two groups which centres on their differing understand-
ings of the ‘self’.63 
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 Isichei’s work enhances my understanding of the changes that Quakers 
experienced at the turn of the century and this is relevant to my exploration of 
denominational identity formation. Whereas Quaker quietists in the nineteenth 
century tended to disparage education as ‘worldly’ and unhelpful to salvation, 
Quaker liberals saw education as vital to an intelligent evaluation of faith.64 This 
dramatic shift is directly relevant to Quaker attitudes towards history. 
 In ‘Friendly Patriotism’ Brian Phillips’s parameters are 1890–1910, slightly later 
than Isichei, and slightly earlier than mine. Phillips considers Quaker attitudes 
towards and interactions with the British state, which is helpful to my understand-
ing of the social and political context. He is speci�cally interested in the way in 
which Quakers straddled multiple identities;65 this is, therefore, relevant to my 
study of the construction of Liberal Quaker identity. Phillips’s work makes clear 
that Liberal Quakerism, with its con�dence bordering on smugness, did represent 
a substantial shift in ideas of the ‘self’.66 One of the few points of theological 
agreement between quietist and evangelical Quakers had been their emphasis on 
the fallen and sinful nature of humanity. In contrast, liberals emphasised that there 
was something divine within humanity and that this could be relied on to provide 
guidance on how to live one’s life. This sometimes led to a certainty about their 
religious mission which, with hindsight, reads as hubris. Understanding this theo-
logical change in ideas of human nature is essential because I argue that without 
this understanding the historical studies themselves cannot be adequately analysed. 
 The �rst half of Martin Davie’s book, British Quaker Theology Since 1895, is 
helpful in understanding the theological changes represented by Liberal Quaker-
ism.67 His delineation of the links between Liberal Quakers and liberal theologians 
of other denominations elucidates the links between Quakers and the wider 
religious culture. 68  He also writes about the connection between history and 
Liberal Quaker theology: 
 

The ‘Rowntree’ history operates on two levels… In the �rst part it was argued that 
Quakerism was not part of Protestant orthodoxy, but part of an alternative ‘mystical’ 
and ‘spiritual’ form of religion. In the second part it was argued that the early 
Quaker experience of God still carried conviction, but it needed to be reinterpreted 
in contemporary terms.69 

 
Davie’s analysis clearly recognises that theology affected the content of the 
Rowntree History Series. However, he overlooks both the shift in understanding 
of human nature which made an intellectual approach to religion important to 
Liberal Quakers, as well as the reasons why history in particular was chosen as 
important to identity formation. 
 
5. SUMMARY 
In this Part I outlined key arguments, discussed methodology and sources, and 
demonstrated the originality of my research by conducting a review of literature 
relevant to this study. 
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Part II. THE BENEFIT OF HISTORY 

 
That day…saw a ‘beginning’ of love that was to be ‘of perpetual worth’ and that 
was to have its goal on ‘the happy hill’, the birth of an unending friendship between 
John Wilhelm Rowntree and myself. We spent most of that Sunday �nding our 
intellectual and spiritual contacts, reviewing to one another our past lives and fore-
casting possible plans for the future… It was a day of continual thrills—my �rst 
experience on a high snow mountain—but greater than the joy of climbing or of 
seeing sunrise on the Jungfrau or of plunging down a mountain top into space, was 
my highborn joy as I went on discovering the remarkable character and quality of 
the new friend who was walking by my side. We both knew before the day was 
over that we were to be comrades for the rest of life.70 

 
This momentous meeting between Jones and Rowntree occurred in 1897; it was 
an event which changed the future of the Religious Society of Friends in Britain 
and the USA.71 In this Part I introduce Rowntree and Jones, then describe and 
analyse the vision of history as held initially by Rowntree and later by various 
in�uential Quakers as the writing of the Rowntree History Series progressed. 
 
1. AN INFLUENTIAL FRIENDSHIP 
At the time of his meeting with Jones, Rowntree had already emerged as a 
leading proponent of Liberal Quakerism within London Yearly Meeting. Born in 
1868, he was not initially a promising prophetic �gure.72 From childhood he had 
grown increasingly deaf and in young adulthood he contracted an eye disease 
which led to the gradual deterioration of his sight. Rowntree had gone through a 
period of spiritual doubt and despondency when he was young in which he was 
close to resigning his membership from the Religious Society of Friends. 73 
Although he gradually resolved his own spiritual disquiet, he did not make peace 
with the existing conditions of Quakerism74 and it was from this that his motiva-
tion developed to bring about change within the Religious Society of Friends. It 
was only after he left school and began work in his father’s factory that he began 
to show any aptitude in leadership, a transformation which neither biographer 
accounts for. 75  In 1892, Rowntree gave a very powerful ministry at London 
Yearly Meeting in which he pleaded for greater understanding of the spiritual 
struggles of young Friends who were attempting to reconcile their Quakerism 
with modern life. This ministry propelled him into the public arena of Quakerism 
and he became increasingly active within the Religious Society of Friends. In 
1895, he was invited as a key speaker at the Manchester Conference on the sub-
ject of ‘Has Quakerism a Message to the World Today?’76 After the Conference, 
Rowntree was involved with almost all of the important developments which 
mark the transformation of Quakerism during that period. Bronner describes him 
as the catalyst of the transformation itself77 and Kennedy describes him as the 
‘prophet and champion’ of Seekers among late-Victorian Quakers, just as George 
Fox had been for the Seekers of the seventeenth century.78 
 Jones has been described by Hugh Doncaster as making ‘the greatest contribu-
tion to the life and thought of Friends this [the twentieth] century’.79 At the end 
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of the nineteenth century Jones was already reasonably well known among 
American Quakers. Jones was born in 1863 in the small town of South China, 
Maine.80 Hungry for an education beyond the level of most of his Quaker family, 
Jones was educated �rst at Providence Friends School in Rhode Island81 and then 
at Haverford College in Pennsylvania. 82  Majoring in philosophy, it was at 
Haverford that he discovered what would become a life-long interest in the study 
of mysticism.83 After graduation, Jones taught at Oakwood Seminary, a Quaker 
boarding school in New York State84 until 1893 when he was offered a combined 
position editing Friends Review and teaching philosophy at Haverford.85 In 1894 
the Friends Review was combined with The Christian Worker to form the American 
Friend under the general editorship of Jones.86 This meant that, by the time of his 
meeting with Rowntree, Jones held authoritative positions as well as an accepted 
platform for the transmission of his increasingly liberal ideas. Although many now 
disagree with his theories, Jones was an incredibly in�uential �gure in the �rst half 
of the twentieth century. 
 After the initial meeting between Jones and Rowntree, they kept in close 
contact and saw each other on average twice a year, mostly in the course of 
Rowntree’s visits to America to visit an eye-specialist. From the beginning, Jones 
and Rowntree discussed the potential writing of a history of Quakerism. They 
believed that Rowntree’s interest in Quaker history and Jones’s interest in 
mysticism were a providential combination and it was early on agreed that Jones 
would write an introductory volume on the origins of Quakerism in continental 
medieval mysticism.87 
 
2. A VISION OF A QUAKER HISTORY 
Rowntree held the initial vision of the history and so in this Part it is his vision of 
history that is analysed. Rowntree’s vision was closely connected with his �rst and 
central concern about the condition of the free ministry88 among Quakers. In 
analysing the legacy of Rowntree, Harold Morland89 wrote, ‘We have over and 
over again the plea for more de�nite and systematic religious study, so that from a 
better equipped membership may spring up a more searching ministry’.90 In 1899 
Rowntree wrote to Jones of a forthcoming visit to the USA in which he hoped 
to visit Quaker colleges and both programmed and unprogrammed91 meetings in 
order to assess the condition of ministry among American Quakers: 
 

The position of our Quaker Ministry in England is very serious. Friends have less 
and less leisure as time goes on. The demands on the ministry as education increases 
become more exacting, and, speaking broadly, it is not too much to say that our 
Quaker Ministry fails to address itself to modern needs and conditions. The study of 
the problem in England shows that is not wholly a spiritual problem, but largely a 
practical question to be solved by the application of common sense. In saying this, I 
recognise of course that the �rst condition is spiritual power, I merely mean that, 
granted live steam, you want the most economical and powerful engine for the 
steam to work.92 
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The results of his American visit combined with observations of British Quakers 
led Rowntree to conclude that the poor condition of ministry among Quakers 
would greatly bene�t from a deeper religious training among its members. As 
Joseph Rowntree93 reminded Jones, the study of history was only one of many 
ways in which Rowntree hoped to enliven Quaker ministry.94 Although I focus 
on Rowntree’s vision for the Quaker history, it remains essential to keep in mind 
the context of Rowntree’s dedication to Quaker ministry in general as well as to 
concurrent related educational initiatives. 
 The importance of this dual nature of Rowntree’s vision can be seen clearly in 
the quotation below in which Rowntree discusses his idea for an educational 
settlement for the training of ministers, a project which eventually became 
manifest as Woodbrooke. 
 

Ordinarily such a Settlement would be the outcome of a religious movement, just as 
for instance (though please don’t press the analogy!!) the monasteries were. In a 
sense that is true in this case. I believe the settlement is a deep religious concern laid 
upon those who are concerned in it—a real call. But in the general sense, it is true 
that we are seeking to provoke a spiritual revival by means of a settlement rather 
than that the settlement is founded as a result of a religious revival. 
 This obviously involves two things: 

1. If we are not to be arti�cial it means we must not move too fast; we must 
not hang the settlement in the air. We must begin quietly and let it grow 
with the growing sentiment of the Society. 

2. But it also means that we must take all the steps we can to develop that 
sentiment. 

We are really asking Friends to take a deeper view of their responsibility for the 
Ministry, using that term in its widest sense. We have therefore to provoke a spirit 
of self-sacri�ce. It is however important that the movement for deepening the sense 
of responsibility should coincide with the provision of a practical outlet for its 
expression. Hence settlement and revival must go together - - and this is the 
consummation that we seek to effect.95 

 
Since Quaker history was one of the subjects which Rowntree envisioned would 
be taught in this settlement, this quotation is pertinent to an understanding of 
Rowntree’s vision of history. He hoped that denominational history would also 
operate in this dual fashion to encourage a Quaker ‘revival’ or, in other words, a 
renewed sense of Quaker identity. 
 It is, therefore, clear that Rowntree believed that knowledge of history could 
provoke a stronger sense of Quaker identity, but it is not yet clear precisely how 
he believed this would happen. Kennedy describes Rowntree’s concern for the 
study of denominational history in the following way: 
 

Rowntree was convinced that the prevailing lack of solid historical knowledge, 
especially among young Friends, represented one of the gravest dangers to survival 
of the Society. He perceived that the rising generation of Quakers had, under the 
in�uence of modern thought, broken more completely with the ideas and attitudes 
of their fathers and grandfathers than any previous body of Friends. But if they 
rejected the evangelical tradition, the only one they had been taught, what was 
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there left in Quakerism, seemingly sunk into ‘a torpor of undeveloped intellectual 
power’ to hold their allegiance? There was, Rowntree said, the glorious past—
history—which he once described as the voice of God, many tongued.96 

 
Therefore, the study of Quaker history was largely to serve as a means of fostering 
denominational allegiance. Yet, the speci�c content to be studied was equally 
important. Morland wrote, ‘Principles may be usefully studied in the abstract, but 
they make their strongest appeal to enthusiasm when their concrete results are 
observed in the lives of those who allowed them full play’.97 In addition to mak-
ing essential Quaker principles and ideals appealing and accessible, Rowntree was 
clear that the object of his study was ‘mainly to present (as far as the teaching of 
history affords material) a guide to the true path of advance for the Quaker 
church’.98 
 The aim of conveying the message of the past so that it might become accessi-
ble and relevant to the present is clearly visible when one examines Rowntree’s 
earliest plans for the historical content. Correspondence with Norman Penney99 
in 1903 demonstrates that initially Rowntree intended his study to include only 
American Quakerism beginning with the Hicksite separation, the reason for this 
being that ‘it is in America that movements and tendencies incipient…in England 
have found full expression’.100 Rowntree appears to have originally believed that 
the details of the separations were those it was most important to understand in 
order for Quakerism to move forward. 
 However, Rowntree was equally clear that the message which was to be con-
veyed to the present still needed to be grounded in accurate historical fact.101 The 
strength of the commitment to historical accuracy differentiated the Rowntree 
History Series from preceding ‘historical’ material.102 I suggest that this emphasis, 
in addition to being grounded in the intellectual atmosphere of the time, also had 
a theological signi�cance. Historical accuracy was highly important to Quaker 
liberals, such as Rowntree, because they interpreted scienti�c methodology as a 
search for Truth that was guided by God. Of course, they wanted to be respected 
in the wider academic establishment, but even more important to them was their 
belief that it was only by examining the past in a way that was free from prejudice 
that they would �nd an inspired way forward. 
 This attitude can be contrasted with the fears of J. Bevan Braithwaite.103 Isichei 
describes how J. Bevan Braithwaite viewed the formation of the Friends’ Histori-
cal Society with great anxiety for the trouble it might cause.104 Kennedy observes 
that, ‘This incident re�ects not just differing views about the value of historical 
investigations but a radically different way of looking at the world and the Divine 
Plan for it’.105 J.B. Braithwaite appears to have feared that the historical research 
would detract from an emphasis on the Bible and that it was two self-centred 
rather than God-centred. For him, humanity was lost and helpless without strict 
adherence to the authority of the Bible. However, for the members of the Friends 
Historical Society each individual was an agent of God who could be guided by 
the authority of the Inner Light. They believed that this would be demonstrated 
in their historical research as much as in any other aspect of their life. 



QUAKER STUDIES  20 

 

3. THE UNFOLDING REALITY OF THE ROWNTREE HISTORY SERIES 
In 1905, on one of his journeys across the Atlantic, Rowntree contracted pneu-
monia and died within a few days of his arrival in the USA Jones was with his 
friend at the time and wrote that he felt Rowntree’s vision of a Quaker history 
pass into him. 106  On 4 and 5 September that year there was a gathering in 
Rowntree’s home in York of individuals concerned about the future of the 
Quaker history which included Rufus Jones, Joseph Rowntree,107 B. Seebohm 
Rowntree108 Arnold S. Rowntree,109 Joshua Rowntree,110 W.C. Braithwaite, T. 
Edmund Harvey,111 and A. Neave Brayshaw.112 They met to discuss how best to 
continue Rowntree’s history project. 113  Jones and Rowntree had been corre-
sponding for years about the project and so British Friends were predisposed to 
look to Jones for guidance.114 
 The Rowntree History Series developed from such discussions and was a major 
feat of organisation. I have found records of subsequent meetings in 1907,115 
1910116 and 1913117 and it is likely that there were others. Although Jones and 
Braithwaite became the primary authors, an impressive number of individuals 
contributed to the research and in all likelihood at least some of the writing. The 
many who helped included: Isaac Sharpless, Amelia Gummere,118 B. Seebohm 
Rowntree, Arnold Rowntree, Joshua Rowntree, T. Edmund Harvey,119 A. Neave 
Brayshaw,120 John Rowntree,121 Joan Fry,122 Emily Hart,123 Herbert Littleboy124 
and Anna Littleboy.125 
 Collaboration was dif�cult given the transatlantic locations of the primary 
authors. Several letters include reminders to Jones of the helpfulness of his sharing 
copies of his work with Braithwaite.126 The outbreak of the First World War 
while the books were being written both added to the dif�culty of communica-
tion between the authors127 and reduced the time available for the project since 
the authors were involved in much charitable work.128 Eventually, between 1909 
and 1921, all of the Rowntree History Series volumes were published. 
 
4. THE EVOLVING VISION 
The intention was that, whenever questions arose as to how a particular topic 
should be handled, Rowntree’s notes and outlines would be consulted.129 How-
ever, there were of course occasions when Rowntree’s notes were insuf�ciently 
detailed. In the rest of this Part, I shall analyse the non-Rowntree History Series 
writings of those involved in producing the Rowntree History Series in order to 
ascertain their vision for Quaker history and examine how some elements evolved 
over time under the care of various personalities. 
 Other than looking at the content of the Rowntree History Series, which I do 
in Part IV, one of the most valuable ways of discovering how Rowntree’s vision 
may have evolved after having been taken on by others is by examining the 
correspondence of Rowntree’s father, Joseph Rowntree. Although he had no part 
in the historical writing, Joseph Rowntree was responsible for the funding of the 
research and kept in close contact with the authors, corresponding particularly 
frequently with Jones in the absence of face-to-face contact. 
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 Early on in the research process Joseph Rowntree wrote to Jones, ‘There will 
need to be some common understanding among the writers so that, as the 
chapters go on, there may be a concentration of thought in certain directions, and 
the �nal chapter in which the threads are gathered together will, I think, be one 
of very special importance’.130 One gets the impression from his correspondence 
that Joseph Rowntree perceived himself as responsible for facilitating this common 
understanding. His letters are valuable sources of information since we must 
presume some level of agreement between Braithwaite, Jones and the opinions 
presented by Joseph Rowntree.131 
 From examining these letters it is obvious that the Rowntree History Series 
was regarded as more than simply a scholarly text.132 Joseph Rowntree wrote, on 
several occasions, of his con�dence that the authors would not be ‘satis�ed to 
write mere histories unless they carry a distinct teaching with them’.133Although 
the desire to invigorate Quaker ministry is still observable,134 the explicit emphasis 
is more frequently placed on learning from the lessons of the past.135 These lessons 
can be seen most clearly in the various emphases I describe in Parts IV and V. The 
letters also record discussion of ‘how much care will be needed to present early 
Quakerism as to commend it to the modern mind’.136 This is particularly obvious 
in the example of Joseph Rowntree’s and Braithwaite’s objections to the title, 
‘The Religion of the Peculiar Peoples’ at one stage proposed by Jones. Joseph 
Rowntree wrote that this title suggested to him, ‘the religion of cranks’ rather 
than the view of mysticism as authentic religion that the book was intended to 
convey.137 
 
5. SUMMARY 
I have now outlined the development of the Rowntree History Series; considering 
Rowntree’s vision for his history project and how it evolved under the subse-
quent care of the people committed to its completion. I have also demonstrated 
that historical accuracy and knowledge had an almost theological signi�cance for 
them. This lays the foundation for all of the main arguments of this study 
inasmuch as it demonstrates that: the idea for the Rowntree History Series was 
conceived against a backdrop of other initiatives for the revitalisation of the 
Religious Society of Friends and that the authors were equally committed to 
demonstrating the lessons of history as to maintaining historical accuracy. 
 

PART III. PERCEPTIONS OF THE ROWNTREE HISTORY SERIES 
 
Larry Ingle describes the ‘discussion of the role of mysticism in the early move-
ment’ as being the ‘longest running discussion in the history of the interpretation 
of Quakerism’.138 Although Ingle dismisses the value of continuing this discussion, 
it cannot be ignored completely. This Part describes the debate and attempts to 
reframe it by considering one aspect in particular of Jones’s and Braithwaite’s 
attitude towards the Rowntree History Series. 
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1. ACADEMIC ARGUMENT 
The debate revolves around Jones’s argument that there was a developmental link 
between early Quakers and continental medieval mystics. This theory about the 
origins of Quakerism was so important to Jones that two of his volumes in the 
Rowntree History Series were entirely dedicated to these ‘forerunners’ of Quak-
erism.139 In the literature reviewed for this study, Jones’s argument is presented 
most clearly in his introduction to Braithwaite’s Beginnings. 
 In the following quotation Jones states his belief that he had found the precur-
sors of Quakerism: 
 

The researches of recent years conclusively show that the movement, known in 
History as Quakerism, was part of a very much wider religious movement which 
had for many years been gathering volume and intensity, and which prepared the 
way, especially in England, for this particular type of lay-religion.140 

 
However, despite the claim that this had been ‘conclusively’ proven, Jones 
elsewhere admitted that the evidence is rather shaky. 
 

It is not yet and probably will not ever be, possible to prove that George Fox and 
the other leaders of this special movement consciously adopted their ideas and 
methods, their peculiar testimonies and form of organisation, from the Separatist 
sects which swarmed about them, and which were the product of many centuries of 
striving after an inward way to God.141 

 
Jones’s theory was highly in�uential at the time of publication; however, it has 
since become largely discredited. In 1925, H.G. Wood re-evaluated the extent to 
which George Fox had been in�uenced by the Puritanism around him.142 The 
idea that Fox was more puritan than mystic was later developed more fully by 
Geoffrey Nuttall143 and Hugh Barbour.144 When Braithwaite’s books were repub-
lished in the 1950s under the general editorship of Henry J. Cadbury, Jones’s 
introductions were dropped.145 In a replacement introduction, Hugh Doncaster 
wrote, 
 

We see more clearly…the content and the relevance of the Puritan background to 
the early Friends, and we know much more of contemporary movements and their 
in�uence on Friends.146 

 
Ingle asserts that this debate, which has continued for decades, has now effectively 
ended since ‘all modern students agree that Jones…at least overstated his case’.147 
However, Durnbaugh writes that although evidence for Jones’s theory is ‘quite 
thin’,148 he is ‘equally critical of the Puritan argument’.149 Similarly, Endy pointed 
out that both sides of the argument have tended to simplify both puritans and 
early Quakers150 and concluded: 
 

If Jones tended…to minimise the distinctions between Spiritualism and later forms 
of theological liberalism, he remains less misleading than those recent critics who 
would have us believe that the Quakers out-Calvinised even the Puritans and were 
simply adding some existential fervour to the Protestant formulas.151 

 
And he argues that, 
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It may be time to stop beating the Rufus Jones horse—not because it is dead, and 
not even out of kindness, but because it has many years of productive work left in it 
for those who are more interested in historical truth than in providing a �rst 
generation pedigree for their own corner of a complex religious movement.152 

 
Three issues are now considered in turn. Firstly, what was Jones’s actual attitude 
towards the in�uence of puritanism and mysticism on early Quakerism? Secondly, 
what was Braithwaite’s attitude towards Jones’s theories about the in�uence of 
puritanism and mysticism on early Quakerism? Thirdly, what is the overall 
signi�cance of this debate?  
 
2. RUFUS JONES 
In order to obtain a clearer understanding of the development of Jones’s theory of 
the origins of Quakerism in continental medieval mysticism, I rely on his corre-
spondence from the 1910s with Theodor Sippell. Sippell was a German academic 
who conducted most of the research into medieval mysticism for Jones.153 They 
maintained a close correspondence for several years until after the publication of 
the research when Sippell was offended by the lack of recognition he received for 
his research.154 
 When reading their early correspondence, one is struck by the enthusiasm 
Jones and Sippell had for the work they were doing as they discussed the in�u-
ence on early Quakerism of Boehme,155 and the Seekers, Levellers and Colle-
giants.156 At that stage they both seem to have been totally convinced of the link 
between Quakerism and those they identi�ed as its predecessors. They noted 
some concerns about hard evidence, but believed that what they had found was 
suf�cient proof.157 
 However, in later 1940s correspondence with Henry Cadbury, Jones demon-
strated that while remaining convinced of his theory of Quakerism’s antecedents, 
he was now more aware of its �aws. In a letter Jones directly responded to the 
criticisms which Nuttall raised against him: 
 

In reference to the �rst print of thy ‘Student’, it is, of course, impossible to prove 
with any certainty the continuity of Quakerism with Medieval Mysticism. There is 
a striking difference of type especially with Eckhart and the mystics who took the 
negative attitude. I have always pointed out that Protestant mysticism is quite 
characteristically different from mediaeval mysticism. There does not seem to me 
any question whatever of the direct and positive in�uence of the so-called ‘Spiritual 
Reformers’ on the Quaker movement. The Collegiants on the continent and the 
Seekers in England express many of the central ideas of Quakerism and worked out 
more or less the basic conception of the Quaker Meeting, and every one of George 
Fox’s openings can be found in the writings of the period just before, or contempo-
rary with, his period of preparation. 
 There has no doubt been a tendency to overlook the Calvinistic element because 
they are often quite inconsistent with the positive aspects of the Quaker leaders, and 
yet they had come out again and again in their writings. That would be what one 
would expect because all the Quaker leaders of importance were nurtured in Cal-
vinistic thought in their youth, and, in spite of his reaction against it, Jacob Boehme 
reveals quite strikingly Calvinistic traits.158 
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In these letters we see Jones being aware of the inadequacies of his theory, but still 
believing it to be the most satisfactory explanation currently available. 
 
3. WILLIAM BRAITHWAITE 
In contrast to some representations of Jones, Braithwaite is treated with far more 
respect. Ingle describes Braithwaite as being ‘The Quaker historian who best 
exempli�ed broad use of sources and avoided the most obvious partisan stances’.159 
Phillips describes Braithwaite’s books in the Rowntree History Series as ‘the 
crowning achievement of the Renaissance historiography’.160 Braithwaite was an 
excellent historian, but as I demonstrate in Part IV there are ways in which he 
reveals his Liberal Quaker bias. In this section, however, we discuss Braithwaite's 
relationship to Jones’s theory. 
 It is important to acknowledge that the theory of the origins of Quakerism 
belonged to Jones: it was conceived when Jones started collaborating with Rown-
tree and thus before Braithwaite became involved with the project. However, 
there is equally no doubt that Braithwaite subscribed to Jones’s theory and that 
although it did not dramatically affect his work, Braithwaite did believe the 
theory to be the lens through which to interpret his work. In 1911, after reading 
Jones’s draft introduction, Braithwaite wrote, 
 

I think the introduction quite admirable, one of the best things you have done in its 
luminous summary of the central features of the history. It will be of great service in 
giving coherence to the study of the rest of the book and contains implicit in it the 
main lessons that our Quakerism of today needs to learn.161 

 
I suspect that Braithwaite would have been surprised to learn that his work would 
later be re-published with an introduction which emphasised a very different 
interpretation of early Quakerism. 
 
4. SIGNIFICANCE 
It is now necessary to elucidate further the signi�cance of this academic debate. It 
is not my intention to discuss the evidence for or against these theories of the 
origins of Quakerism. I argue that focussing on this aspect of the debate has lead 
historians to overlook the role the Rowntree History Series played in the forma-
tion of Liberal Quaker identity. I suggest that this is in fact one of the most 
interesting aspects of the Rowntree History Series. In order to consider this 
aspect, in this Part I ask the question ‘what is the exact nature of the relationship 
between Jones’ theory and his theology and how did this in�uenced Liberal 
Quakerism between 1895 and 1925?’ 
 For example, the above consideration of the views of Jones and Braithwaite is 
an initial demonstration of the information that this change of emphasis can 
provide. Rather than discussing the factual truth of Jones’s theory, I have instead 
endeavoured to discover the extent to which Jones and Braithwaite believed this 
theory to be true. My assessment of their commitment to the theory of Quaker-
ism’s origins in medieval mysticism prepares the way for the more detailed 
consideration in subsequent Parts of related emphases present in their work. 
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5. SUMMARY 
I have now demonstrated that focussing on the Rowntree History Series’ role in 
identity formation is a fundamentally novel approach to this subject. It was neces-
sary to consider the usual academic critique about historical accuracy in order to 
demonstrate how different my approach is. Similarly, the analysis of Jones’s and 
Braithwaite’s attitudes towards the theory that Quakerism emerged out of 
medieval mysticism paves the way for more detailed consideration of their work 
in the following two Parts. 
 

Part IV. IMPLEMENTING THE VISION: 
 WILLIAM CHARLES BRAITHWAITE 

 
In previous Parts I have conveyed my view that the authors of the Rowntree 
History Series had a clear ideological agenda in publishing their research and that 
for that reason many later academics have criticised them for being insuf�ciently 
thorough in their presentation of facts to support their theories. This criticism 
usually cites their negative treatment of seventeenth-century puritanism as well as 
their lack of evidence for recasting Quakerism as a later manifestation of conti-
nental medieval mysticism. In this Part, I present the results of my close reading of 
Braithwaite’s volumes. I identify several areas in which it is possible to distinguish 
that this historical content was written by a Quaker of the early liberal period. My 
results frequently correspond, but not always, with those which have previously 
received attention. In Part V I consider Jones’s research in the same way. 
 I have identi�ed the following emphases in Braithwaite’s work: 

� Misrepresentation of puritanism 
� Positive understanding of human nature 
� Excusing Quaker extravagances 
� Leadership and travelling ministers 
� The development of organisational structures 
� Ambivalence towards quietism 
� The importance of education to rational religion 
� Emphasising the superiority of Quakerism 
� Comparisons with early Christianity 
� Emphasising the universal message of Quakerism 
� Presenting early Quakers as social activists 

 
1. MISREPRESENTATION OF PURITANISM 
I have already demonstrated that criticism of the Rowntree History Series by later 
historians has frequently focussed on its unfair treatment of puritanism. Certainly, 
both Braithwaite and Jones were keen to distinguish Quakerism from ‘rigid 
Calvinism’ and to that effect tend to de�ne puritanism as somewhat doctrinal and 
stale. This tendency is particularly obvious in Braithwaite’s consideration of the 
treatment of Quakers in Boston, Massachusetts.162 However, in general, Braith-
waite was actually quite balanced in his treatment of the puritan in�uence on early 
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Quakerism. He admitted that the whole atmosphere of religious life in Britain in 
the seventeenth century was in�uenced by puritanism163 and that ‘to a large extent 
the Quakers belonged to the Puritan party that was in the seat of power’.164 
 I suggest that this duality of interpretation re�ected a tension between Braith-
waite’s attention to historical detail and his desire to present Quakerism in a way 
that was fundamentally different from the evangelicalism which many of his 
contemporaries and predecessors advocated. 
 
2. POSITIVE UNDERSTANDING OF HUMAN NATURE 
One of the most important criticisms of the Rowntree History Series is that the 
authors underestimated the dualism inherent in early Quaker thought. Braithwaite 
was actually quite honest about the fact that, when contrasted with the very 
different understanding of human nature held by Liberal Quakers, the early 
Quakers seem to have held an understanding very much in line with post-
Reformation Calvinist views of the inherent depravity of humanity. However, 
Braithwaite also made it clear that he disagreed with the understanding held by 
early Quakers and attempted to excuse them for holding an ‘imperfect’ doctrine. 
 

We may admit that the �rst Friends held a very imperfect doctrine of human nature. 
Even here, however, their faith that every man was given a measure of Divine Light 
of Christ gave them a point of view greatly superior to the current doctrine of man’s 
depravity. But their imperfect conception of human nature is no valid ground for 
denying the reality of the spiritual experience which possessed them. This great 
experience is the commanding fact of Quaker history, and we need not to be 
surprised to �nd that its adjustment to other facts of life was a work of time.165 

 
Braithwaite devoted a fair amount of effort to investigating whether George Fox 
held these ‘imperfect’ doctrines of human nature. He acknowledged that Fox 
would not have recognised any human origin for the inspiration he received166 
and explained that Fox: 
 

shared the preconceptions of his age as to the undivine order to which the natural 
life belongs. The Divine teaching and the Divine perfecting within him con�icted 
with these preconceptions, but he avoids having to surrender them by regarding his 
new experience as an altered human nature, renewed up into its condition before 
the Fall, and in that renewed state once again possessing the capacity for Divine 
fellowship and the innocency which fallen man had lost.167 

 
However, Braithwaite remained keen to demonstrate that there were occasions 
when George Fox did use his reason to assess his spiritual revelations.168 
 Braithwaite also devoted signi�cant attention to Robert Barclay 169  and in 
particular to the doctrine of human nature presented in his Apology. Braithwaite 
was not as negative towards Barclay as was Jones, who tended to present Barclay 
as fundamentally misguided. In contrast, Braithwaite assumed that reason was an 
important aspect of faith and then tried to �nd redeeming characteristics in 
Barclay’s writings. Braithwaite argued, for example, that Barclay, in his compari-
son of reason to the moon, was according some role to reason in the explanation 
and veri�cation of spiritual perceptions.170 Braithwaite also described Barclay’s 
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Apology as having lasting value not because of the ‘imperfect success which 
attended Barclay’s efforts to press the Quaker experience into these moulds of 
thought, and thus vindicate it to his own age’ but because of the ‘sureness of 
emphasis with which, in spite of them, he is continually asserting that religion is 
an inward spiritual life received from God and transforming human nature’.171 
However, Braithwaite remained deeply critical of the anthropological dualism of 
Barclay’s Apology. 
 Although Barclay was not the only early Quaker who presented a dualistic 
interpretation of the Quaker experience, Barclay’s prominence allowed Braith-
waite to assign to him a large portion of the responsibility. Braithwaite believed 
that this dualism was an important factor in Quakerism’s ‘descent’ into quietism.172 
The main signi�cance of Braithwaite’s comments about the inadequacies of the 
early Quaker conception of human nature is that it demonstrates his willingness to 
make editorial comments about Quaker theology in order to demonstrate his 
belief in the superiority of the ‘positive’ liberal outlook. 
 
3. EXCUSING QUAKER ‘EXTRAVAGANCES’ 
When discussing the ‘extravagances’ of early Friends, Phillips argues that ‘Quaker-
ism’s strenuous efforts towards respectability from the eighteenth century onwards 
stem chie�y from an insecurity about the central role that such extremists had 
played in the origins of the Society: As much distance as possible was to be placed 
between James Nayler173 and the Religious Society of Friends, never more so 
than in the era of the “Christian Citizen” ’.174 My focus in this section is to assess 
the extent to which this is a valid criticism of Braithwaite’s work. 
 Braithwaite was clearly aware of the challenges he faced in deciding how to 
portray the ‘extravagances’ of early Friends. In a letter to Jones, written while 
Braithwaite was doing research for the Rowntree History Series, it is clear that 
Braithwaite intended to face these issues historically.175 My reading �nds that for 
the most part Braithwaite succeeded in doing so. He did not shy away from 
mentioning the more objectionable aspects of early Quakerism, such as going 
naked as a sign, but there are times when he could not refrain from adding a 
comment in his own voice. Nowhere is his editorialising more evident than in his 
description of Margaret Fell’s �rst letter to George Fox. 
 

It is in substance an earnest plea for the return to Swarthmore of the young prophet, 
but contains passages of perilous rhapsody… In several other letters of this kind 
received by Fox, the offensive phrases have been struck through, but here there is 
no note of dissent, although the paper bears endorsements in his own handwriting, 
probably made at some later date when he was arranging his papers. It is charitable 
to suppose that the letter was the �rst he received from Margaret Fell and was kept 
as a precious memento rather than for it contents. Perhaps it is not possible for us to 
put ourselves in the writer’s place. The new spiritual experience had exalted her life, 
and had caused her to rest herself in the young prophet’s larger personality, which 
she felt to be possessed by the living spirit of Christ. In giving expression to this 
feeling in an intimate letter, she inevitably made use of the Biblical phraseology 
alone familiar to her, and in her gush of feeling and poverty of vocabulary seems to 
have lost a due sense of the value of the words used.176 
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These comments reveal the dif�culties Braithwaite faced when deciding how to 
portray this letter. Fox and Fell were such important �gures in the beginnings of 
Quakerism that their words could not be ignored and yet Braithwaite obviously 
felt that much distance had to be placed between them and the Quakerism of his 
own day in order for him to advocate a liberal, rational Quakerism. 
 Braithwaite’s commentary on Fell’s later demonstrates how acutely aware he is 
of the way in which his readers might react to the accurate portrayal of disturbing 
historical events. Braithwaite’s agenda is also observable in two other sections 
which are therefore worth mentioning: the practice of going naked as a sign and 
the fall of James Nayler. 
 Despite the dif�culty inherent in presenting the practice of going naked as a 
sign to his twentieth-century readers, Braithwaite admitted that George Fox 
approved of the practice177  and attempted to explain the seventeenth-century 
attitude: 
 

Wild prophecies and notions…[were] condemned by Fox because they were 
prompted by the earthly nature: here, on the other hand, there was a real cruci�-
xion of the will on the part of the honest-hearted men and women concerned. 
They only undertook the service under a strong sense of religious duty… Saturated 
with Biblical knowledge, they there found examples for their own conduct… 
While, then, we may deplore the crude literalism of Quaker practice on this 
question as on some others, we should recognise the devoted spirit of obedience 
which lay behind it.178 

 
Braithwaite was similarly balanced in his portrayal of Nayler. Braithwaite admitted 
that the entry into Bristol was similar to other re-enactments carried out by 
Quakers at the time179 and that Nayler’s careful theological answers during his 
trial for blasphemy were in line with other early Quaker statements.180 Braith-
waite even suggested that readers should still feel able to appreciate the literature 
Nayler produced without allowing their opinion of Nayler to be clouded by the 
controversy surrounding his entry to Bristol.181 However, Braithwaite’s approach 
is to blame Nayler’s action on an unbalanced mental condition and thereby laying 
most of the blame on the women followers who surrounded him at the time.182 
Braithwaite also uses the opportunity of discussing Nayler’s action to explain how 
the lasting effect of this event on Quakerism was for the good because it warned 
Quakers against the dangers of their doctrine of perfection.183 
 Elsewhere, Braithwaite addressed the theological problems which spiritual 
‘extravagances’ may present: 
 

It may be well to ask ourselves how far the extravagances of language and conduct 
which are part of the picture of early Quakerism throw doubt on the validity of the 
experience of the Inner Light… We shall not approve…the disturbance of ministers, 
the virulence of controversy, the high language in which the new way of life was 
often described, and some of the conduct connected with the testifying by signs… 
But they were…in part a product of the faulty mental environment which belonged 
to the seventeenth century… This explains much of their high language and extreme 
positiveness of conduct, and also justi�es, from their point of view, the literalness 
with which they followed the prophetic precedents in the matter of Signs.184 
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Braithwaite thus explained these faults as springing from the problems of the age 
in which they lived. He was keen to emphasise the purity of intent of those 
individuals who were involved in such signs and wrote, ‘the verbal violence of 
Friends was singularly free both from the spirit of persecution and from the �lth 
of private scandal. Its excesses sprang not from bigotry or malice, but from the 
honest-hearted conviction of half-educated men who were the champions of a 
great truth’. 185  Braithwaite also suggested that the same characteristic which 
produced Quaker excesses was also responsible for the tenacity with which 
Quakers clung to their beliefs despite persecution. He argued that this equation 
made the extravagances worthwhile.186 
 However, by focussing on an inadequate doctrine of human nature as the 
underlying cause of extreme or irrational behaviour, Braithwaite argued that it 
was possible in his own day to have the advantages without the disadvantages of 
such extravagances. 
 
4. LEADERSHIP AND TRAVELLING MINISTERS 
Throughout both of his books Braithwaite emphasised the importance of inspired 
leadership, and especially of travelling ministers, to the vitality of early Quakerism. 
He dedicated a whole chapter to the description of that itinerant work.187 Partially 
this emphasis derives from the liberal emphasis on individual experience: for 
example, Braithwaite wrote, ‘Religious movements develop with the help of a 
favouring environment, but they spring out of great personal experiences’. 188 
Largely however, Braithwaite chose to emphasise the value of itinerant leadership 
as an alternative to the strong organisational structure which had built up in 
Quakerism over the centuries and which Braithwaite felt hindered its spiritual 
progress. He also believed that inspiring leaders had the power to revitalise 
Quaker ministry through more effective transmission of the Quaker message than 
was possible within the local congregation. 
 When describing the condition of early Quakerism prior to the development 
of organisational structure and Church discipline, Braithwaite wrote that ‘the 
personal leadership of strong local Friends and of the itinerating Publishers of 
Truth189 was the main dominating and regulating in�uence’.190 He praised the 
work of these ministers: ‘The dynamic lives of these men, who counted nothing 
too hard in the service of Christ, corrected disorder more surely than any system 
of Church government, and declared Truth more vitally than any creed’. 191 
When the persecution became particularly intense after 1660, many of these min-
isters were imprisoned or lost their lives and Braithwaite claimed that the 
subsequent lessening of ministers available for travel had a negative effect on 
Quaker meetings.192 
 I suggest that Braithwaite placed so much emphasis on the importance of char-
ismatic leaders and itinerant ministry in hopes of legitimising similar efforts by 
proponents of Liberal Quakerism. In Braithwaite’s day, Liberal Quakers wanted 
to downplay the in�uence of elders193 and the importance of organisational struc-
tures. They also sought to bring a more educational emphasis to the travelling 
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ministry through initiatives such as the Summer Schools. The transformation of 
Quakerism at this time was largely the work of charismatic individuals who 
wanted to build on this aspect of Quakerism outside the of�cial structures of 
London Yearly Meeting. 
 The emphasis on leadership presented Braithwaite with the opportunity to 
articulate his opinions about the true nature of Quaker leadership. He writes, 
‘Leadership, in the Quaker conception, is amongst the most important functions 
to be discharged in the Church, but it should be a leadership of inspiration and 
illumination, and not of outward power’.194 
 
5. THE DEVELOPMENT OF ORGANISATIONAL STRUCTURES 
Braithwaite described one of the objects of his history as being ‘to examine the 
changes…which slowly turned the aggressive Quaker movement of 1654 into the 
hermit-like Society of Friends of the eighteenth century’.195 Many of the changes 
he considered were organisational developments. Liberal Quakers tended to be 
critical of the controlling structures which had developed within the Religious 
Society of Friends. They also tended to operate outside of the of�cial denomina-
tional structures; a good example of this is the founding of Woodbrooke which 
was undertaken by individuals rather than London Yearly Meeting.196 
 Braithwaite saw positive reasons for the development of the early organisational 
structures:197 he was clear that when Fox was released from prison in 1666 and 
decided to set up the organisational structures it was for the bene�t of the spiritual 
lives of Quakers.198 However, Braithwaite remained unclear whether these actions 
had the intended result.199 He also argued that there is no way that those involved 
could have known the lengths to which the disciplinary powers would reach in 
later years.200 
 Braithwaite’s overall attitude towards the development of organisational 
structures can be summarised by the following quotation: 
 

Fox’s action in strengthening Church government had reanimated Friends, but 
involved to some extent the subordination of individual guidance to the spiritual 
leading which came to the meeting… And just in so far as the corporate life 
exercised disciplinary authority there was inevitably some repression of individual 
freedom and the beginnings of an imposed uniformity.201 

 
As far as Braithwaite was concerned, one of the most negative effects of the 
development of organisational structures was ‘its discouragement of strong leader-
ship’.202 Braithwaite attached the utmost importance to inspired leadership and 
consequently did not alter his opinion that organisational structures would have a 
detrimental effect on the Religious Society of Friends unless subordinated to 
spiritual experience.203 
 
6. AMBIVALENCE TOWARDS QUIETISM 
Braithwaite described the quietist period as Quakerism’s ‘resting on its past, 
accommodating itself to the ease of the present and losing its vision’.204 In general, 
Braithwaite was not as negative about quietism as was Jones. 205  However, 
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Braithwaite remained clear that the quietist period was one to be regretted. He 
suggested that ‘historians cannot too carefully examine the causes of these 
declensions’ since such changes have often ‘blighted the early promise’ of religious 
movements. 206  He therefore dedicated substantial space to identifying the 
following key reasons for the development of quietism: 

1. The failure of early Quakers to relate the experience of the Inward Light 
to the historic Life of Christ, in a way which gave each its true value.207 

2. Migration to the colonies’ stripping London Yearly Meeting of its most 
active and eager personalities.208 

3. The gradual growth in power of elders, leading to the relegation of 
ministers to a secondary place.209 

4. The growth of worldly prosperity producing spiritual lethargy.210 
 
I now focus more closely on Braithwaite’s portrayal of the in�uence of worldly 
prosperity as a representative and interesting example of the above. Braithwaite 
believed that ‘prosperity was clogging the spiritual life of many Friends’ and that 
Fox and other leaders were aware of this.211 Braithwaite agreed that early Quakers 
should have fought this development as vehemently as they could,212 but claimed 
that they were misguided in their methods of doing so.213 His main criticism of 
the methods of combating worldliness is that he perceives them to be attempts to 
combat inward problems through outward rules.214 He writes, 
 

The over-assertion of corporate authority…betrayed Friends into the fallacy of 
thinking that walking in the footsteps of men who walked with God was the same 
thing as walking with God.215 

 
7. THE IMPORTANCE OF EDUCATION TO A RATIONAL RELIGION 
One of the most important messages of Liberal Quakerism was the need to ensure 
that religion was intellectually acceptable and this was why so much value was 
placed on the role of education in preparation for the ministry. These emphases 
are clearly visible in Braithwaite’s writings. 
 Braithwaite portrayed early Quaker leaders as understanding the value and 
importance of education. For example, he claimed that ‘Fox cherished some large 
educational views’216 and that ‘Penn held enlightened opinions on education’.217 
Braithwaite suggested that it would have been possible for early Quakers to have 
developed an enlightened approach to education and that then current Quaker 
educational trends were following in the footsteps of these possibilities.218 
 However, Braithwaite concurrently acknowledges that there were many ways 
in which the early Quaker attitude towards education differed substantially from 
the Liberal Quaker view. The Quaker message that higher education was not suf-
�cient for being a minister frequently led to the undermining of the importance 
of higher education in general. Braithwaite admitted that most Quakers were 
unaware of the extent to which they had bene�ted from prior religious educa-
tion219 and that many tended to under-value human learning.220 Braithwaite also 
blamed this attitude towards education for the subsequent ‘decline’ of 
Quakerism.221 
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 This contrast could be explained in terms of a strong level of support for pri-
mary education but not for a higher level of training in critical thought and 
scienti�c methods which Braithwaite supports. However, Braithwaite never made 
any attempt to harmonise, or explain the contrast between, his positive and 
negative portrayals of early Quaker attitudes towards education. Instead, he used 
both positive and negative attitudes towards education in different ways to support 
the Liberal Quaker thinking about education. The educational methods of early 
Quakers and the philosophy at their foundations were, in Braithwaite’s view, 
clearly wrong and misguided.222 Therefore, some change was necessary and this 
justi�ed Liberal Quakerism’s change in emphasis. However, Braithwaite did not 
portray this change as a wholly new phenomenon. He argued that the liberal 
emphasis on the importance of education could be claimed to have a precedent in 
the original thinking of early Quakerism. This then gave him the opportunity to 
voice his own opinions about contemporaneous education. 
 

We are able, in the present day, to work out a fuller conception of spiritual 
guidance than our forefathers possessed, especially through recognising that the 
intellect is rather a province of man’s spiritual nature than something which stands 
apart from it, and that our own faculties have their important part to play in 
developing the eye which can make use of the spiritual light.223 

 
8. EMPHASISING THE SUPERIORITY OF QUAKERISM 
Extreme con�dence in the value of Quakerism was an important aspect of Liberal 
Quakerism: Quakers of the early twentieth century appear to have been 
completely convinced of the innate value of Quakerism and of its unique message 
to the world. As a symptom of this, they not only published in their periodicals a 
great deal of self-congratulation, they also frequently re-published any praise given 
to them by non-Friends. It is therefore hardly surprising that some of this attitude 
tended to slip into Braithwaite’s writing.224 
 Although Braithwaite was generally honest in admitting the faults of early 
Quakerism, the liberal con�dence in the value of Quakerism remains evident in 
good measure. This is obvious in his treatment of the sufferings of Quakers during 
their persecution after the Restoration. He is keen to show the spirit in which 
Quakers suffered and tended to throw in editorial comments about the value of 
their suffering.225 I suggest that he was attempting to make links between this 
situation and the struggles of Quakers during the First World War. As part of this 
he is also keen to demonstrate that the Quakers who emigrated to the Colonies in 
the seventeenth century were not attempting to �ee persecution.226 I suggest that 
there is more than just Liberal self-con�dence at play in Braithwaite’s writing. He 
is attempting to make it more likely that his readers will identify with the early 
Quakers being described and be drawn into allegiance with them. 
 
9. COMPARISONS WITH EARLY CHRISTIANITY 
Throughout the liberal period, Quakers reclaimed the statement that Quakerism 
was ‘primitive Christianity revived’. Much of this attitude is observable in Braith-
waite’s writings. He wrote of Fox that, ‘He…penetrated beyond Protestantism to 
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the Spirit-�lled life of the early Church’.227 Braithwaite admitted that many had 
accused early Quakers of being unchristian but wrote that this criticism vanishes 
with even a cursory examination of their theology. He further claimed that the 
denunciations Quakers received for subverting religion clearly echoed the charges 
made against early Christians.228 Braithwaite admits that ‘The world was right in 
regarding them as very real enemies to much in the existing order of things’ 
because for ‘both early Christians and Quakers…their �rst allegiance was given to 
an Inward Sovereign whom the world did not know’.229 He described the early 
growth of Quakerism as Pentecostal230 and likened the sufferings of early Quakers 
to those of early Christians.231 
 At the time of Braithwaite’s writing, Christianity was undergoing massive 
changes as it reinterpreted itself in response to cultural and scienti�c develop-
ments. Braithwaite’s emphasis on similarities between early Christianity and early 
Quakerism was therefore a form of reassurance. Despite the fact that it appeared 
as if everything was changing, Quakers could rest assured that they were in fact in 
line with early Christians and that modern developments were actually removing 
distortions which had accrued over the years. 
 
10. EMPHASISING THE UNIVERSAL MESSAGE OF QUAKERISM 
One way in which Liberal Quaker self-con�dence showed itself in Braithwaite’s 
writing was through his emphasis on the universal message of Quakerism. He was 
keen to demonstrate that Fox et al. did not in any way intend to found a new 
sect: as far as they were concerned it was a gospel for all.232 Braithwaite suggests 
that the very fact of the popularity of the nickname Quaker demonstrated how 
carefully early Friends had avoided describing themselves in denominational 
ways.233 He described the effort devoted to the carrying of the Quaker message 
overseas and to other faiths as being the most emphatic illustration of the universal 
mission of the early Friends. 234  He even justi�es the elsewhere condemned 
hostility towards other forms of Christianity as being ‘another evidence of the 
large claims and wide ambitions of early Quakerism’.235 
 One of the key areas of discussion among Quakers of the liberal period was 
that of the uniformity of social class among Quakers. Although the Religious 
Society of Friends remained a substantially middle-class denomination, many 
important Liberal Quaker �gures agreed that there should be more evangelism to 
the working classes. Therefore, a large aspect of Braithwaite’s emphasis on the 
universal message of Quakerism was an attempt to demonstrate that Quakerism 
could appeal to all types of people and need not remain fundamentally middle 
class. He wrote, 
 

The results show that the Quaker movement was at this time in far more vital touch 
with the people than at some later periods. Its despised meetings did not suffer from 
an oppressive respectability, and resembled in composition one of our modern 
Quaker Adult Schools.236 
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In this example, Braithwaite was using Quaker history to provide a challenge to 
his readers: he was effectively asking them what could be done to encourage a 
return to the, in this respect, preferable environment of early Quakers. 
 
11. PRESENTING EARLY QUAKERS AS SOCIAL ACTIVISTS 
I have chosen to consider Braithwaite’s presentations of the early Quaker attitude 
towards social questions since Phillips has identi�ed this as one of the key biases 
present in the Rowntree History Series. He argues that the liberal boom in histo-
riography was closely related to the Society’s emerging sense of public culture and 
civic responsibility and they ‘sought to style their 17th-century forebears in the 
nature of the “Christian Citizenship” then in vogue’.237 He writes, 
 

As a historian, Braithwaite chose to meet that responsibility with a �nal emphasis in 
his work that would soften the reputation of the early Friends. He stresses, for 
example, that during the Restoration period Quakers became ever more amenable 
to the idea of integration into the greater society… Braithwaite’s suggestion that 
Friends had lost all of their antipathy to ‘civil government’ glosses over what was in 
fact a rather more complex tradition… Braithwaite not only polishes up the face of 
the seventeenth-century Quakers in his own time, but projects the notion of the 
Society as indispensable to British political and cultural development back three 
hundred years.238 

 
Braithwaite dedicated a whole chapter of The Second Period of Quakerism to the 
subject of ‘the Church and Social Questions’ and it was clearly an area of impor-
tance to him. He considered several speci�c examples such as Quakers’ honest 
pricing of goods239 and the measures taken to relieve poverty within Quaker 
communities. 240  Braithwaite was also eager to present Fox as advocating ‘far-
reaching social reforms’241 and attempted to justify the increasing Quaker political 
involvement242 in his own day.243 
 However, rather than merely describing the activities of early Friends, Braith-
waite frequently uses the historical facts as a basis for conveying his personal 
opinions on the value of social activism. It is in these writings that the truth of 
Phillips’s criticism of Braithwaite’s ‘re-styling’ of early Quakers becomes most 
apparent. The following paragraph clearly demonstrates this tendency and is also 
particularly interesting because it explicit mentions ‘Christian citizenship’: 
 

The Christian has his paramount duty as a servant of the Kingdom of God, and has 
also his position as a member of the State. The �rst binds him to the threefold 
aspiration of the Lord’s Prayer, the hallowing of the Divine nature, the advancing of 
the Kingdom, and the doing of the will of God. The second has also its rightful 
duties which are as sacred in their place as those �owing from other forms of status, 
such as that of husband and wife of parent and child. A spiritual Church, under the 
headship of Christ, cannot leave it to any outward authority to determine these 
duties; it must itself seek to see in the light of the Spirit, what are the provinces and 
functions of the Church and the State in the Divine order… Friends, during the 
period comprised in the present volume, developed not so much a theory of Church 
and State as an interpretation in practice of Christian citizenship… Its character is as 
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notable as its constancy. When the law could not be obeyed, the Quakers suffered 
its consequences without evasion or resistance. He stood clear of all plots against the 
constituted authorities and could be no party to revolution by violence.244 

 
It would therefore appear that Braithwaite’s emphasis on social questions was 
another area where his liberal bias can be clearly demonstrated. 
 
12. SUMMARY 
In this Part, I have considered the emphases present in Braithwaite’s work which 
most clearly demonstrate his Liberal Quaker bias. We have seen that, in different 
ways, these emphases all represented attempts to make early Quakerism appealing 
and relevant to Braithwaite’s readers. Sometimes this was in the form of pointing 
out the inadequacies of early Quakerism, for example, early Quaker beliefs about 
human nature. More often, it took the form of a praising of Quakerism. 
Frequently, it also took the form of emphasising aspects of early Quakerism which 
were most compatible with Liberal Quakerism. I argued that these emphases 
demonstrate that Braithwaite was conscious of the use and desired in�uence his 
book was likely to have and to some extent chose his topics accordingly. 
 

Part V. IMPLEMENTING THE VISION: RUFUS JONES 
 
Having considered the various emphases present in Braithwaite’s work and the 
ways in which these related to his Liberal Quaker theology, it is now necessary to 
do the same for Jones. This Part focuses on the following emphases present in the 
two volumes of Jones’s Later Periods of Quakerism:  

� Quakerism’s origins in mysticism 
� Positive understanding of human nature 
� Veri�cation by inward authority 
� Ambivalence towards quietism 
� The value of denominational unity  
� Re-interpreting evangelicalism 
� Valuing of personal experience above dogma 
� Transforming energy of an outward looking faith 
� Presenting Quakers as social activists 
� Importance of education to rational religion 
� Biblical criticism 
� Revitalisation of unprogrammed ministry 
� Leadership and travelling ministers 

 
1. QUAKERISM’S ORIGINS IN MYSTICISM 
The emphasis for which Jones’s work is most widely known is his claim that 
medieval mysticism, rather than Puritanism, is the primary forerunner of Quaker-
ism. I limit my treatment of this subject in this Part and refer the reader instead to 
my discussion of it in Part III and the extensive discussions by other scholars.245 
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 For this Part it is essential to know that Jones believed that Quakerism was at 
its core a mystical religion. He wrote, ‘No other large, organised, historically con-
tinuous body of Christians has yet existed which has been so fundamentally 
mystical, both in theory and practice, as the Society of Friends’.246 He was also 
keen to emphasise that this mysticism is not incompatible with ‘work for the relief 
of human suffering’ and that indeed these two features ‘quite properly belong 
together’. 
 Jones’s belief in Quakerism’s origins in mysticism in�uences even his presenta-
tion of the later periods of Quakerism. Jones’s belief undergirded all of his 
emphases, particularly the ones on a positive understanding of human nature, 
veri�able authority, anti-dogmatism and ambivalence towards quietism. Jones 
identi�ed historical lessons that not only demonstrate, but also advocate for, a 
mystical interpretation of Quakerism, believing this essence to be crucial for 
transforming the Quakerism of his day. 
 
2. POSITIVE UNDERSTANDING OF HUMAN NATURE 
Jones’s de�nition of mysticism stressed ‘the immediate connection of the human 
soul with God’. 247  Jones then differentiated mysticism’s positive and negative 
strands: ‘One springs out of a rich and exalted conception of the immeasurable 
depth and worth of man, the other is built on a pervading sense of the wreck and 
ruin of fallen man’.248 This division between positive and negative mysticism is 
central to understanding Jones’s thought. In the following quote, Jones is clearly 
emphasising positive mysticism as he wrote that the mystics, 
 

know as much as any theologians do about sin and its dark trail over all our lives, 
but they nevertheless insist that the black blotches are on a white background, that 
man is made for divine companionship, that eternity has been put within our hearts, 
that evil is only one side of the human account, and that there is something—a 
homing instinct—in man which takes him back to God as naturally as the child 
turns in its joys and sorrows to its mother.249 

 
Jones attributes the vitality of the early Quakers to this positive mysticism. Jones 
contends that the Religious Society of Friends’ return in his day to this positive 
mysticism is both possible and necessary.250 
 In his volumes, Jones identi�ed negative and non-mystical aspects of the 
Religious Society of Friends. For example, he describes the second generation of 
Quakers and subsequent quietist Quakers as practising a type of negative mysti-
cism, by which he meant a mysticism which emphasised humanity’s fallen 
nature. 251  Jones was most critical of Barclay’s theology. In correspondence to 
Rowntree, he admitted, ‘I have been at work on Barclay’s Exposition of the Light, 
Seed etc. He has, I think, presented it in a wholly untenable way’.252 Later that 
year, Jones added, ‘If the Barclay idea of the “seed”253 is correct Quakerism has 
no message for modern thinkers. It rests in the last resort on something supernatu-
ral in the same way as the Bible does for the old time Evangelical teacher’.254 
 Of all the emphases described in this Part, this was one where Jones allowed his 
theological opinions to in�uence most strongly his description of history. 
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3. VERIFICATION BY INWARD AUTHORITY 
Jones believed that George Fox was a mystic whose connection with God 
depended on no external authorities, but was ‘veri�ed and veri�able in terms of 
personal or social life’.255 Jones contrasted Fox’s theology with religions which 
Jones described as reliant on traditions and creeds in order to argue that religion 
must be ‘internally’ known and for those who had such internal knowledge there 
would be no doubt about its veracity.256 
 Jones’s views about veri�cation and his preference for inward or individual 
authority are representative of the Quaker liberalism emerging in his day. Not 
only did Jones describe veri�able authority as a traditional tenet of Quakerism, 
but he also advocated its use in his day: ‘Dedication to this mission will be the 
surest test of the Quakerism of the future. We cannot take over the Quaker faith; 
we cannot “inherit” it ready-made from any of its earlier periods, not even from 
its earliest primitive period’.257 
 
4. AMBIVALENCE TOWARDS QUIETISM 
Jones’s portrayal of quietist Quakerism is important to this study because it 
demonstrates the extent to which Jones judged and editorialised about aspects of 
Quakerism he disliked or did not comprehend. I have already described how 
Jones dislikes the negative mysticism which he believed was held by Quakers 
from the second generation onwards. In addition to this Jones also dislikes their 
doctrine of perfection. Jones accuses Quietist Quakers of exhibiting ‘a fear of 
intellect and tend[ing] to narrow the sphere of reason’.258 He also warns of the 
dangers of an over-emphasis on discernment which Jones sees as a distortion in 
quietist Quakerism.259 Quietists placed a great deal of importance on the process 
of discerning whether a particular action was truly God’s will for them. This 
process would sometimes last for months or years. Jones believed that this was 
excessive and accused quietists of an over emphasis on discernment which 
bordered on a fear of decisive action. 
 However, this does not mean that Jones had only critical things to say about 
quietism. He correctly interpreted quietist beliefs in the following way: 
 

It must be understood at the outset that Quietism does not spell lethargy and 
inaction… The quietist may, and often did, swing out into a course of action that 
would make the rationally centred Christian quail with fear and slink to cover. It is 
not a question of action or of non-action; it is a question of the right way to initiate 
action.260 

 
However, it is by no means clear that Jones agreed with the quietist idea about 
the right way to initiate action. 
 Jones’s thinking can be summed up by something he wrote in a private letter: 
‘There are two ways to look at Quietism. The fundamental theory of it seems to 
me a false one but the actual fact of it on individual lives was often very 
wonderful, and in many cases produced a very high type of saint’.261 It is clear 
from his description that Jones did not understand how such an inadequate theory 
could produce such ‘saints’.262 Jones’s descriptions of quietism are of interest to us 
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because they demonstrate the extent to which he was willing to pass judgment on 
those aspects of Quakerism he disliked. 
 
5. THE VALUE OF DENOMINATIONAL UNITY 
Given Jones’s efforts in the 1950s to reunite Philadelphia Yearly Meeting, it is 
hardly surprising that he judged the American separations which occurred in the 
nineteenth century and af�rmed the value of denominational unity. With 
characteristic melodrama, he described the 1827 separation as being ‘the greatest 
tragedy of Quaker history’.263 When describing this �rst separation, Jones high-
lighted two points which he considered to be the most tragic and his choice is 
revealing. Firstly, he emphasised the need for co-operation and the value of 
seeking Truth from more than one perspective.264 However, he also bemoaned 
the fact that, in his perception, the separation was an entirely negative experience 
with no positive outcome to justify it. 
 

Neither party succeeded in getting down through the cooled crust of inherited 
Quakerism to any fresh springs of water. Both sides in the controversy remained 
throughout the struggle in the dry area of tradition and theology. Sometimes the 
tragedy of separated churches and divided families is relieved by the discovery which 
one side or the other makes of a new line of march for the race, or by the incursion 
of fresh light upon the central issues of the soul. Nothing of this sort occurred to 
relieve the tragedy of 1827–1828.265 

 
Interestingly, Jones apportioned a large part of the blame for the separation on the 
lack of historical knowledge on both sides. 
 

Neither party was possessed of the historical spirit or equipped with any clear 
knowledge of historical development. Each group, as the issue grew intense, stoutly 
contended that it represented primitive Quakerism, each quoted the Quaker ‘fathers’ 
ad nauseum and each honestly believed that its ideas were the ideas which had come 
as an inspiration to the builders of the Society in the 17th century. Neither group 
showed, however, any real historical grasp of early Quakerism, and still less any 
comprehension of the transformations which the years between had wrought.266 

 
This suggests the possibility that Jones believed that the Rowntree History Series, 
as an accurate historical study, might help to heal the wounds still evident from 
these schisms. 
 Jones conveyed his disapproval of subsequent schisms by describing 1835–1855 
as being ‘the darkest and saddest in the history of Quakerism’.267 He justi�ed his 
opinion as follows: 
 

They could not again speak to the world or to the churches with the same 
compelling message. They could not talk with the same assurance as before of the 
authority of the Light, and they could not appeal with the same conviction to the 
conquering force of love. Each branch claimed to be ‘the child of promise’ and to 
be the purveyor of light, but the persistent hostility to one another ate the heart out 
of the �ne old name ‘Friend’ and weakened the quality of spiritual leadership.268 

 
Furthermore, he criticised the isolation of Yearly Meetings from different branches 
of Quakerism. He particularly mentioned Philadelphia Yearly Meeting’s choice 
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not to recognise and correspond with other Yearly Meetings.269 Jones claimed that 
this tendency towards isolationism ‘produced weakness and barrenness within, and 
at the same time the opportunity to in�uence the other bodies which were under-
going profound transformation was missed. Each section needed the others’.270 
 Characteristically, Jones not only described what happened, but also proclaimed 
that, 
 

What was wanted was a new method, a fresh and vital way, evolved out of the old, 
and preserving the essential principles of the Quaker faith. There was wisdom 
enough in the corporate group of American Friends to have solved this dif�cult 
problem, but the divided state of the Society and the autonomous character of the 
several Yearly Meetings made it impossible to mass the intelligence and sound 
judgement of the bodies whose very life and mission were at stake on the issue.271 

 
Jones, however, did not provide any evidence to support his opinion on the 
negative outcomes of separation. Consequently, Jones may be criticised for advo-
cating his theological agenda more than adhering to scienti�c historical method in 
his pursuit of the Truth. 
 
6. RE-INTERPRETING EVANGELICALISM 
Liberal Quakerism from this period is frequently depicted as being in opposition 
to evangelical Quakerism.272 However, the relationship between the two forces 
within Quakerism was in fact far more complicated as is clear from Jones’s 
writings. 
 Jones is strongly opposed to the emphasis on doctrine that was frequently found 
within evangelicalism. Even more than this, he was opposed to what he believed 
to be their fundamental misinterpretation of human nature.273 However, in other 
ways Jones’s portrayal of evangelicalism is surprisingly positive. He wrote, ‘All 
great preaching—preaching, that is, which in our day or in any day convicts and 
transforms men—owes its kindling power to its evangelical note’,274 and ‘All that 
is true and great at the heart of the evangelical movement must be conserved. The 
overwhelming sense of God, the staggering consciousness of sin, the transforming 
discovery of divine grace, the joyous assurance of forgiveness which characterise 
the great evangelicals are essential features of any profound spiritual experience’.275 
 Jones explained the tension inherent in his bias in favour of mysticism and his 
acknowledgment of evangelicalism’s positive features by writing, ‘A complete 
religion, a full rounded Christianity will be both evangelical and mystical, pro-
vided of course, that the term evangelical is used in its deeper and truer sense’.276 
It is therefore necessary to explore what Jones means by evangelicalism in its 
‘truer sense’. This can be seen most clearly in his historical treatment of 
evangelical Quakerism. 
 When discussing J.J. Gurney’s277 in�uence on evangelical Quakerism, Jones 
accorded him the best of motivations and wrote that Gurney clearly believed 
himself to be consistent ‘with the central Quaker position’.278 However, Jones 
argued that Gurney did not ‘understand historically’ the Quaker faith.279 Jones 
criticised Gurney’s shift from ‘an essentially mystical religion’ to faith in ‘an 
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elaborated plan of salvation, built out of Scripture passages and solidly buttressed 
by texts’. 280  Secondly, Jones objected to Gurney’s ‘negative’ understanding of 
human nature and supernatural default for salvation.281 
 When portraying the subsequent revival282 movement in the USA, Jones wrote 
that its �rst effects ‘were undoubtedly good’,283 especially its initiation of mission-
ary work. He wrote, ‘missionary effort has contributed at least as much toward 
the recovery of spiritual power and leadership as has any one in�uence at work 
within the Society’.284 However, Jones’s criticism of the later stages of the revival 
movement nulli�ed his af�rmation of the �rst effects. He wrote, ‘There appeared 
signs of regression, and reversion to types of methods and of thought which were 
quite out of harmony with the inner spirit of fundamental Quakerism. This 
became manifest in two marked ways: (1) in methods of organisation and practice, 
and (2) in its religious conceptions and interpretations’.285 Jones is here referring 
to the development of a paid pastorate as well as doctrinal issues. Jones judged 
Quaker participation in the revival movement to have been a signi�cant distor-
tion of true Quakerism, without considering the extent to which his own Liberal 
Quakerism might also have been a departure. 
 
7. VALUING OF PERSONAL EXPERIENCE ABOVE DOGMA 
Tied up with Jones’s desire to distance Quakerism from puritanism as well as from 
‘false’ interpretations of evangelicalism, was his interpretation of Quakerism as a 
protest against dogma. Jones’s dismissal of dogmatic doctrinal adherence is par-
ticularly obvious in his description of evangelicalism in the Religious Society of 
Friends: 
 

The attempt to graft the evangelical system on to the Quaker interpretation of 
Christianity as the remedy for lethargy and doubt was not an easy thing to do. The 
Quaker movement had been born as a mighty protest of the soul against the habit of 
turning religion into the adoption of theological doctrines. The Friends were, in the 
period of their origin, as much opposed to doctrine as they were to priests and 
sacraments.286 

 
Jones revealed his opinion frequently, either by claiming that doctrinal adherence 
would have been anathema to early Quakers, or by making generalisations about 
the Religious Society of Friends and its history. An example of the former came 
when he remarked that George Fox ‘broke with the theological systems of 
Protestantism as completely as Luther and Calvin had done with Catholicism’.287 
The following call to a personal experience is an example of his generalisations: 
 

The vital task and mission of mysticism in all ages, whether exhibited in individuals 
or in a group movement, like that of the Society of Friends, has been to call men 
away from ‘theological systems’, however sacred, to the fresh and living water to be 
found in a personal experience of God.288 

 
Jones further revealed his opinion by praising the alternative to dogmatic religion. 
The following quotation, describing the work of John Greenleaf Whittier,289 is 
representative of this tendency: 
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He shows throughout his entire writings, both in prose and verse, the persistent 
Quaker dislike of rigid creeds. This did not in the least indicate weakness of faith or 
any blurring of truth in his mind. It only meant that he looked upon religious truth, 
as all mystics do, primarily as personal experience and not as dogma, and as therefore 
being too rich, complex, and many-sided to be forced into inelastic phrases.290 

 
8. TRANSFORMING ENERGY OF AN OUTWARD LOOKING FAITH 
One of the key messages which Jones attempts to portray is that ‘Religion cannot 
be saved if it tries to save itself’. Instead, ‘It must fearlessly venture, go forth, 
beyond its safe frontiers, and carry its spiritual insights, as a transforming energy, 
into the world, otherwise it will grow arti�cial itself and become a dry, dead 
thing’.291 Jones conveyed this message in three ways: �rstly, he criticised quietist 
Quakers for being too inward-looking at the expense of a vibrant outward-
looking faith; 292  secondly, he gave partial credit to missionary zeal for the 
increased energy in Quakerism which led to its renewal;293 thirdly, he emphasised 
his belief in the importance of a social service spirit. 
 In the context of this discussion, Jones also took the opportunity to delineate 
the ways in which an outward-looking emphasis could be made relevant in his 
day, 
 

If Friends could have risen to the divinely given opportunity, and could have 
delivered to the age the full legitimate meaning of their own religious Principle, 
they could have ministered to the 19th century with even greater effectiveness than 
that which marked the ministry of Fox and the ‘First Publishers of Truth’ in the 
period of the Commonwealth. Even now the message of immediate intercourse with 
God, of continuous revelation, of �rst-hand evidence and of religion as a way of life 
is everywhere needed and speaks with convicting power to all conditions of men.294 

 
Jones made several vague comments of this kind about the importance of an 
outward-looking faith. In the next section, I consider one particular form of this 
emphasis. 
 
9. PRESENTING QUAKERS AS SOCIAL ACTIVISTS 
Jones primarily emphasised his belief in the importance of an outward-looking 
faith through the extent of information he provided about practical actions 
Quakers have taken for humanitarian causes. For example, Jones dedicated a 
whole chapter to Quaker work on behalf of Native Americans, slaves and freed 
slaves. 295  Elsewhere, he discussed the relationship between Quakers and the 
political process.296 The work described in these chapters mostly took place dur-
ing the nineteenth century. At times, Jones emphasised that there was a growth in 
interest in these activities during the nineteenth century. At other times, he 
emphasised that these types of concern had always been of the utmost importance 
to Quakers. It is the tension between these different interpretations which is 
examined in this section. 
 We can see that, on the one hand, Jones was keen to emphasise that Quakers 
had always possessed this humanitarian spirit. He wrote, 
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The Quakers have always been intensely humanitarian. It has been a central note of 
their message, from the Commonwealth days to the present, that man is a being of 
in�nite value and of divine possibilities and that every effort should be made that 
can lead to the liberation of men from their burdens and limitations. Friends have 
never taken refuge in theology. It has never seemed to them a solution of the 
problem to substitute eschatology for an actually transformed world here.297 

 
Yet this statement contradicts what Jones wrote elsewhere about Quakers and 
theology. Jones criticised Quaker interests in theology, but that did not mean that 
they have never ‘taken refuge’ in it. Jones wrote, 
 

They [Quakers] have claimed not to be interested in theology, and it must be said 
that when they have taken it up they have �oundered about in it pretty badly, and 
most of all to their own harm. But they take naturally to tasks of the social order 
and they reveal here a native aptitude, as they do also for inward communion.298 

 
Similarly contradictorily, Jones noted that this growth in social service happened 
at the same time as a growth in interest in theology: 
 

At the very period when the interest in theology was becoming dominant and 
disturbing, a new interest appeared that was destined in the ripening of time to 
bring the Society once more to an era of real spiritual life and power. This new 
interest was a rediscovery of the beckoning social tasks of humanity.299 

 
I suggest that this is largely an unconscious contradiction on Jones’s part. He 
seems to have allowed his zeal for Quaker social service to detract from providing 
a coherent chronological narrative. 
 
10. IMPORTANCE OF EDUCATION TO RATIONAL RELIGION 
Describing historical Quaker attitudes towards the intellect and education was a 
matter of great importance to Jones: he devoted a whole chapter300 to this topic 
and repeatedly mentioned it elsewhere. However, Jones’s attitude was rather 
paradoxical as he both criticised and praised Quaker education. 
 Jones frequently generalised the Religious Society of Friends as always being 
interested in education. For example, 
 

From their earliest origin as a people, Friends have been wisely devoted to the 
advancement of education, and they have done much toward its development in 
England and America. George Fox took part in instituting schools for boys and girls 
when only an incipient form of organisation for the Society had been put into 
operation, and all the far-sighted leaders of the Quaker movement in the early 
period were interested in liberal education.301 

 
Similarly, when discussing the westward migration of Quakers across the USA, 
Jones commented that education was always ‘one of their �rst concerns’.302 
 However, when educational systems are examined in more detail, it becomes 
obvious that Jones was far more critical.  
 

Friends saw clearly from the beginning of their history that if they were to have no 
trained clergy, but were to try seriously the great experiment of a priesthood of 
believers, they must educate the entire membership of the Society. What they did 



SOUTHERN  THE ROWNTREE HISTORY SERIES  
 

43

 

not see clearly was the type of education which was necessary for the success of their 
bold experiment… Friends, being of necessity isolated by their theory of life, and 
being apart from the main currents of thought, were especially in need of intensive, 
if not extensive intellectual training for their membership. Their basic religious 
conception, however, as time went on, tended to make Friends timid and cautious 
in reference to learning. Their quietistic temper and their limitless faith in the 
immediate assistance of inward Light made education appear more or less as a 
‘creaturely’ achievement and an unnecessary effort…and, because of it, the Society 
suffered privation and incalculable loss.303 

 
Correspondence with Norman Penney304 suggests that Jones originally wanted to 
claim that there were no learned Friends at all during the �rst half of the 
eighteenth century: a letter to Jones from Penney advised him that this portrayal 
was not actually historically accurate, 305  and Jones’s extreme opinion did not 
actually appear in the Rowntree History Series. 
 Jones’s paradoxical presentation of Quaker education served the same function 
as Braithwaite’s consideration of the same subject. It allowed the authors to 
express their opinions on both what is and is not effective in Quaker education 
and how this should effect its future development. 
 
11. BIBLICAL CRITICISM 
One of the overarching concerns of Liberal Quakerism was for a greater under-
standing of the Bible through knowledge of academic biblical criticism. It is 
therefore hardly surprising that Jones presented the growth in Bible study within 
the Religious Society of Friends as a universally positive development. 
 Jones’s sympathetic treatment of Quakers who value systematic study of the 
Bible begins with those who �rst questioned the inerrancy of Scripture. Jones 
initially described the plight of those outside the Religious Society of Friends306 
and then how these questions gradually emerged within the Religious Society of 
Friends. A representative example of this is the sympathy with which he treated 
John Hancock.307 Jones described him as having ‘none of the critical insight which 
has come with modern historical scholarship, but he was profoundly convinced 
that there were passages in the Old Testament which could not be squared with 
the soul’s highest conception of God’.308 Jones then appealed to the reader to 
understand the dif�culties men like Hancock faced and wrote, 
 

His series of tracts enable the present-day reader to see very clearly how dif�cult it 
was a hundred years ago for an honest, sincere person to face the issues, which were 
forced upon him under the assumption that every statement of the Old Testament 
was an infallible word of God for all time, without going further in the direction of 
scepticism than he intended to go… The present-day reader…can see that with 
growing knowledge nothing could have saved our reverence and appreciation of the 
Bible if it had not been for the intellectual relief which came with the new insight 
of historical criticism.309 

 
After considering the beginnings of biblical criticism, Jones’s consideration took a 
different turn and he next described how Quakers in the nineteenth century 
increasingly read the Bible devotionally. He described how both the Hicksite and 
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the Gurneyite separations caused Friends to read the Bible ‘with awakened zeal, 
though even still there was widespread fear of study’.310 Again, he was clear in 
expressing his opinion that this was a positive development.311 
 Jones then described the growth of ‘modern, scienti�c’ study of the Bible. He 
does not attempt to diminish the frightening effect that this originally had for 
Christianity. 312  However, in a clear message to his contemporaries, Jones 
emphasises that this growth has in fact been a blessing to Quakerism. 
 

The Society of Friends held a position which made its leaders peculiarly able to 
meet this intellectual crisis successfully… Man, they insisted, was religious primarily, 
not because extraordinary events had happened in a remote past, but because his 
deepest inner life is unsundered from God, and therefore he is essentially more than 
a �nite being. While old systems, built on tradition, were being shaken and all 
doctrines resting on scribal or scholastic authority were being threatened, Friends 
could rest with con�dence upon a religious basis that was always open to veri�cation 
and demonstration. They did not need to alter their fundamental point of view in 
order to accept the implications of the modern method of scienti�c research.313 

 
Through his descriptions and interpretations of the history of Quaker usage of the 
Bible, Jones was throughout giving a message to his readers that the Bible is an 
important gift and that the best way to use it is through studying it in a modern, 
scholarly way. 
 
12. REVITALISATION OF UNPROGRAMMED MINISTRY 
Considering that the main aim of the Rowntree History Series when it was �rst 
discussed by Rowntree and Jones was improvement in the quality of Quakerism’s 
worship, it is hardly surprising that this emphasis should also �gure prominently in 
Jones’s work. 
 Jones was critical of the quietist idea that vocal ministry was so solemn that it 
should be engaged in only if there were no alternative. This is obvious in the 
following description of how vocal ministry in the nineteenth-century renewal 
movement differed from quietist ministry. 
 

Instead of long periods of solemn silence the meeting became ‘lively’. The long 
agony and travail of spirit which preceded vocal utterance and breaking of silence 
became a thing of the past. The habit and aptitude of speech were cultivated. It 
became natural and easy to communicate. Vocal prayer had always been a weighty 
matter with Friends. One prayed, or ‘appeared in supplication’, as they called it, 
only when the ‘moving’ was so powerful that it could no longer be resisted. When 
the worshipper knelt, the entire congregation uncovered, for the men usually wore 
their hats until prayer was offered, and solemnly rose and stood while the kneeling 
suppliant voiced the needs of the whole group. It was no light and easy exercise to 
engage in. One postponed it if he could, ‘tried the �eece wet and dry’, and refrained 
from breaking the silence, if he thought he could escape ‘the woe’ that belonged to 
those who disobeyed. Now all this was altered. In the livelier meetings it was no 
unusual thing to have a dozen short prayers. The custom of congregational rising 
was quickly annulled. Everything was done that could be done to make it easy for 
the young and old to pray.314 
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Despite the fact that Jones approved of these changes, he made equally clear his 
disapproval of the subsequent developments of a paid pastorate. 
 

Attempts which Friends have made in America to transform the historical type of 
free meeting by introducing a directing pastor and a set form of service have not 
brought a satisfying solution of the problem of ministry and worship. The natural 
drift of these experiments has been in the direction of system, routine, �xity and, 
incipient ritual, and a loss of the sense of personal responsibility on the part of the 
congregation. The innovation has not produced the expected results in growth and 
in increase of membership, while it has been attended almost certainly by a waning 
of individual responsibility, an alteration of ideals in worship and a surrender of faith 
in the priesthood of the entire membership… The real dif�culty is the fundamental 
one that a directed meeting, systematised under a programme, alters the entire 
conception of the Society of Friends and puts its central ideas in peril. It would 
mean, if the pastoral system were to be accepted as the �nal basis for the Society of 
Friends, that the main experiment of historical Quakerism had proved a failure.315 

 
The essence of his critique of this development is that, in his opinion, ‘revival-
ists’316 have renounced the most important aspect of what it means to be Quakers. 
He wrote, with sorrow, that ‘Multitudes of Friends, and whole meetings, became 
oblivious of the earlier Quaker ideals and manners, and gloried in the fact that 
Friends were indistinguishable from other Christians, as though they had no 
special mission’.317 It is therefore hardly surprising that Jones was consistently keen 
to emphasise that there were viable alternatives to the development of a paid 
pastorate. He mentioned the amount of work done by Liberal Quaker leaders to 
improve ministry after the 1895 Manchester Conference.318 However, he also 
admitted that, 
 

Our historical review, however, makes it very clear that the Quaker experiment in 
lay-religion cannot be pronounced at any period a complete success, and will 
obviously not win the approval of those who have adopted the pastoral alternative 
unless some adequate methods are found for raising the general level of ministry in 
Friends’ meetings and for maintaining the necessary pastoral care and community 
service of the neighbourhoods around the meetings.319  

 
As a result of his dislike of programmed ministry, Jones felt justi�ed in giving his 
opinion on the change in attitude required to improve unprogrammed ministry: 
 

Friends have been too apt in the past to assume that inspiration and illumination 
must come, if at all, during the meeting hour. They have too often conceived of the 
work of the Spirit as limited to the occasion of the gathering. The result of this 
narrow theory of inspiration has been to discount preparation and to glorify 
impromptu and spontaneous speaking. That way of interpreting the in�uence of the 
Spirit has encouraged passivity, not to say mental laziness and emptiness. It has 
tended to reduce ministry to a single type and to predetermine that only persons 
who possessed certain psychical traits would be likely to speak. There is no sound 
basis for this position, and it may be said with considerable con�dence that some 
form of preparation is essential for effective ministry and that the Spirit of God is not 
limited and con�ned to seasons or to localities, but is at all times as near the seeking 
soul as electrical energy is near to the wire that conveys it.320 
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13. LEADERSHIP AND TRAVELLING MINISTERS 
Another area in which Jones’s perspective bore great similarity to that of 
Braithwaite was in his emphasis on the importance of inspired leadership and the 
itinerant ministry. Despite supposedly considering the later periods of Quakerism, 
Jones had a surprising amount to say about the early leaders. When doing so, he 
praised the �rst-generation Quaker itinerant ministers321 and claimed that ‘In the 
primitive stage the persons of paramount in�uence and leadership were, with 
some notable exceptions, persons who possessed large gifts for public ministry and 
apostolic preaching service’.322 Similarly to Braithwaite, Jones claimed that the 
waning of this system was a great loss to Quakerism: 
 

While the founders of Quakerism themselves lived, personalities counted for more 
than systems and creative leadership prevented rigid crystallisation, but this later 
stage, of smaller personalities and of waning enthusiasm, was naturally designed to 
be an era that would perfect the inherited system of organisation and discipline and 
expand and magnify the accumulated customs of the fathers.323 

 
The importance which Jones attached to individuals can even be seen in the 
structure of his books. As his history unfolded, Jones tended more and more 
towards telling the story through the biography of speci�c individuals. This is 
especially obvious in Volume 2 in which he devoted, for example, Chapter 16 to 
John Bright324 and Whittier and Chapter 19 to ‘notable Friends’ of the nineteenth 
century. One of Jones’s complaints was of the dif�culty for the Religious Society 
of Friends during the nineteenth century to produce distinguished leaders. He 
wrote: 
 

It was unfortunately often dif�cult for a distinguished person to remain a Friend 
during the dull, arid and contentious period of early 19th century Quakerism. If his 
talents and distinction brought him into wide relation with men and women who 
did not belong to the Society of Friends, and if he conformed to the manners and 
habits of others than Friends, he was soon subject to criticism and disapproval. He 
quickly found his intellectual views and sentiments diverging, too from those of the 
more contracted and insular fellowship, and in a short time felt that he no longer �t-
ted comfortably into the restrained way of life in which he had been brought up.325 

 
14. SUMMARY 
In this Part, I have shown that there are many ways in which Jones freely allowed 
his liberal theology to in�uence his retelling of history. His belief in the mystical 
nature of Quakerism is a theme undergirding several of the emphases considered, 
in particular, positive understanding of humanity, veri�able inward authority, 
ambivalence towards quietism and anti-dogmatism. Many of Jones’s emphases 
were the same as Braithwaite’s, in particular, the emphasis on the value of educa-
tion and of itinerant ministry. When considering the role of education, Jones uses 
the same technique as Braithwaite did of describing the aspects of Quaker practice 
with which he both agreed and disagreed. They both then argued that it was 
possible in their time to use this hindsight to move towards a more perfect model 
of Quaker education. However, Jones typically conveys his bias more explicitly 
than Braithwaite. 
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Part VI. DENOMINATIONAL IDENTITY FORMATION 

 
In this Part, I consider the ways in which the Rowntree History Series was linked 
with the formation of Liberal Quaker identity during the period of its emergence. 
I �rst demonstrate that identity formation326 was an explicit aim of the writers of 
the Rowntree History Series. In order to explore the extent to which this identity 
formation is speci�c to the context of the Religious Society of Friends during the 
early twentieth century, I next consider other contexts in which history has played 
a signi�cant role in the development of religious identity. The other contexts 
which I have chosen are twentieth-century Methodism and the search for the 
historical Jesus at Chicago Divinity School in the early twentieth century. After 
considering these other contexts and the importance of history to evangelical 
Quakers, I argue that the importance of history to identity formation is in many 
ways speci�c to the context of Liberal Quakerism. 
 
1. NON-CREEDAL IDENTITY 
Most Christian denominations have a creed which plays a pivotal role in de�ning 
their beliefs. However, Quakerism’s status as a non-creedal church raises the 
question of whether an alternative to a creed is necessary to the denominational 
identity of a church and makes theories of identity formation within the Religious 
Society of Friends particularly interesting. Plüss is the only previous scholar to 
have studied in any detail identity formation in light of Quakerism’s non-creedal 
nature. She presents some compelling arguments about the role of cognition in 
socialisation and social cohesion. Cognition refers to the mental processes involved 
in gaining knowledge and comprehension; these processes include thinking, 
knowing, judging, remembering and problem solving. Much previous research 
tends to assume that these cognitive processes are centred around the acceptance 
or non-acceptance of doctrinal statements. They therefore assume that non-doc-
trinal religious communities are likely to have weaker corporate identity or social 
cohesion.327 In contrast to this, Plüss uses the example of the Religious Society of 
Friends to argue that this is not necessarily the case. Instead she argues that a strong 
sense of corporate identity can be created just as effectively through friendship and 
positive affective sanctions, such as rewarding acceptable behaviour.328 
 Potentially Plüss’s �ndings could undermine my conclusions in this study, since 
my argument that the Rowntree History Series was in�uential in the formation of 
Liberal Quaker identity relies heavily on the role of cognition in identity forma-
tion. However, I argue that this is not in fact the case, for two reasons: namely 
because Plüss is researching, �rstly, a different period of Quakerism than is being 
considered in this study, and, secondly, a different stage of identity formation. 
 The difference in period being studied is important because there is a signi�-
cant distinction between a non-creedal church and a non-doctrinal one. Plüss 
tends to assume that because Quakerism is non-creedal it is also non-doctrinal.329 
The early twenty-�rst-century Quakerism studied by Plüss may arguably be non-
doctrinal; however, this was not the case for the Quakerism studied within my 
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parameters. The period of the growth of Liberal Quakerism included several 
substantial changes in Quaker doctrine and therefore it is arguable that cognition 
plays a greater role in this speci�c context. 
 Secondly, Plüss’s article focuses on the integration of new members into a 
Quaker meeting. However, in the liberal period, the focus was far more on the 
education of those who were already members and had probably grown up in 
Quaker meetings. The gradual changing of corporate beliefs is a process that can 
less easily be explained by social factors than can the welcoming of an individual 
into a meeting. Therefore, I argue that it is logical for cognition to play a greater 
role in the assimilation process. 
 
2. LIBERAL QUAKER IDENTITY 
Phillips’s study conveys much about the development of Liberal Quaker identity 
during the period 1890–1910, in which he argues that there was an emergence of 
‘Friendly Patriotism’, which he de�nes as ‘a complex set of attitudes by which 
publicly spirited Quakers attempted to straddle multiple identities’.330 Phillips is 
primarily interested in the development of Quaker identity in a political sense. 
For example, he notes that prior to 1890 Quakers in Parliament never voted as a 
bloc and were more concerned with ‘the extension of newly acquired Quaker 
respectability into Westminster than with securing a place for Quaker principles 
in national government’.331 However, Phillips then charts the development of the 
idea of Christian citizenship which transformed this understanding of the role of 
the Quaker in public life. Phillips observes that one of the most impassioned 
advocates of Christian citizenship was John Stephenson Rowntree332 and notes 
that ‘central to [J.S.] Rowntree’s reading of Quaker history and its relationship to 
the State is his granting to Friends an authoritative role in the nation’s moral and 
political development’.333 Furthermore, Phillips observes that histories such as the 
Rowntree History Series tended to emphasise those aspects of early Quaker 
history which corresponded to their ideas of Christian citizenship.334 This is an 
example of the practical effect the Rowntree History Series may have had on 
Liberal Quaker identity. 
 Several other scholars335 have recognised in passing that there is a correlation 
between the study of history and the development of Liberal Quaker identity. 
Isichei notes that Rowntree was particularly worried about the potential loss of 
Quaker identity after the loss of the peculiarities and sought to �nd other 
distinctives to de�ne Quaker identity.336 Similarly, Kennedy observes that Rown-
tree believed that the lack of solid historical knowledge was one of the gravest 
dangers to the Religious Society at the time.337 
 The attempt to �nd historical information around which to build Liberal 
Quaker identity can be seen very clearly in Jones’s introduction to The Beginnings 
of Quakerism, in which Jones admitted that all of the principal ideas of the early 
Quakers had already been proclaimed by some other individual or group. How-
ever, he argued that what Quakerism initiated was the unique way in which these 
ideas were fused together.338 In particular, Jones argued that the strength of Quak-
erism was the way in which mysticism and action were woven together and that 
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this was why it is worth studying.339 Elsewhere, Jones wrote, ‘as far as I can judge 
the tendencies today, the people of college and university age are profoundly 
interested in mystical religion and in the type of religion that has to do with 
problems of life rather than with problems of theology’.340 This demonstrates that 
Jones believed that the fusion of action and mysticism was both an inherent and 
essential aspect of Quakerism and was likely to appeal to the intended readers of 
the Rowntree History Series. The previous Part of this study made it clear that a 
social service spirit and mysticism were key emphases in Jones’s work. 
 In his study of Liberal Quakerism, Davie argues strongly that there were close 
links between Liberal Quakers and liberal theologians of other denominations at 
the end of the nineteenth century and that the reasons for the acceptance of 
liberal theology were the same in the Religious Society of Friends as they were in 
other denominations.341 In particular, he mentions that one of the seven main 
beliefs which united all liberal theologians was the belief ‘that the historical 
investigation of the Gospels that had taken place in the nineteenth century had 
resulted in a greater knowledge and understanding of Jesus as a historical �gure 
than had ever been achieved before’. 342  I have therefore selected as my �rst 
comparison of contexts the theological study of the historical Jesus at Chicago 
Divinity School in approximately the period from 1890 to 1930. It is hoped that 
this comparison will elucidate the theological relevance of historical study. 
 
3. CHICAGO DIVINITY SCHOOL 
The Chicago Divinity School during this period was strongly linked to the 
Ritschlian school of thought.343 In the late nineteenth century,344 Albrecht Ritschl 
(1822–1889), the German Protestant theologian, had blended the approaches of 
Kant and Schleiermacher and judged that liberal Christianity ought to be paying 
more attention to Jesus’ kingdom of God which Ritschl interpreted as having a 
social gospel meaning. He claimed that this could be understood only by historical 
critical research of the collective Christian experience of value inspired by Jesus.345 
 By the start of the twentieth century, there was a separation among Ritschlian 
theologians between those who favoured historicist versus dogmatic approaches to 
theology. Most American liberal theologians in this debate favoured the dogmatic 
side which focused on the believer’s experience of the ‘inner life of Jesus’. 
However, the Chicago School argued in this debate for the historicist approach in 
which no dogma, religious principle or experience deserved to be privileged over 
history. All beliefs had to be interrogated for their historical credibility before they 
could be accepted.346 
 The most prominent Chicago School scholar during this period was Shailer 
Mathews (1863–1941),347 who became the dean of the Chicago School in 1908 
and in the same year welcomed Shirley Jackson Case348 to the department.349 
Together they developed the Chicago School’s distinctive socio-historical method. 
Mathews and Case extended the Ritschlian attempt to recover the social and 
historical character of Christianity and argued the more radical thesis that Christi-
anity has no independent existence; it is merely the name for a particular phase of 
social existence.350 
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 Despite Mathews being clearly on the historicist side of the Ritschlian debate, 
there were still tensions of emphasis which are worthy of our consideration. 
Mathews’s �rst book, The Social Teaching of Jesus, outlined his de�nition of 
‘Christian sociology’ as the use of modern social science to explain the objective 
contemporaneous meaning of Christianity351 and argued that Jesus’ emphasis was 
primarily on the social rather than eschatological meaning of the Kingdom of 
God. However, almost from the book’s publication, Mathews was uncomfortable 
with this conclusion. The best modern scholars, such as Albert Schweitzer, seemed 
to be moving in the direction of arguing that Jesus’ primary emphasis was eschato-
logical and if the only worthy basis for theology was modern scienti�c knowledge 
then he was uncomfortable with holding out against their conclusions.352 Eventu-
ally, therefore, Mathews gave up his initial argument. In 1903, he claimed that the 
eschatological and social meanings of the Kingdom of God were equally valued 
by Jesus. Then in 1905, he admitted that the Kingdom of God was most likely 
intended by Jesus in the eschatological sense.353 
 This book was a turning point for Mathews because it required him to develop 
a new theological basis for the liberal social gospel. The problem as far as Mathews 
saw it was that, although modern theologians had to admit that the gospel idea of 
the kingdom was primarily eschatological, there remained the problem that 
apocalyptic thinking was contrary to the thinking of the early twentieth century. 
The strategy which Mathews eventually settled on for reinterpreting primitive 
Christianity in modern terms was the concept of ‘social process’ as a socio-
historical bridge between the ancient and modern worlds. He, therefore, 
interpreted Christianity as a social movement inspired by its loyalty to Jesus.354 
 The theological problems which Mathews experienced in accepting this 
research into the historical Jesus is in many ways parallel to the dif�culties which 
Quaker historians faced in accepting some of the more bizarre aspects of early 
Quakerism. My earlier Parts demonstrated the fact that, although Braithwaite and 
Jones included evidence of early Quaker behaviour of which they disapproved in 
their published work, this evidence was also frequently accompanied by an edito-
rial comment about the behaviour or dogma. This demonstrates two things: �rstly, 
Liberal Quakers were only able to use history as an articulation of ideal identity 
because inappropriate past behaviour of early Quakers could be undermined by 
Liberal Quakers’ primary emphasis on the importance of contemporaneous 
personal experience; secondly, although tied to a speci�c academic-theological 
movement, Mathews was not concerned primarily with denominational identity 
and this gave him far greater freedom to emphasise historical accuracy than was 
the case with Quaker historians. 
 
4. METHODISM 
It is also valuable to compare the Religious Society of Friends with another 
particular denomination, and in this context I have chosen to consider the United 
Methodist Church from the mid-twentieth century onwards. Richey has written 
that, ‘Methodists have consistently turned to history when called upon to say who 
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they were, to state purposes, to de�ne themselves. History looms �rst in the 
Discipline. And these secular versions of the Methodist propositions now render 
United Methodism’s understanding of itself and its beliefs’.355 In order to under-
stand Methodism’s self-understanding of its history, I will consider both Richey’s 
work on historical studies of Methodism and Tweed’s work on Methodist shrines. 
 Tweed observes that, contrary to popular belief, Methodists frequently under-
take ‘pilgrimages’ to ‘shrines’, although this practice is understood very differently 
from traditional Catholic interpretations. The shrines which have been identi�ed 
by American Methodists are commemorative ones, sites which, although not 
strictly sacred, recall key historical events.356 Tweed takes a sociological view of 
this phenomenon and concludes that it re�ects a broader social process such as the 
construction of collective identity. 357  He argues that commemorative shrines 
function as identity shrines since collective identity, for many Methodists, emerges 
from historical consciousness.358 
 Richey’s article focuses on the reinterpretation of Methodism by various histo-
rians over time. In this study, I focus on those historians who were working in 
the twentieth century when the tension within Methodism between secular and 
theological interpretations of history became most apparent. It is Richey who 
argues the most strongly for the importance of history to Methodist identity. As 
an example of this he cites the 1988 General Conference of the United Methodist 
Church when it was decided to rewrite the ‘doctrinal history’ in the Discipline ‘so 
as to accent those aspects of Methodism which, if reemphasised, would rejuvenate 
the church’.359 Richey claims that this was by then a ‘tried and tested’ method for 
this church. The clear parallels between this decision and the methods of Liberal 
Quakerism make this worthy of study. 
 Although Richey studies various earlier Methodist historians, it was Sweet (who 
taught at the University of Chicago, 1927–1946) who transformed Methodist 
belief about itself into historical axioms. Sweet’s intention was to make church 
history into a respectable university discipline and he played a major role in secu-
larising and professionalising it.360 However, it was Norwood who achieved what 
Sweet intended by publishing a Methodist history not only fully respectful of 
historical canons, but which was also the historical text of choice for United 
Methodist seminarians.361 
 Richey also writes, ‘In this sense the making of church history into a historical 
rather than theological science has interesting consequences for the church. First it 
means that theological claims that once came readily to Methodist lips now simply 
are not heard’.362 It would be an interesting area of future research to analyse the 
possible theological implications of a focus on the importance of history for 
Quaker identity formation. Certainly, it is clear that there is considerable overlap 
between the Methodist and Quaker contexts. However, I suspect that the more 
mainstream Christian identity of Methodism and its status as a creedal church 
mean that history is a less important aspect of identity for Methodists than for 
Quakers. 
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5. EVANGELICAL QUAKERS 
I have established that there are signi�cant differences in the ways in which 
Quakers approach their own history from those of other denominations. The �nal 
question to be considered now is whether there are variations between liberal and 
evangelical Quakers in their treatment of history. 
 At the time of the Wilburite–Gurneyite separation Gurneyite Quakers moved 
in a direction which could potentially have raised the importance of education 
within their branch of Quakerism. They were convinced that ‘a want of proper 
scriptural knowledge’ had been one of the primary causes of the separations.363 
They argued that members urgently needed a better understanding of both ‘the 
vital principles of Christianity’ and of how Quakerism was based on these princi-
ples.364 There was therefore an increasingly strong emphasis on Bible study, but 
this did not necessarily translate into other forms of learning. 
 Hamm has examined the in�uence on revivalist Quakers of the historian 
Robert Barclay, whom he describes as an evangelical forerunner of the later 
Liberal Quaker historians. Hamm does not want to claim too much in�uence for 
Robert Barclay since proponents of the revival movement were clearly not over-
dependent on Quaker history to justify their practices. However, Hamm notes 
that ‘there is evidence that some who had qualms about the direction of orthodox 
Gurneyite Friends in the 1870s found Barclay’s work reassuring’. 365  Similarly, 
Hamm observes that although Updegraff 366  did not primarily use historical 
examples when publicly arguing for his ‘Waterite’ position, whenever he did do 
so his references were always to the same early Friends who Barclay had cited. 
 In 1895 a review in The Friend of the then recently published The History of 
Friends in America by Richard and Allen Thomas noted that in the preface to the 
book one of the authors had observed that 
 

it has been a pleasure to the authors, in including the various branches of Friends in 
America, to note that the three representative periodicals of American Quakerism, 
the American Friend (Orthodox), the Friends’ Intelligencer and Journal (Hicksite), and 
the Philadelphia Friend (Conservative), while not refraining from criticising the sketch 
in regard to matters of secondary importance, have all recognised and commended 
its spirit, and the historical care with which it has been written.367 

 
This all indicates that there may well have been interest in Quaker history among 
evangelical Quakers, but that history was not perceived as being signi�cant to 
Quaker identity formation in the same way as it was for Liberal Quakers. 
 
6. SUMMARY 
The purpose of this Part was to demonstrate that the way in which Liberal 
Quakers used the Rowntree History Series for identity formation was fundamen-
tally different from other forms of denominational identity formation. This was 
demonstrated through considering the ways in which other organisations have 
made use of history, enabling me to reach the following conclusions: 
 



SOUTHERN  THE ROWNTREE HISTORY SERIES  
 

53

 

1. The Rowntree History Series was written and used as study materials to 
justify and build social cohesion around fundamental theological changes. 
This may be similar to the Methodist situation, but is made far more 
acute by the Religious Society of Friends’ status as a non-creedal church. 

2. The absolute faith, even before writing, that the facts which would 
emerge from historical study would be bene�cial to the Religious 
Society of Friends was unique to the optimism of the liberal period 
which believed all progress to be inspired by God. 

 
Part VII. CONCLUSION 

 
Throughout this study, I have shown that the most important way of understand-
ing the Rowntree History Series is through the lens of the formation of Liberal 
Quaker identity. 
 In Part II, I outlined the in�uential argument over the origins of Quakerism as 
�rst presented by Jones. I demonstrated that, in contrast to the traditional debate 
over the extent to which Quakerism has origins in earlier mystical traditions, a 
more interesting way to view Jones’s thesis is to examine the correlation between 
liberal theology and the content of the Rowntree History Series. My areas of 
emphasis include, but are not limited to, those usually highlighted in connection 
with the Rowntree History Series. 
 In different ways, Parts III, IV and V all considered the correlation between 
theology and the content of the Rowntree History Series. In Part III I considered 
the original vision of Rowntree. It is clear from letters and published works not 
only that Rowntree was originally motivated to undertake the history project 
because of his concern about the quality of Quaker ministry and his belief that 
education of members of the Religious Society of Friends would nurture the 
spiritual life, but also that the eventual writers of the Rowntree History Series 
intended to ful�l Rowntree’s vision as completely as possible. I therefore argued 
that the only way to understand the Rowntree History Series is by understanding 
that it was intended to be a tool for the enhancement of knowledge in the Reli-
gious Society of Friends and therefore for the raising of the quality of ministry. 
 Parts III and IV considered in detail the arguments presented by Braithwaite 
and Jones in the Rowntree History Series. I argued that it is no coincidence that 
there is considerable overlap between their emphases and the main concerns of 
Liberal Quakerism. I argued that this overlap was at least partially conscious on 
the part of the authors since they so clearly intended the books to have a practical 
signi�cance to the spiritual environment of the Religious Society of Friends. 
 Thus far, I therefore argued the following main points: 

� That the Rowntree History Series can be primarily understood as a 
resource for education and a preparation for ministry. 

� That the history was presented in such a way as to make it easier for the 
authors to af�rm Quaker tradition while adapting the theology of their 
immediate predecessors. 
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� That those Liberal Quakers interested in history genuinely believed that a 
truly accurate historical study was the only way to clear away the 
‘distortions’ of quietism and evangelical revival and ‘recapture’ what was 
unique to Quakerism. 

 
After considering these main points, it was then necessary to explore further the 
extent to which this attempt to use history as a focal point for corporate identity 
formation was unique to the Liberal Quakerism of the early twentieth century. In 
order to do this, I compared this Quaker case to two other similar, but different 
contexts: namely, the use of history by the Chicago Divinity School and the 
United Methodist Church. After looking at these different ways of using history, I 
argued that there are certainly some ways in which the use of the Rowntree 
History Series was unique to the Quakerism of that period and they are as follows: 

1. The Rowntree History Series was used to justify fundamental theological 
changes. This may be similar to the use of history by the United 
Methodist Church, but is made far more acute by the Religious Society 
of Friends’ status as a non-creedal church. 

2. The absolute faith, even before writing began, that the facts which would 
emerge from historical study would be bene�cial to the Religious 
Society of Friends, was unique to the optimism of the liberal Period. 

 
1. CONSEQUENCES FOR SCHOLARSHIP 
My research both complements and challenges several of the existing studies in 
this area. My research is particularly challenging to Isichei because it demonstrates 
the way in which intellectualism was cornerstone in the manifestation of Liberal 
Quakerism. Isichei writes, ‘It is a seeming paradox that men who rejected much 
traditional theology and emphasised the importance of religious experience and 
intuition should have laid such stress on the intellectual study of religion’. 368 
Rather than being a paradox, I demonstrate that this intellectualism was in fact 
the natural result of the context of a scienti�c worldview and the liberal desire for 
a rational basis for religion. 
 Kennedy acknowledges the importance of history to Liberal Quakers and so 
my research develops the ideas which he proposed: whereas he tends to describe 
the importance of history to Liberal Quakers, I have analysed why history took 
on such a theological importance to Liberal Quakers. Similarly, my research 
complements the work done by Phillips when he considers the role of history in 
Liberal Quakerism.369  Phillips both describes the Liberal Quaker emphasis on 
history and the tensions between Liberal Quakers’ multiple identities. I link these 
two areas of Phillips’s work and argue that the interest in history was one way in 
which Liberal Quakers managed these tensions. 
 My analysis of the ways in which liberal theology in�uenced the context of the 
Rowntree History Series also demonstrates that there is a continuing need for 
scholars in religious history to re-assess the ways in which we both write and use 
history. The Creation of Quaker Theory demonstrates that there is currently a healthy 
awareness among Quaker scholars of the need to be conscious of one’s own biases 
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while writing Quaker history.370 However, I suggest that there is a need to go 
further than this and give consideration to the ways in which previously written 
history in�uences the way in which we currently write history. The Rowntree 
History Series is a foundational text in the study of Quaker history and we need 
to be aware of the continuing in�uence that it may be exerting over us. 
 This has particular relevance to Elaine Pryce’s work.371 Her article focuses on 
Jones’s consideration of continental Catholic quietists and the effect that Jones’s 
work has had on how we view them. However, she also mentions the in�uence 
that Jones’s work may have had on how Quakers view the quietist period of their 
own history. My research suggests that far more work needs to be done not only 
in this area but also in the way in which Quaker attitudes to all of the emphases 
outlined in this study may have been in�uenced by Braithwaite and Jones. 
 
2. FUTURE RESEARCH 
The signi�cance of this study can be demonstrated not only by the novelty of the 
topic and the approach, but also by the areas of new research which are opened 
up by its �ndings. This signi�cance can be seen both in Quaker Studies and in the 
wider context of church and religious studies. 
 Another area of future research could be the analysis of other historians in the 
way I have done for Braithwaite and Jones. The most obvious example is Robert 
Barclay of Reigate: Hamm has opened up this �eld but more work still needs to 
be done.372 However, this method could be used for any Quaker historian either 
earlier or later than Braithwaite and Jones. It could also apply to the recent trend 
of ‘translating’ early Quaker writings into contemporary English.373 
 In recent years there has been talk about the possibility of writing a new 
historical series to rival the scope of the Rowntree History Series.374 This could 
potentially be a bene�cial exercise since, as demonstrated, the Rowntree History 
Series is very much of its time. However, I would also advise caution and the 
careful examination of motives before beginning this project. A comprehensive 
commentary on the Rowntree History Series may be a more advisable starting 
point. 
 Similarly, it would be bene�cial to conduct further research into the way in 
which Quaker history was used both before and after the publication of the 
Rowntree History Series. My research indicates that there was an increase in 
study circles etc. throughout the period 1895–1925 and that the �ndings of the 
Rowntree History Series were frequently used as study material. However, this 
practical element of the in�uence of the Rowntree History Series has not been 
the focus of this study and further investigations would be bene�cial. 
 My research also has repercussions beyond the sphere of Quaker Studies. In 
particular, Methodist use of history in identity formation would be an area of 
potential interest. There are likely to be more parallels with and differences from 
the Quaker context than I was able to explore in this study. 
 Furthermore, my research has raised some interesting questions for the study of 
identity formation. I have primarily approached this subject using a historical 
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methodology. However, this area could bene�t from further study using socio-
logical methods. Areas of possible further research include the different ways in 
which adults and youth, newcomers or long-standing members and academic or 
non-academic members react to these methods of changing doctrinal denomi-
national identity. Similarly this study is relevant to any research into the role of 
education in religious identity: what methods are most effective at building a 
sense of religious identity? Are these methods speci�c to certain periods or more 
effective with certain personality types? It is possible that this research may have 
signi�cant repercussions for the study of the process of theological change within 
religious communities. 
 
3. SUMMARY 
In this Part I have outlined the arguments presented in this study and re-iterated 
the process by which these conclusions were reached. I then summarised the 
signi�cance of these conclusions to existing and future Quaker and other scholar-
ship, suggesting areas of possible further research which have been raised by this 
study. 
 

NOTES 
  

 1. When considering the American context I may refer to one of several Yearly Meetings.  
In the British Context I will be referring to London Yearly Meeting (now Britain Yearly 
Meeting). The term London Yearly Meeting refers to an annual business meeting (which as the 
name suggests usually takes place in London) wherein proposals were considered which affected 
the corporate life of all Quakers in Britain. However, it is also used to refer to all Quakers 
resident within its geographic boundaries because all Quakers were eligible to attend the annual 
meeting and participate in its decisions. The Religious Society of Friends worldwide is divided 
into several Yearly Meetings.  These frequently correspond to the borders of countries, although 
in the USA there are several Yearly Meetings. London Yearly Meeting includes England, 
Scotland and Wales but not Northern Ireland which is a part of Ireland Yearly Meeting. 
 2. Summer Schools were ventures organised by Liberal Quakers in order to encourage 
religious education within the Religious Society of Friends. Quaker history was one of the 
prominent topics studied at such events. The �rst Summer School was held at Scarborough in 
August 1897: over 600 Friends attended and it was so successful that Summer Schools soon 
became a regular feature of British Quakerism for the decade following: Kennedy, T.C., British 
Quakerism 1860–1920: The Transformation of a Religious Community, Oxford and New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2001, pp. 171-77; Wood, H.G., ‘Origins’, in Davis (ed.), Woodbrooke: 
1903–1953, London: The Bannisdale Press, 1953, pp. 13-18. 
 3. The success of the Summer Schools led to a desire to establish a ‘permanent summer 
school’ to foster the gifts of those called to ministry. This vision was held by several Friends but 
most notably by John Wilhelm Rowntree. In 1903 George Cadbury decided to donate 
Woodbrooke, his property in Birmingham, for this purpose. Although he was rather more 
evangelical than J.W. Rowntree they were able to work together for this common cause. The 
vision for a permanent place for Quakers to study religious and social questions was successful 
and Woodbrooke continues to this day: Rowntree, J.W., ‘A Plea for a Quaker Settlement’, in 
Joshua Rowntree (ed.), John Wilhelm Rowntree: Essays and Addresses, London: Headley Bros, 
1905, pp. 135-50; Wood, ‘Origins’. 
 4. Throughout this study I demonstrate that Liberal Quakers wanted to use history as a way 
of demonstrating the relevance and modernity of the Quaker message. That this was a de�ning  
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characteristic of Liberal Quakerism is evident in the fact that nearly every important member of 
the liberal movement was also a member of the Friends’ Historical Society when it was estab-
lished in 1903. Kennedy, T., ‘History and Quaker Renaissance: The Vision of John Wilhelm 
Rowntree’, The Journal of the Friends Historical Society 55/2 (1984), pp. 35-56 (38); Kennedy, 
British Quakerism, pp. 200-201. 
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Period of Quakerism, London: Macmillan, 1919; Jones, R., The Later Periods of Quakerism, 
London: Macmillan, 1921. 
 6. ‘Three Friends’, A Reasonable Faith: Short Religious Essays for the Times, London: 
Macmillan, 1885. 
 7. Wordsell, E., The Gospel of Divine Help, London: Samuel Harris & Co., 1886. 
 8. The Manchester Conference took place from 11–15 November 1895. It is frequently 
referred to as the turning point in the transformation of London Yearly Meeting which resulted 
in the dominance of Liberal Quakerism. It attracted between 1000 to 1300 people out of a total 
membership of 16,500 in London Yearly Meeting. Most of the presenters were Quakers who 
were involved in their local meeting and in the intellectual world, but not necessarily at the 
Yearly Meeting level. Wilson estimates that a roughly one third of the presenters were of an 
evangelical leaning. In total there were thirty papers covering the following topics: Early 
Quakerism—Its Spirit and Power; Has Quakerism a Message to the World Today?; The 
Relation between Adult Schools and Mission Meetings and the Organisation of the Society of 
Friends; The Attitude of the Society of Friends towards Social Questions; The Attitude of the 
Society of Friends towards Modern Thought; The More Effectual Presentation of Spiritual 
Truth; The Vitalising of our Meetings for Worship; The Message of Christianity to the World: 
Report of the Proceedings of the Conference of Members of the Society of Friends, Held, by direction of the 
Yearly Meeting, in Manchester from Eleventh to the Fifteenth of the Eleventh Month 1895, London: 
Headley Bros, 1896; Wilson, R., ‘Friends in the Nineteenth Century’, The Friends Quarterly 
23/8 (October 1984), pp. 353-63 (363); Wilson, R., Manchester, Manchester and Manchester 
Again: From ‘Sound Doctrine’ to ‘A Free Ministry’: The Theological Travail of London Yearly Meeting 
throughout the Nineteenth Century, London: Friends Historical Society, 1990. 
 9. This is the term used by Pink Dandelion, who distinguishes the various facets of mod-
ernism exhibited by different branches of Quakerism: Dandelion, P., An Introduction to 
Quakerism, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007. 
 10. Aubrey, E.E., ‘What is Modernism?’, The Journal of Religion 15/4 (October 1935), pp. 
426-47 (430). 
 11. Aubrey, ‘What is Modernism?’, p. 434. 
 12. Aubrey, ‘What is Modernism?’, p. 435. 
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 14. Aubrey, ‘What is Modernism?’, p. 436. 
 15. Aubrey, ‘What is Modernism?’, pp. 436-39. 
 16. Aubrey, ‘What is Modernism?’, p. 439. 
 17. Mason, A., ‘Liberal Protestantism’, in A. Hastings, A. Mason, H. Pyper, I. Lawrie and C. 
Bennett (eds.), The Oxford Companion to Christian Thought, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2000, pp. 385-87 (385). 
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 23. The effects of the First World War, although falling within the chronological parameters 
of this study, are not a major focus of this study since the formative years of the Quaker history 
movement occurred before the war when such optimism was unhindered. 
 24. In Portrait in Grey (London: Quaker Books, 2006), John Punshon makes this point with 
reference to Quakers ignoring the critique of liberal Christianity by Barth. 

25. ‘Social gospel’ was a movement which developed at the end of the nineteenth century 
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 26. Mason, ‘Liberal Protestantism’, p. 387. 
 27. Dorrien, American Liberal Theology, p. 5. 
 28. Kennedy, British Quakerism, p. 163. 
 29. Kennedy, British Quakerism, pp. 9-10. 
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