Education and Welfare
That there was a social problem of education in the period following the Industrial Revolution was, as in the field of public health, the distribution of wealth in English and Welsh society. For those who could afford to pay the fees there was an educational provision leading to the universities, but for the mass of society there was a deficiency of educational opportunity. The wealthy could buy themselves out of the problems of squalor and ignorance, the poor could not and the state played little role in education.
Underlying the whole education debate, however, was the pyramidal structure of English and Welsh society. The leisure of the few, the governing classes, depended on the labour and service of the many. Just as many of the propertied classes opposed universal suffrage for fear that a mass electorate would not long tolerate the unequal distribution of property and wealth, so many feared that too much education might lead to disaffection.. As an early eighteenth century writer put it: ‘If a horse knew as much as a man I should not like to be his rider.’ The same idea was expressed more forcibly in an often-quoted Parliamentary speech against a bill of 1807 to instruct pauper children:

The scheme would be found to be prejudicial to the morals and happiness of the labouring classes; it would teach them to despise their lot in life,  instead of making them good servants in agriculture and other laborious employments to which their rank in society had destined them; instead of teaching them subordination it would render them factious and refractory as was evident in the manufacturing counties; it would enable them to read seditious pamphlets, vicious books and publications against Christianity; it would render them insolent to their superiors.

In the same vein was the comment made later in the century, ‘What caused the French Revolution? – books’, and Bell, the educationalist, commented on the ‘dangers of elevating by an indiscriminate education the minds of those doomed to the drudgery of daily labour above their condition and thereby rendering them discontented and unhappy in their lot’

Yet in some obvious ways the Industrial Revolution had turned this argument on its head, for the enormous growth in population and its concentration in the worst areas of industrial cities created a social milieu in which revolutionary disaffection was endemic. Some powerful antidote was needed to counteract the ideas of ‘agitators’ whose propaganda fed on the dismal ignorance of the labouring population. (From the Agri. Experience, see speech by local landowner on the causes of ‘Becca in the Llanddowror area).  Much of the middle-class support for educational movements was due to a desire to make sure that the ‘right’ attitudes and values were inculcated among the working classes, and such things as Mechanics’ Institutes were patronised and directed by middle-class benefactors to this end. Education was seen as a means of social control and its role in this context was clearly appreciated by Leonard Horner in 1837:

Independently of all higher considerations and to put the necessity of properly educating the children of the working classes on its lowest footing, it is loudly called for as a matter of police, to prevent a multitude of immoral and vicious beings, the offspring of ignorance, from growing up around us, to be a pest and nuisance to society; it is necessary, in order to render the great body of the working class governable by reason.

Social deference, knowing one’s place, was then a basic virtue to be imparted in any educational provision for the masses, and the Christian religion was a close ally here with its message of humility and acceptance of one’s lot in life – the inequity of this world being counterbalanced by the equality of the next. Even more important, the purpose of all education was to teach morality, and morality was based on Christianity: hence some form of religious instruction was central to any basic elementary education. Most of those concerned to promote the education of the working classes were anxious to continue the essentially voluntary character of English education. It should be provided by the charitable benevolence of those whose station enabled then to help the less fortunate.
These three characteristics – social deference, Christian morality and voluntarism – were the key features of the educational provisions made by the charitable societies in the early nineteenth century. Since religion was central, the Sunday School movement played a major role in the teaching of reading, often using the Bible as the sole text. Also, since dogma varied within Christianity it followed that religious education would be fragmented denominationally. The basic religious confrontation of the nineteenth-century society was between Church and Dissent, and this was reflected within the education movement: the Anglicans had their national Society, founded in 1811, which took over the work of the famous SPCK, which dates from 1698, while the Nonconformist organised their schools through the British and Foreign School Society, which evolved from the Royal Lancastrian Society of 1808.
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