
CHAPTER IX 

A CRADLE OF DEMOCRACY-I 

THE conclusion reached at the close of the last chapter, 
that the parish with the parish church as its original 
and creative centre was an ecclesiastical institution 
organized for .the temporal as well as the spiritual 
welfare of the parishioners, is attested at once by the 
character of the organization itself, and by the wide 
variety of its activities. These included practically 
everything that concerned the common life of the local 
community. The principal exception was the adminis- 
tration of justice, which remained in the hands of the 
manorial court, although even that was commonly held 
in the parish church, and justice dispensed there. For 
the rest, the care of the poor, education in a very re- 
stricted but increasing measure, the upkeep of roads and 
bridges, the preservation of law and order, and in 
general the social interests of the parish, with the power 
of levying local rates and initiating voluntary efforts- 
in short, the whole civic and secular side of parochial 
life-were all administered by parochial officers and 
officials, with the parish church as the administrative 

The parish was thus, even in the earlier phases of its 
development in England, what the Webbs describe as 
' An Extra-legal Democracy.' No national law was 
passed imposing the above-named duties on parish- 
ioners, setting up the machinery of local government, 
or investing it with authority to levy local rates. When 
the State did at last begin to function locally otherwise 
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A CRADLE OF DEMOCRACY-1 

than through its own officiaIs-the Sheriff, the High 
Constable, and later the Lord-Lieutenant-it found in 
the parish an existing and well-established instrument 
of local government ready to its hand. This use of the 
parish machinery by the State for national purposes 
was made probably not earlier than the reign of 
Henry VIII. By that time the parochial organization 
had been in existence for centuries; and, as it was 
substantially the same in every parish in the land, and 
as the Church was the one organizing agency common 
to them all, the conclusion would seem to be well 
founded that the whole system of local democratic 
government in England was cradled in the parish 
church. 

It i s  instructive to note the predominantly ecclesias- 
tical character of the whole organization. Even the 
parochial officials were for the most part Church 
functionaries. Indeed, the whole nomenclature of 
parochiaI officialdom in England has an ecclesiastical 
stamp, and goes to show how closely the civil govern- 
ment of the parish was bound up with the organization 
of the Church. 

The body of persons responsible for parochial govern- 
ment and administration, for example, was called the 
vestry, from the name of the place in which it regularly 
met. It was that room or chamber in the parish church 
in which the clergy robed, and in which the vestments, 
vessels, records, and other properties of the Church 
Were kept. The mere name ‘Vestry’ does not of 
necessity imply any ecclesiastical character or con- 
nection. It may simply mean that the church vestry 
was the most central and suitable meeting-place for the 
governing body. At the same time it at least suggests 
that the system of local government which had its 
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headquarters and seat in the parish church had also 
its origin and its inspiration there, and this suggestion 
is confirmed on other grounds. 

There were two kinds of Vestry, the Open Vestry 
and the Close or Select Vestry. The former comprised 
the whole body of parishioners, while the latter, as its 
name implies, was composed of a limited number of 
persons, usually men of standing and substance, who, 
along with the parish priest and the usual parish 
officers, acted in the name and on behalf of the parish- 
ioners as a whole. In  either case the parishioners had 
and exercised the right of local government. The names 
by which the Select Vestrymen are styled in the oldest 
records are significant. Sometimes they are called the 
‘ masters of the parish,’ or the ‘ kirkmasters ’ ; some- 
times the ‘ ancients ’ or the elders.’ These names have 
not only a distinctly ecclesiastical flavour, but also an 
obvious connection with the Church as such. 

Until the end of the fifteenth century the principal 
parish officer was the Parish Constable, who may not 
have been originally a Church functionary, but was 
more probably a. relic of the manorial system for 
administeiing justice and keeping the peace. As justice 
came to be dispensed within the parish church, however, 
and as the secular life of the community came to be 
parochially organized, he became a regular parish 
official for whose appointment, and supervision in the 
discharge of his duties, the Vestry was responsible. The 
other parish officials were all without exception either 
actual servants of the Church or closely associated 
with it. 

Foremost among them were the Churchwardens, 
whose name indicates the nature of their office and its 
functions. Alike in their representative character, the 
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extent of their authority, the range of their duties, and 
their financial responsibility, they were outstandingly 
the principal officers of the parish. They were directly 
responsible by custom and common law, as well as by 
canon law, to the bishop or his archdeacon and to the 
ecclesiastical courts, for the maintenance and repair 
of the Church fabric, for the provision of materials and 
utensils necessary for Church services, and, in conjunc- 
tion with the parish priest, for the allocation of seats 
in the church, the keeping up of ‘churchways,’ and 
the administration of the churchyard. In addition 
they were charged with the spiritual oversight of the 
priest himself and of his curates, the care of all Church 
property, and the religious welfare of the parishioners. 
Their whole office and functions, in short, were essen- 
tially ecclesiastical. 

Next to the Churchwardens and subject to their 
authority were the Overseers of the Poor, whose name 
in like manner describes their office. The poor of the 
parish, who were their peculiar care, were provided for 
out of the parish revenues. At first these revenues were 
purely ecclesiastical, being derived from the parochial 
tithes, one-third of which was set apart for this purpose, 
and were administered by the parish priest under the 
authority of the bishop. The care of the poor was 
recognized by the Church from the beginning as a 
paramount Christian duty. In course of time, however, 
this pious provision for the poor was diverted to other 
ends, or so diminished that a parish poor-rate was 
levied to take its place. I t  was this poor-rate that the 
Overseers administered, the power to levy it being‘in 
the hands of the Churchwardens. They were there- 
fore the lineal descendants of the New Testament 
deacons, and of those Church officials, bishop and 
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abbot, prior and parish priest, who had administered 
the patrimony of the poor, and who, either personally 
or through their subordinates, had acted for centuries 
as the almoners of the Church. The fact that an alms- 
chest was part of the furniture of every parish church, 
and that the Overseers were commonly called ‘ Distribu- 
tors,’ is further evidence of their ecclesiastical origin. 

Strangely enough even the Surveyors of Highways, 
or Waywardens as they were more popularly called, 
had also a definite though now somewhat obscure 
association with the Church. As their name signifies, 
they were responsible for the making and upkeep of 
roads, and for the building and repair of bridges, 
within the parish bounds. The cutting of hedges, 
clearing of ditches, removing of obstacles, and widening 
of roads and footpaths, fell also within their province; 
and they had power to call upon all parishioners to 
take their due share in this necessary work. Like 
other parochial offices that of Highway Surveyor 
received legislative recognition from the time of Henry 
VI11 onwards, and in due course became statutory; 
but it had been in existence time out of mind before 
that date. 
Its association with the Church is difficult to trace, but 

it is authentic and unmistakable. One of the proudest 
titles of the Pope, for example, is that of Pontifex 
Maximus-Chief Bridge-builder-borne by Roman 
emperors till the end of the fourth century and taken 
over by the Pope from a very ancient Roman religious 
college. His colleagues in this college were Church 
dignitaries of the highest rank, and received the title 
of Pontiff. Part of the archdeacon’s duty in every 
diocese, too, was the making and maintenance of roads 
and bridges ; and even after the Reformation this duty 
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was recognized and in some measure discharged by 
the Church. In  Scotland no less than in England, as 
we shall see, it was regarded as a religious duty, and 
ranked with the care of the poor as a Christian obliga- 
tion. Centuries of Church practice and tradition must 
have lain behind what was thus regarded as having an 
indefeasible claim on the Christian conscience ; and 
the only explanation is that it was a duty honoured 
and discharged by the Church in days when the State, 
like Gallio, ' cared for none of these things.' 

These three classes then-the Churchwardens, the 
Overseers of ,the Poor, and the Waywardens-were the 
principal officers of the parish. Always they were men 
of standing and substance, they were elected year by 
year in rotation, and their services were voluntary in 
the sense that they were unpaid. Their duties became 
so difficult and exacting, however, that only the con- 
straint of custom and common law prevailed upon 
parishioners, at least in later days, to accept office 
when their turn came. Those who could afford to do 
so paid substitutes to discharge their duties for them ; 
and finally the Overseer of the Poor and the Surveyor 
of Highways became regularly paid officials. By that 
time, however, parish administration had come under 
the cognizance and, to some extent, the authority 
of the State. 

The original association with the Church of these 
three principal parish officers is still more evident in 
the case of their subordinates, the paid parish officials. 
These were not merely associated with the Church but 
were actually its servants. Chief among them was the 
Parish Clerlr, who before the Reformation was almost 
invariably in holy orders. The very name ' Clerk ' is 
ecclesiastical. As a rule he acted also as Vestry Clerk, 
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although in later days the Vestry Clerk was usually a 
salaried layman, with functions wider than those 
originally associated with the office. The original 
office was one of immemorial antiquity, its holder 
occupying a position midway between a curate or 
assistant minister and a subordinate servant of the 
Church. His appointment was for life, with certain 
fees and dues attaching to it, which he was entitled to 
recover from the parishioners. Its strictly ecclesiastical 
character appears from the fact that until after the 
Restoration he was legally recognized as a spiritual 
person,’ and could sue for the payment of his fees and 
dues in the ecclesiastical courts. 

The Sexton or Sacristan i s  equally proclaimed, alike 
by his name and by his duties, to have been originally 
a Church official, as he actually is to this day. He was 
charged with the care of the church itself, and in 
particular of the sacred vestments and utensils and of 
all things pertaining to divine worship, The cleaning 
of the church, the opening of the pews, the making 
and the filling up of graves, and the prevention of any 
disturbance in church, were also among his duties. 
The mode of his appointment was regulated by the 
custom of each parish : sometimes it was made by the 
parishioners, and sometimes by the incumbent or the 
churchwardens. In all original parishes he held office 
for life. Only in new parishes, erected under COM- 
paratively recent Church-building Acts, is the appoint- 
ment terminable. When sextons came to be paid out 
of the parish Church Rate, the power of the Vestry 
over them became supreme ; but even then the 
ecclesiastical authorities claimed that they were ser- 
vants of the Church, thus asserting their ancient and 
original character. 
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Similarly the Beadle, sometimes also styled Beads- 
man or Bedeman, was one of the minor officials of the 
Church. His office is a very ancient one, dating, if his 
name throws any light upon it, from Anglo-Saxon 
times. His was the duty of ‘ bidding ’ the parishioners 
to all parish meetings, including church meetings, and 
of acting as attendant at them. He was *thus the bell- 
ringer of the parish, besides assisting the Parish Con- 
stable and other parish officers in the discharge of their 
duties. His status in the Scottish parish, where he 
acted and still acts, not in any secular capacity, but 
exdlusively as church officer, and until quite recently 
as ‘ minister’s man,’ throws an interesting side-light on 
the ecclesiastical origin and character of his office. 

There were many other paid servants of the parish 
under the old parochial regime, including the Dog- 
whipper, who was appointed < as well for whipping out 
the dogs as for quieting the children during Divine 
Service.’ These for the most part had purely secular 
duties, having no connection with the Church ; but the 
three principal paid officials-the Parish Clerk, the 
Sexton, and the Beadle, no less than the three principal 
parish officers-the Churchwarden, the Overseer of 
the Poor, and the Surveyor of Highways-discharged 
offices ,which to begin with were purely ecclesiastical. 

Further evidence of the part played by the Church 
in inaugurating democratic institutions will be con- 
sidered later and in more detail ; but enough has been 
said to indicate that as far as England is concerned 
the parish church was a cradle of democracy, and that 
from its creative impulse the inspiration, the machinery, 
and the discipline and direction of local government 

‘by the people themselves originally sprang. The 
parishioners managed their own affairs without any 
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authority from the State or recognition by it. I t  was 
not until the fourth decade of the sixteenth century at 
earliest that the State awoke to the fact that there was 
a system of local self-government operating all over the 
land which was rooted in the life of the people, and 
which could be utilized for State purposes. Gradually 
and increasingly, while the parochial organization re- 
mained, the functions which it had discharged became 
statutory, until at last in 1834-Ettle more than a 
hundred years ago-after a series of legislative measures 
enacted during the previous century and a half, a new 
local authority was set up by Parliament, subject to 
central supervision and control, and the parish as the 
organ of local government in its original form passed 
into history. 

The point to be noted, however, is that for four 
hundred years before the State began to intermeddle 
with it at all, and for nearly seven hundred years before 
it was finally incorporated in the State machine, the 
English parish managed its own affairs, Generation 
after generation the parishioners, through their repre- 
sentative office-bearers and paid officials, provided for 
their own Church services, maintained their Church 
fabric, took oversight of the moral and religious welfare 
of every person and household within the bounds, cared 
for their poor, built and maintained roads and bridges, 
organized local festivals and holidays and other social 
occasions, and in short discharged all the duties of local 
government and administration including the levying 
of local rates. The only important public service for 
which no special provision was made was education, 
which was left in the hands of the clergy. 

The age-long experience and training which local 
communities thus had in the management of their own 
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parochial affairs was not only an invaluable and indis- 
pensable preparation for self-government on a national 
scale, but went fm to ensure that that development must 
come. It was helped forward by the emergence at the 
beginning of the seventeenth century of independent 
and other dissenting churches, which claimed the right 
to manage their own congregational affairs, and in 
which free discussion was encouraged and cultivated. 
In  particular it was hastened by the discipIine of the 
Wesleyan class-meeting fiom about I 750 onwards. 
That meeting provided the artisan class in towns and 
peasants in country districts with a forum for discussion 
and a school for public speech. The subjects dealt with 
were purely religious, but in due course and inevitably 
the gifts discovered and developed in the bethels and 
chapels of Wesleyanism, and to a lesser degree in other 
free Churches, were found to be effective in the field 
of politics, both local and national. 

Historically considered, it may be claimed that the 
extension of the franchise to include every adult citizen 
became then a mere question of time. But, however 
that may be, the movement which so culminated had 
begun long centuries before. Democracy, which is a 
distinctively Christian creation and which must be- 
come increasingly Christian if it is to endure, was 
cradled so far as England is concerned in the parish 
church, Gray’s ‘ Elegy Written in a Country Church- 
yard’ sings of men who were bred in every parish 
of England : 

, 

Some village Hampden that with dauntless breast 
The little tyrant of his fields withstood, 

Some mute inglorious Milton here may rest, 
Some Cromwell guiltless of his country’s blood. 
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Where such men were bred, democracy could not but 
be born ; and so long as they continue to be bred, in 
Lincoln’s immortal words ‘ government of the people, 
by the people, and for the people shall not perish fiom 
the earth.’ Only there is this to be remembered, that 
if it is not to perish as other forms of social and political 
structure have perished, where it was cradled thence 
it must continue to draw inspiration and strength. 
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