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Fatherhood, Religious
Beliet and the Protection
of Children in Nineteenth-
Century English Families'

Megan Doolittle

Throughout the nineteenth century in England, fathers stood at the symbolic
centre of family, home and household, and of relationships between families
and other social and political worlds. This position was not just symbolic, as
fathers were invested with considerable power and authority, invisibly built into
many social institutions. As this chapter will show, an implicit and often taken-
for-granted aspect of fatherhood was providing protection for dependants, a
complex role which shaped inequalities of power between genders and genera-
tions. Both formal and informal sanctions against fathers who were unable or
unwilling to fulfil this role were at a historically low ebb as community gover-
nance of aberrant fatherhood was in decline, and legal remedies were limited.?
Nevertheless, the rights of fathers were challenged at many levels, from every-
day family dynamics to the political movements for women’s rights and child
protection which gathered momentum over the century. The transmission of
religious and moral orthodoxies between generations thus emerged as a key
index of fatherly competence and a significant arena for the reshaping of famil-
ial relationships.

Protection is a significant marker of parenthood in many cultures and
historical periods, and is a feature of kinship and other dependency relations.
At its most basic level, it reflects the differences in the capacities of young and
adult humans, and the shielding of children from life’s dangers forms a core
element of parents’ relationships with their children. Over the nineteenth
century, the long and uneven transition towards the prolonged, sheltered
childhood familiar to us today transformed these relationships,? reshaping the
roles of fathers and father figures, especially in the responsibilities and expec-
tations of being a protector. The social arrangements of protection are
constructed through relations of power, as Pathak and Rajan argued: ‘the will
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to power contaminates even the most sincere claims of protection. There are
multifarious relations of dominance and subordination that circulate within
the term “protection”.”* In the nineteenth century, within unequal relation-
ships between generations, abuse and neglect were only the most extreme
forms of domination available to parents. While children were seen as offering
comfort and pleasure to their parents, obedience to adults in general and
parents in particular was constantly evoked as a requirement of the protected
child.

The protection of children was deeply embedded in constructions of
masculinity and adulthood, partly because of its close association with being a
provider. For the vast majority of families, income and property were acquired
from a variety of earners and sources, but it was husbands and fathers who were
understood to have responsibility for providing for those under their authority.?
In early modern societies an important characteristic of full manhood was inde-
pendence, partly defined as not living under the protection of another, and best
demonstrated through the ability to support a range of dependants.® These
ideas underpinned the economic and social changes from which the breadwin-
ner model emerged during the nineteenth century.”

On the other hand, protection increasingly came to be associated with care
in this period, and mothers were most often charged with the day-to-day care
of children. Care might be understood in this context as having two meanings
— caring about and caring for.8 Thus fathering included a protective caring about
children while they were growing up, while the day-to-day caring for children
was very often delegated to others.” As family life was increasingly associated
with the home as a protected domestic space, the enjoyment of children’s
company became interwoven with care, comfort and pleasure for fathers.1?

Alongside providing and caring, parents were expected to protect their chil-
dren from exploitation and abuse within the norms of their class and culture.
By the end of the century there was a widespread belief that this could not be
left to families on their own, particularly those defined as deviant and /or poor,
reflected in the growing body of legislation to limit the employment of children
and the rise of the child protection movement.!! Campaigners for a greater role
for the state and philanthropists in child welfare focused on the role of wives
and mothers, rarely directly challenging the authority of fathers.!> When
women contested the extensive formal powers of fathers, they argued that they
required more authority in the family to protect their children, particularly
where husbands and fathers abused their position.!3

However, there was another important dimension to protective parenting
relating to the spiritual and moral dangers faced by the young, and this forms
the focus of the case studies below. At a time when control over environment
and health were difficult, if not impossible, for most families to sustain, ques-
tions of mortality were often very much at the surface of everyday life. Across
all denominations, the comforts of religion and in particular the Christian
promise of reunion with loved ones in the afterlife were constantly invoked to
inculcate in children the perils of unbelief.1#

Religious orthodoxy also offered demonstrable conformity with a widely
understood set of moral precepts, without which a child could face social
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ostracism. A significant element of conventional morality was the growing
Romanticist association of childhood with innocence!® achieved by the conceal-
ment of adult knowledge of sexuality, money, violence and death,!'® and
reflected in the pervasive Victorian image of the redemptive innocence of chil-
dren.!” The role of parents in inculcating an appropriate religious orthodoxy
and concealing adult knowledge became a focus of contestation as the three
case studies below demonstrate.

These case studies have been selected to show fathers who faced particularly
acute difficulties in managing their role in the moral education of their children,
each one resulting in conflict which emerged into public discourse. The first
two involve well-known figures, Percy Bysshe Shelley and Annie Besant, whose
disputes ended up in court cases; the third is Chester Armstrong, who expressed
this aspect of his life in his autobiography. All of these parents were married and
had at least one son and daughter. Though the families came from very difter-
ent social circumstances, their association with radical politics and unconven-
tional religious beliefs formed the crux of their familial difficulties. While these
cases cannot represent the highly diverse practices and contexts for family life in
this period, they provide a framework for exploring the tensions between
conventional fatherhood and those who contested it.

The poet Percy Bysshe Shelley was one of the very few fathers to be legally
deprived of his children during the first half of the nineteenth century in an
1817 court case which was drawn upon and reiterated for more than a hundred
years. Shelley was the heir of a landed family, whom he defied at the age of 19
by eloping and marrying Harriet Westbrook, the 16-year-old daughter of a
well-to-do coffee shop proprietor.® When they separated three years later,
Harriet had a daughter and was pregnant with his son, and Shelley had fallen in
love with Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin, then only 17 years old. Harriet and her
children went to live with her father. She drowned herself in the Serpentine in
1816, begging her sister to look after the children. Her suicide was hushed up,
but her father then went to the Court of Chancery to make the children wards
of court to prevent Shelley from bringing them up. Within a few days of hear-
ing of Harriet’s death, Shelley and Mary married, partly to strengthen his
custody case, to heal their rift with Mary’s father William Godwin, and to legit-
imate the baby Mary was about to give birth to — her third pregnancy.

Under most circumstances, Shelley would have won this case. Fathers’
common-law rights over legitimate children were virtually limitless, and deser-
tion, adultery or impoverishment were rarely significant barriers to retaining
custody.!? Shelley had access to a limited income from his family’s estate, and
his legitimate heir (Harriet’s son) had considerable ‘prospects’ of inheriting
land and title.

However, Shelley was an avowed and published atheist?? who publicly stated
that he would bring his children up as atheists, the most significant factor in the
ensuing case. While a Catholic, Jewish or Muslim father could not be prevented
from bringing up his children in his own faith, an atheist was seen as depriving
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his children of eternal life, a pressing concern in an age of high infant and child
mortality. Only two children from the seven pregnancies of Harriet and Mary
survived into adulthood. Shelley’s lack of faith thus seriously offended deeply
entrenched religious orthodoxies because he was refusing his children the
protections of religion. Moreover, Shelley flagrantly transgressed moral codes
about the sanctity of marriage in his class, and in the middle class to which Mary
Shelley, the Westbrooks and Lord Eldon, the judge, belonged.?! It was only
through marriage that children were legally bound to their fathers, who had no
rights or duties over illegitimate offspring, except for the provisions of the Poor
Law.?? Shelley argued in court that marriage should be terminable whenever
spouses wished, a deeply radical stance when divorce was only available through
an Act of Parliament.

When giving judgement in the case, Lord Eldon, the Lord Chancellor, is
reported as saying:

This is a case in which, as the matter appears to me, the father’s principles cannot
be misunderstood, in which his conduct, which I cannot but consider as highly
immoral, has been established in proof . .. which he represents to himself and
others, not as conduct to be considered as immoral, but to be recommended and
observed in practice, and as worthy of approbation.?3

Shelley deemed it his duty to raise his children according to his principles, but
Eldon stated, ‘the law calls upon me to consider [his principles] as immoral and
vicious . . . I cannot, therefore think that I should be justified in delivering over
these children for their education exclusively, to what is called the care to which
Mr S. wishes it to be intrusted’.2# In Eldon’s view, fathers should form the
‘opinions and habits’ of their children, but he thought that, in this case,
Shelley’s views would injuriously affect both the children and society more
generally.

An argument was made that removing the children to the guardianship of
the Westbrooks would threaten their prospects of inheritance from the Shelley
estate. But Eldon decided that protecting their moral and spiritual well-being
was more important than the social and material advantages of landed wealth:
‘I should deeply regret it if any act of mine materially affects those interests. But
to such interests I cannot sacrifice what I deem to be interests of greater value
and higher importance.”?®

Thus Shelley lost possession of the children. The Master of the Court inves-
tigated their circumstances and, five months later, a guardian was appointed
(Mr Westbrook having died) and they were sent to Church of England schools
in the country. Shelley was given limited rights of supervised access and
attempted to see them before leaving England to live in Italy, but he never saw
them again.? They outlived Shelley, but Charles died aged 11 while in the care
of Shelley’s father. Iolanthe lived to become a respectable married woman,
having been cared for by Harriet’s sister.

The point at issue in the case was the protection of the children from
godlessness, immorality and political radicalism, a powerful mix during this
turbulent period. Their father was refusing to protect them from damnation in
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the next life, and from social ostracism within both Shelley’s and Harriet’s class.
It was one thing for an adult to renounce religion in all its forms, but to with-
hold it from children was seen as putting them in extreme spiritual, moral and
social danger, risking their future opportunities to find a respectable living or to
marry, leaving them open to exploitation and hardship.

Wardship through the Court of Chancery was constructed as a relationship
of protection, and thus seen as highly appropriate in this case. Acting through
the Lord Chancellor, the monarch was seen as the symbolic parent of a ward,
as parvens patrine. Wardship originated in early modern England as a way of
protecting the landed property of young orphans, but by this time wardship
arrangements included other provisions for the care of wealthy children, partic-
ularly in respect of education and, most importantly, their religious upbring-
ing.?” In earlier times, the Lord Chancellor would bring together all wards of
court each year for a tea party, a ritual occasion which confirmed their position
as children of the Crown.?8 With the exception of the Poor Law, wardship
provided the only alternative to informal kinship or neighbourhood sources of
protection for children, and its use delineates for us some of the boundaries and
inflections of the role of protector which fathers were expected to perform.

However, as Shelley’s case demonstrates, it was not unusual for some protec-
tion to be delegated to mothers, kin, servants and schools. Mothers in particu-
lar were seen as important in providing moral protection, especially for
daughters and ‘infants’, legally defined as under the age of seven. This was
reflected in separation agreements, which were private legal contracts between
spouses drawn up to avoid divorce proceedings, which set out maintenance and
custody arrangements.? It was common for wives to take custody of girls, and
husbands of boys, with access arrangements for children to see each other and
the other parent.3? This reflected the different roles of mothers and fathers in
protecting children, whereby girls were seen to require female company and
chaperoning, whereas boys needed to be introduced to the increasingly
homosocial worlds of business, profession, or landed responsibilities. John Tosh
points to the crucial role of fathers in the transition from boyhood to manhood
in middle-class families, part of which involved easing sons into a profession or
position in business.3! Daughters without a mother were undoubtedly vulner-
able, and substitutes were seen as vital to girls if their own mother was not
present.3? Thus men relied on female figures, whether relatives, adult daugh-
ters, paid companions or schools, to provide suitable company for their daugh-
ters, to protect their reputations and to prepare them for a dependent
womanhood.

By mid-century, mothers had gained limited rights to custody of their children
if separated or divorced.3? However, the underlying principle of fathers as moral
and religious protectors was still very much present, as shown in the complex
court dispute between Annie Besant and her husband in 1879.3* Born in 1847,
she married Frank Besant, a Church of England minister in 1867, and had a son
and a daughter, living as a vicar’s wife in a remote Norfolk parish. After her
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young daughter survived a life-threatening illness, she lost her faith. She sepa-
rated from her husband and became an activist in the secularist movement
before becoming a prominent socialist, a leading theosophist and an Indian
nationalist.3> The separation agreement provided that her son should stay with
his father and she should have custody of her daughter. After Besant was pros-
ecuted with Charles Bradlaugh, and acquitted on a technicality, for publishing
the Fruits of Philosophy, an American birth control pamphlet3®, her husband
applied to Chancery that his daughter be made a ward of court and that he be
appointed guardian and have custody.3”

The Custody of Infants Act of 1873 allowed separated wives to have custody
of their children, overriding the common-law rights of fathers, by giving legal
recognition to private separation agreements. But there was an important
caveat: the agreement would not stand if it were not for the benefit of the
child.3® Frank Besant argued that raising a daughter as a Christian and protect-
ing her from unsuitable company overrode any legal rights which mothers had
acquired under the Act. As in Shelley’s case, he supplemented the argument
that the girl should be raised as a Christian by successfully claiming that her
mother was guilty of immoral behaviour in publishing an obscene pamphlet.
Annie Besant lost custody of her nine-year-old daughter.

The father’s right to determine his children’s religious education was estab-
lished by legislation under Charles 11,3 and was deeply connected to the regu-
lation of religious orthodoxy and the reassertion of order based on patriarchal
relations in the early modern sense of rule over households. In addition to argu-
ing that his estranged wife could not protect her daughter from religious and
moral dangers and was thus an unfit guardian, Besant also drew upon this pater-
nal right to determine religious teaching, which persisted well into the twenti-
eth century.*? Like Westbrook, Besant thought that radical ideas about class
and religion, equality and morality exposed children to social, spiritual and
moral danger and exclusion.

Although as a married woman she was unable to act on her own behalf,
Annie Besant mounted an appeal, but this also failed. Lord Justice James
commented,

the conduct of the Appellant in writing and publishing such works is so repug-
nant, so abhorrent to the feelings of the great majority of Englishmen and
Englishwomen, and would be regarded by them with such disgust, not as matters
of opinion, but as violations of morality, decency, and womanly propriety, that the
future of a girl brought up in association with such a propaganda would be incal-
culably prejudiced.*!

He stated,

the Court cannot allow its ward [the daughter] to run the risk of being brought
up, or growing up, in opposition to the views of mankind generally as to what is
moral, what is decent, what is womanly or proper, merely because her mother
differs from those views and hopes that by the efforts of herself and her fellow-
propagandists the world will be some day converted. If the ward were allowed to
remain with the mother, it is . . . not improbable, that she would grow up to be
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the writer and publisher of such works . . . From such a possible future the Master
of the Rolls thought it his duty to protect her, and we have no hesitation in saying
that we entirely concur with him.*2

Annie Besant was never accused of adultery in court, but a woman separated
from her husband was highly vulnerable to losing rights of custody because
such rights were always, automatically, refused to adulterous wives*? who were
considered incapable of protecting children from sexual knowledge.
Adulterous fathers, by contrast, were not seen as subjecting their children to
moral risks as long as the children were not brought into direct contact with
their lovers.** The sexual double standard thus ensured that adultery had radi-
cally different implications for mothers and fathers, a point which formed a
crucial argument in the passing of the 1857 Divorce Act. The consequent
changes in custody whereby children were cared for by the ‘innocent’ party
emphasized the growing importance of their protection from the taint of sexu-
ality outside marriage.

Underpinning these debates was the fear that a divorced or widowed wife’s
second husband would be able to influence her with respect to her children,
supplanting the role of their ‘natural’ father, potentially exposing children to
forms of education and upbringing which he would not have condoned, espe-
cially relating to religious denomination.*> A wife could not protect her chil-
dren from a stepfather’s ‘fathering’, because wives were expected to submit to
the wishes of their husband just as children were constantly reminded to obey
their fathers. Thus a man’s inability to bring up his children according to his
own beliefs was a sign of a lack of authority and control over his wife as well as
a failure to protect his children’s spiritual well-being. Frank Besant successfully
asserted himself on all fronts, as a minister of religion, a father and a husband,
in the face of an exceptionally strong-willed and determined adversary. Despite
several subsequent attempts, Annie Besant never obtained a judicial separation
or divorce from her husband, nor did she regain custody of her daughter. Both
of the Besant children were subsequently raised by their father as orthodox
Christians, and when both returned to support and befriend their mother once
they were adults, he disowned them.*0

The third case study is drawn from the autobiography of a mine-worker,
Chester Armstrong, (born 1868), who lived in Ashington, a coal-mining
town near Newcastle upon Tyne, who married in 1893 and had eight chil-
dren, six of whom lived into adulthood.*” His autobiography relates his intel-
lectual and political journey through a crisis of faith: a turning against
institutional Christianity towards free thought, radical socialism and the
Independent Labour Party. This was inspired by reading Shelley and other
Romantic poets before moving on to secularists such as Charles Bradlaugh, all
of whom deeply influenced his religious and moral development. He also
studied the works of sexual radicals, including Edward Carpenter. His active
membership in local literary and political groups entailed much discussion of
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these ideas and how they should be applied in the working-class political
movement.

Armstrong’s journey was not just an intellectual one. He sought to change
his personal and domestic life to reflect his increasingly unconventional views,
describing this process as ‘a great experiment’.*8 He was determined ‘to correct
what [he] regarded as errors of [his] own upbringing as a child, especially those
that spelt repressive discipline, and particularly that of imposing the religious
beliefs of the parent on the plastic mind of the child before such beliefs can be
understood’ (p. 280). He felt it was essential to win the agreement of his wife,
who did not share his interest in radical ideas, because ‘[he] had already
dispensed with that idea of overlordship involved in the marriage vows; which
implies obedience on the part of the wife’ (p. 197). Putting his ideas into prac-
tice profoundly affected their parenting:

I had dispensed with theological sanctions. So we bent ourselves to the task of
providing that spiritual nurturing, of a moral and ethical kind, which, as I
assumed, would be of basic value to our children when they came to confront the
problems of life on their own accord. I was fully conscious of the responsibility
involved in such an experiment, since it was a departure from commonly accepted
standards (p. 130).

However, he recognized that this task would involve imposing his views upon
his family, and this provoked anxieties not only because it carried social risks for
his dependants, but also because it exposed his position of authority and the
inequalities of power in the family. ‘How were my [domestic] obligations to be
adjusted in accordance with this new attitude of mind? Was it right that I should
impose this attitude of mind on my wife and family?’ (p. 196).

Armstrong knew that his children were in no position to make a real choice
about spiritual and moral concerns until they were old enough to trace his steps
through doubt and understanding, but felt that in the end ‘a very real form of
freedom became the normal standard of [their] home life’ (p. 197). The act of
removing his children from Sunday school publicly marked his determination to
challenge and reshape social norms:

Imbued with a due sense of parental responsibility, ultimately I withdrew our chil-
dren from the Sunday school, with the determination to attend to their moral
well-being within the limits of my powers. There seemed no other course that was
consistent with my new convictions. Emboldened by the adventurous sense of
entering upon a new experiment, I thus came to reverse a traditional family order.
In doing this I also felt that the moral rectitude of my children would be more
assured ultimately by saving them from being befogged by theological impossibil-
ities (p. 196).

We know much less about Chester Armstrong’s family life than that of Shelley
and Besant not least because its tensions were not aired in the courts. His
marriage did not come to an early end, and questions of sexual morality did not
appear in his rejection of convention in his own life story.** As a working-class
family, the Armstrongs faced challenges of insecurity and poverty, as well as
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being deeply embedded in local and community life in ways which were not
experienced by the more cosmopolitan Shelleys and Besants.

Armstrong shows how one individual took to heart the radical ideas of
Shelley and Besant, and how difficult it was to put them into practice in every-
day life. He thought he had succeeded, but at the beginning of the twentieth
century it still felt like a dangerous experiment. Many decades after Shelley’s
moral precepts were publicly rejected, deep anxieties about shaping family life
around notions of equality and freedom can still be traced, indicating that social
norms about the protection of children were very deeply embedded in family
life as well as legal and state institutions.

Throughout this period, these anxieties were expressed through debates
about conventional religious teaching and its associated moral codes about
sexual and family relationships. While mothers were seen as playing an essential
role in inculcating these ideas, protection was framed around the presence of a
father who was both responsible and in control of the moral protection of his
children. When protection was defined in this way, only the most ‘unnatural’ or
unsuccessful father could fail. However, among the fathers in these case stud-
ies, there were few who completely conformed to the norms of protective
fatherhood: Frank Besant, who sought to keep his daughter safe from the free-
thinking company of his estranged wife, and Harriet Westbrook’s father who,
unable to protect his daughter from a fatal marriage, removed his grandchildren
from further involvement with Shelley. Other fathers struggled to do what they
thought was right, overriding conventions of morality and religion to pass on
their values and ideals to their children.

The ways of carrying out protective fathering were thus very diverse, but
always highly gendered processes. Through these conflicts and interactions,
family life and the position of fathers within it were subject to examination and
transformation. On the one hand, mothers claimed a stronger voice in bringing
up children through linking their more accepted concern with caring for chil-
dren with a desire to be effectively protective. On the other, there was a grow-
ing view that fathers should offer a protectiveness which would allow their
children to grow and develop as individuals, rather than imposing rigid conven-
tions and discipline upon them.

When we turn to fatherhood as a role, a status and a position in families and
in the social world, we can see from these cases that being responsible for
protecting children was constructed as an attribute of masculinity, as a marker
of adult manhood. This was contingent, not just on being a father or the activ-
ities of fathering, but on marriage, the basis for social recognition of men’s
relationships with their children and also the institution within which their
duties and rights were delineated. Protection was sited at the centre of father-
hood, where the duties, rights and pleasures of being a parent were deeply
embedded in daily life as well as social and economic structures and processes.
Historical constructions of fatherhood in these cases show the anxieties and
challenges of negotiating power relations not only within families but also
between families and those wider social forces which were both shaped by and
shaped family life.
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