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the	church	instead	of	the	reform	that	it	was	intended	to	be.	Altholz	explains	that	Gladstone	was	angered	by	the	
doctrines	the	Catholic	Church	was	establishing,	such	as	the	1851	restoration	of	the	Catholic	hierarchy	in	Great	Britain,	
a	resolution	that	gave	more	structure	to	the	British	arm	of	the	church.	William	Gladstone	viewed	the	restoration	as	the	
Catholic	Church	attempting	to	take	over	Great	Britain,	even	though	the	Catholic	Church	was	reforming	the	structure	
it	had	in	place	in	Great	Britain.¹	While	Walter	Ralls	agrees,	citing	the	so-called	“papal	aggression”	of	the	Vatican’s	
reinstatement	of	the	Catholic	hierarchy	in	Great	Britain	in	1851,	Ralls	reviewed	British	reactions	to	this	episode	and	
discovered	“renewed	insistence	on	the	old	charge	that	Catholicism	was	incompatible	with	English	political	institutions	
as	it	was	led	by	one	figure,	the	Pope,	who	was	not	a	part	of	the	Church	of	England	or	the	government	of	England.”²

A	second	school	of	thought	regarding	the	root	of	the	British	opinion	of	the	Catholic	Church	during	the	
Victorian	crisis	of	faith	was	the	Oxford	movement	and	the	general	response	to	it.	For	instance,	one	satirical	cartoon	
shows	Pusey,	the	Oxford	professor	who	developed	the	movement,	as	a	fly	that	is	flying	dangerously	close	to	a	Roman	
candle	(representing	the	Catholic	Church).³	This	cartoon	exhibits	that	British	people	associated	the	Oxford	movement	
with	the	Catholic	Church,	influencing	what	they	thought	of	the	Catholic	Church.	Another	scholar,	C.	Brad	Faught,	
argues	that	Britons	believed	that	the	Oxford	Movement	and	its	attempts	to	influence	the	Church	of	England	functioned	
dangerously	similarly	to	the	Roman	Catholic	Church.4	This	movement	was	viewed	as	dangerous	for	Great	Britain,	
particularly	by	Gladstone	himself,	because	some	believed	that	it	would	ultimately	lead	to	the	reunification	of	the	
Church	of	England	with	the	Church	of	Rome	and	would	thereby	restore	formal	Roman	Catholic	reign	over	Great	Britain.	

Finally,	British	perceptions	of	Ireland	also	shaped	British	opinion	on	the	Catholic	Church.	Altholz	places	
Gladstone	in	this	context	by	explaining	that	he	had	to	be	mindful	of	his	policies	toward	Ireland,	such	as	exempting	it	
from	the	Anglican	Church	tax,	as	he	did	not	want	to	appear	to	be	benefitting	the	church	that	many	Irish	adhere	to,	
the	Catholic	Church.5	Ireland	was	also	a	common	factor	that	Black	and	MacRaild	also	mentioned	in	their	research.	The	
predominant	conclusion	that	was	drawn	from	the	influence	of	the	Irish	on	the	British	perception	of	the	Catholic	Church	
was	the	negative	opinion	of	the	Irish	people,	who	were	mainly	Catholic,	often	times	translated	over	to	a	negative	
opinion	of	the	Catholic	Church.	It	appeared	that	the	Catholic	Church	was	negative	by	association	with	the	Irish,	
especially	as	a	result	of	political	and	civil	unrest	inIreland	during	this	time	period.	

In	conclusion,	it	is	evident	that	there	were	a	multitude	of	factors	that	contributed	to	the	British	public	opinion	
of	the	Roman	Catholic	Church	during	the	era	of	the	Victorian	crisis	of	faith.	However,	while	some	scholars	focused	on	
the	influence	of	the	Oxford	movement	during	this	timeperiod,	others	emphasized	reactions	toward	the	Vatican	that	
led	to	anti-Catholic	sentiments	in	Great	Britain.	Overall,	this	lays	the	framework	for	researching	these	two	factors	in	
conjunction	with	one	another.	The	most	convincing	part	of	the	previous	scholarship	for	my	research	is	the	influence	
of	the	papal	aggression	on	the	perception	of	the	Catholic	Church	in	Great	Britain.	The	Oxford	Movement	appears	to	
be	a	component	of	the	fear	of	papal	aggression;	however,	the	Oxford	Movement	did	predate	the	papal	aggression	
itself.	Therefore,	it	would	have	been	the	legacy	of	this	movement	that	influenced	the	British	perception	of	the	Roman	
Catholic	Church.	From	here,	I	will	be	researching	William	Gladstone	and	how	his	perception	of	the	Roman	Catholic	
Church	was	formed.	I	will	include	research	on	the	papal	aggression,	and	William	Gladstone’s	personal	crises	and	crises	
of	faith	worked	together	to	create	his	highly	negative	perception	of	the	Roman	Catholic	Church.	The	new	scholarly	
direction	that	I	will	be	taking	with	this	is	studying	the	influence	that	Gladstone’s	own	personal	faith	and	his	personal	
crises	in	conjunction	with	the	papal	aggression	and	other	prominent	decrees	by	the	Vatican	had	on	his	perception	of	
the	Roman	Catholic	Church.

William Ewart Gladstone was born in Liverpool on 29 December 1809 to Sir John Gladstone and his 
second wife, Anne Robertson. The Gladstone family was a wealthy family that gained income through the corn and 
tobacco trade and through their slave-run sugar plantations in the West Indies. Religion held a prominent position in 
Gladstone’s life right from the onset. He was born into an evangelical family that joined the Church of England upon 
moving to Liverpool. Gladstone was baptized into the Anglican Church at St. Peter’s Church in Liverpool and his 
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Anglican	faith	remained	with	him	from	the	beginning	of	his	life	until	the	end.	Prior	to	Gladstone’s	arrival	at	Eton	in	1821	
to	join	his	brother	Thomas,	William	attended	a	small	school	in	nearby	Bootle	run	by	an	evangelical,	William	Rawson.	At	
Eton,	Gladstone	discovered	a	skill	for	public	speaking	through	the	Eton	Society.	He	also	published	the	Eton	Miscellany	
in	1827	with	George	Selwyn,	who	would	later	become	a	prominent	bishop.	While	Gladstone	did	do	well	at	Eton,	he	
kept	his	passionate	religious	practice	to	himself.	He	maintained	his	evangelical	religion	despite	his	dislike	for	the	type	
of	religious	atmosphere	at	Eton.	It	was	also	during	his	time	at	Eton	that	Gladstone	began	to	form	his	opinion	and	
thoughts	regarding	the	Roman	Catholic	Church.	From	that	point	forward,	Gladstone	began	to	rise	in	the	British	public	
sphere	and	began	to	work	his	way	into	the	realm	of	politics.6 

William	Gladstone’s	passion	for	religion	pervaded	most,	if	not	all,	aspects	of	his	life.	His	views	on	religion	
were	a	primary	component	of	his	lengthy	career	in	politics.	His	personal	faith	is	what	informed	this	from	an	insider	
perspective.	The	clearest	insight	into	his	own	personal	faith	and	the	issues	that	he	had	that	were	associated	with	it	
can	clearly	be	located	in	his	own	personal	diaries,	The	Gladstone	Diaries.	Gladstone	wrote	extensively	about	topics	
pertaining	to	religion.	These	writings	ranged	from	church	polity	and	structure,	feelings	about	the	Catholic	Church,	the	
Oxford	Movement,	and	of	course,	feelings	and	issues	pertaining	to	his	own	personal	faith.	Each	of	these	issues,	and	
more,	contributed	to	Gladstone’s	zeal	for	religion,	but	his	own	personal	faith	can	be	most	closely	examined	through	
these	diaries.	

One	of	the	most	notable	entries	in	Gladstone’s	diary	comes	from	Thursday,	1	February	1827.	Gladstone	writes	
about	his	confirmation	within	the	Church	of	England.	This	particular	entry	is	unique	in	that	it	is	not	just	a	reflection	
on	a	typical	Sunday	worship	experience	or	sermon	that	Gladstone	found	moving.	The	entry	displays	clearly	William	
Gladstone’s	personal	feelings	on	such	a	significant	experience	within	the	Church	of	England.	The	entry	takes	the	
form	of	a	fiery,	passionate	prayer	to	God	on	the	day	of	his	confirmation.	A	common	theme	throughout	is	Gladstone’s	
ownfeeling	of	brokenness	and	how	he	was	“most	unworthy	of	so	great	a	privilege.”	The	prayer	begins	by	William	
Gladstone	invoking	God	to	“look	down	in	mercy	on	thy	sinful	creature”	(referencing	Gladstone	himself),	so	that	he	
may	“go	forth	strengthened	by	Thy	Holy	Spirit”	into	the	world.	In	this	prayer,	Gladstone	is	praying	to	God	to	allow	him	
to	do	God’s	work	correctly	in	the	world,	all	while	requesting	that	God	purify	his	thoughts,	words,	and	deeds.	Clearly,	
Gladstone	was	experiencing	a	major	faith	crisis	at	this	time	as	he	is	continually	referring	to	how	horrible	of	a	person	
he	is.	Interestingly	enough,	the	diary	entries	preceding	this	one	do	not	discuss	something	terrible	he	had	believed	he	
had	done;	they	are	all	centered	around	his	biblical	readings	and	studying	of	various	theologians	and	other	religious	
figures.	Potentially,	the	act	of	going	through	such	an	important	ritual	in	the	church	could	have	brought	this	faith	crisis	
upon	Gladstone	as	the	Victorian	church,	especially	evangelicalism,	did	place	a	significant	emphasis	on	guilt.	Gladstone	
believed	that	he	was	a	guilty,	sinful	man	that	needed	God’s	guidance	to	do	God’s	work	in	the	world.	At	the	end	of	the	
prayer,	Gladstone	shifts	the	discussion	from	himself	to	other	people.	He	prays	specifically	for	the	two	hundred	other	
people	that	were	confirmed	that	day	alongside	him.	He	asks	that	God	guard	them	from	temptation,	guide	them	away	
from	what	is	evil,	and	to	excite	them	in	virtue,	strengthen	them	in	faith,	confirm	them	in	penitence,	and	to	lead	them	
to	the	“mansions	which	are	prepared	for	those	who	are	washed	in	the	blood	of	the	Lamb.”	The	message	of	guilt	and	
need	for	God’s	grace	continued	even	in	his	prayer	for	other	people.	The	last	line	possibly	reveals	why	Gladstone	was	
praying	on	all	of	these	topics,	he	requests	that	God	guide	them	to	heaven.	He	was	probably	not	telling	God	to	take	
them	to	Heaven	right	then,	but	to	show	them	the	path	that	he	believed	that	God	wanted	them	to	take	in	order	to	
get	to	heaven.	That	part	of	the	prayer	highlights	Gladstone’s	views	on	the	afterlife,	for	he	evidently	only	believed	that	
certain	people	would	make	it	to	heaven	upon	their	death.	Gladstone’s	personal	religion	appeared	to	have	been	one	
based	out	of	fear	of	punishment	from	God.	That	fear	contributed	to	William	Gladstone’s	passion	for	religion.	He	might	
have	believed	if	he	was	not	passionate	and	did	not	care	about	religion,	then	he	could	have	a	quite	unfortunate	fate	
awaiting	him	when	his	time	on	earth	draws	to	a	close.7	Gladstone	continues	his	church	attendance	through	the	years	
following	his	confirmation,	and	he	often	noted	his	thoughts	on	worship	services	he	experienced	or	sermons	he	heard	
throughout	his	diaries.
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rights.”	He	frames	this	polemic	against	the	Roman	Catholic	Church	specifically	in	the	context	of	Great	Britain	when	he	
tells	Russell	that	he	“in	this	country	I	[Gladstone]	should	object	to	any	infringement	of	them.”	Gladstone	has	taken	his	
argument	against	the	Roman	Catholic	Church	to	be	posed	toward	its	doctrines,	he	argued	that	the	Roman	Catholic	
Church	destroys	the	civil	rights	of	its	members	through	its	doctrines.	He	argued	this	potentially	because	of	the	Vatican	
Decree	about	papal	infallibility,	as	that	would	have	reduced	the	importance	of	each	Catholic	individual’s	thoughts	if	
the	Pope	had	a	statement	about	any	particular	topic.	While	the	implication	here	is	clear,	Gladstone	also	believes	that	
if	the	Roman	Catholic	Church	continued	to	hold	a	presence	within	Great	Britain,	it	would	infringe	upon	the	civil	rights	
of	the	Britons	and	Gladstone	would	not	allow	that.	As	strong	of	a	stance	as	this	may	be	toward	the	Roman	Catholic	
Church,	Gladstone	did	not	want	to	make	this	public	knowledge.	He	concludes	the	letter	by	writing	“I	should	hate	to	
say	this	publicly,	for	I	want	no	more	storms;	but	it	may	become	necessary.”	At	this	time	in	Gladstone’s	illustrious	career,	
he	was	facing	his	first	initial	downfall	from	his	tenure	as	prime	minister.	His	rival,	Benjamin	Disraeli,	had	just	recently	
been	elected	to	the	premiership	and	left	Gladstone	to	reflect	on	what	to	do	next.	Gladstone	already	faced	a	significant	
amount	of	these	“storms”	in	the	recent	time,	which	could	explain	why	he	was	hesitant	to	bring	this	new	opinion	
of	the	Roman	Catholic	Church	to	the	British	general	public.	At	the	time	that	this	letter	was	written,	Gladstone	was	
experiencing	his	personal	crisis	of	losing	the	premiership.

The	year	1874	was	a	rough	year	for	William	Gladstone.	He	formally	resigned	from	the	position	of	Prime	
Minister	following	his	tremendous	loss	in	this	election	alongside	his	Liberal	Party,	and	then	he	watched	his	rival,	
Benjamin	Disraeli,	ascend	to	the	premiership.	The	loss	of	this	election	rocked	Gladstone,	and	the	success	of	Disraeli	
and	his	Conservative	Party	further	worsened	Gladstone’s	personal	state.	It	is	at	this	time	that	Gladstone	himself	publicly	
spoke	out	about	the	Vatican	Decree	of	papal	infallibility	for	the	first	time.	Prior	to	this,	he	spoke	about	it	through	
the	channels	of	other	people	in	his	life,	such	as	Lord	John	Acton	in	1869	and	1870.	Gladstone	asserted	he	remained	
silent	on	the	topic	for	the	public’s	sake	and	so	that	it	would	not	taint	the	opinion	on	his	policies	toward	Ireland.	He	
explained	that	it	would	have	been	difficult	for	him	to	pass	policies	for	the	predominantly-Catholic	Ireland	if	he	had	
spoken	out	negatively	against	their	church	as	that	potentially	would	have	shifted	public	and	governmental	opinion	to	
be	negative	toward	Ireland.	However,	his	view	that	papal	infallibility	was	wrong	and	dangerous	for	society	had	existed	
since	the	doctrine	was	first	discussed.	Similar	to	mentioning	the	Pope	or	the	Roman	Catholic	Church	in	seemingly	
random	instances,	such	as	the	“worm	in	the	gourd”	analogy	from	17	December	1873,	Gladstone	now	mentioned	the	
Vatican	Decrees	in	a	similar	manner.	In	a	publication	Gladstone	wrote	following	the	passing	of	a	bill	against	“ritualism”	
in	the	church,	he	expressed	his	thoughts	as	to	why	this	bill	was	horrible.	Within	it,	he	writes	that	“Rome	has	a	policy	of	
violence	and	change	in	faith”	and	that	“she	has	refurbished,	and	paraded	anew,	every	rusty	tool	she	was	fondly	thought	
to	have	disused.”	Here,	Gladstone	alluded	to	the	Vatican	Decrees	and	specifically	the	doctrine	of	papal	infallibility.25 
The	old	tool	made	anew	was	the	doctrine	of	papal	infallibility.	In	light	of	his	earlier	comments	on	the	Roman	Catholic	
Church	being	in	the	Middle	Ages,	some	of	his	reasoning	for	that	opinion	is	clear	because	of	this	passage.	He	wrote	
that	the	comment	about	the	Roman	Catholic	Church	needing	to	move	forward	to	the	Middle	Ages	on	24	December	
1869.	This	occurred	at	the	exact	time	that	the	doctrine	of	papal	infallibility	was	being	discussed	throughout	the	Roman	
Catholic	Church.	The	accepting	of	the	idea	that	the	Pope	was	right	in	every	aspect,	including	in	politics,	by	the	Roman	
Catholic	Church	was	a	significant	influence	on	Gladstone’s	opinion	of	the	Roman	Catholic	Church.	It	only	furthered	his	
ideas	that	stemmed	from	the	papal	aggression	of	1851	that	the	Roman	Catholic	Church	was	“a	system	of	aggression”	
that	sought	to	reassert	its	control	over	Great	Britain.	Expressing	these	negative	feelings	about	the	Roman	Catholic	
Church	coincided	with	the	crises	that	evolved	in	Gladstone’s	life	in	the	late-nineteenth	century.	1851,	the	same	year	as	
the	papal	aggression,	marked	the	conversion	of	Henry	Edward	Manning	to	Catholicism.	1874,	the	year	Gladstone’s	first	
term	as	Prime	Minister	came	crashing	to	an	end,	is	when	Gladstone	first	publicly	spoke	out	about	the	teaching	of	papal	
infallibility.	The	feelings	had	been	present,	but	he	did	not	make	them	known	from	his	mouth	until	this	crisis	of	losing	the	
premiership	occurred.	The	ongoing	relationship	between	Gladstone’s	personal	problems	and	the	passing	of	decrees	
and	doctrines	by	the	Roman	Catholic	Church	created	his	negative	opinion	of	the	Roman	Catholic	Church,	especially	in	
the	latter-half	of	the	nineteenth	century.
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William	Gladstone’s	time	in	office,	and	life	in	general,	was	filled	with	various	personal	crises	that	translated	
over	into	his	faith,	such	as	his	work	with	prostitutes	that	then	caused	him	to	whip	himself	out	of	guilt.	He	had	times	
where	he	struggled	with	religion	in	Great	Britain	throughout	the	Victorian	crisis	of	faith,	as	he	believed	that	the	British	
society	was	becoming	increasingly	less	pious.	His	Anglican	faith	influenced	most	of	what	he	did	throughout	his	life,	
and	his	time	as	prime	minister	was	no	exception	to	this.	All	at	the	same	time	that	Gladstone	had	his	own	problems	
that	he	needed	to	reconcile,	the	Roman	Catholic	Church	was	also	working	through	a	number	of	conditions.	
Gladstone	had	an	interest	in	the	Roman	Catholic	Church	beginning	with	his	time	at	Eton,	and	it	developed	into	out-
spoken	dislike	of	the	faith	tradition	by	the	time	of	the	papal	aggression	in	1851.	Combining	his	personal	issues	with	
the	Roman	Catholic	Church’s	restoration	of	the	papal	hierarchy	in	Great	Britain	in	the	midst	of	the	Victorian	crisis	of	
faith,	Gladstone	developed	a	highly	negative	perception	of	the	Roman	Catholic	Church.	It	evolved	from	mild	
superstitions	about	their	worship	practices,	such	as	baptism,	to	blatantly	labeling	it	as	a	system	of	aggression	that	
destroys	the	civil	rights	of	its	adherents.

The	combination	of	William	Gladstone’s	personal	crisis	with	the	redeveloping	Roman	Catholic	Church	
throughout	Europe,	and	particularly	Great	Britain,	is	what	caused	Gladstone	to	hold	the	Roman	Catholic	Church	
in	such	a	negative	viewpoint.	Many	of	the	diary	entries	that	Gladstone	wrote	that	are	hostile	toward	the	Roman	
Catholic	Church	coincide	with	some	other	personal	problem	that	Gladstone	was	dealing	with	at	the	time,	such	as	the	
conversions	of	Newman	and	Manning	to	Catholicism	and	then	his	loss	of	the	premiership	in	1874.	His	polemical	nature	
toward	the	Roman	Catholic	Church	in	turn	disseminated	throughout	the	greater	population	of	Great	Britain,	fueling	
anti-Catholic	sentiments	throughout	the	country	during	its	Victorian	crisis	of	faith.	William	Gladstone	himself	did	not	
change	this	viewpoint,	at	least	as	seen	in	his	diaries,	for	the	remainder	of	his	life.
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