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Newman’s Disputed Honesty
A Case Study in Victorian Religious 

Controversy

Geertjan Zuijdwegt

Abstract. — An Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine, Newman’s 
rationale for his conversion to Roman Catholicism in 1845, provoked a series of 
responses in the Victorian periodical press that all involved an assessment of New-
man’s sincerity in religious affairs. This article presents a detailed analysis of the 
various verdicts on Newman’s honesty, delineating three types of responses neatly 
divided along ecclesial party lines. (1) Tractarians subtly discredit Newman’s sincer-
ity while an Anglican, in order to shift the blame for Newman’s defection from the 
Oxford Movement at large to his own religious mindset. (2) Other Anglicans are 
fiercer in their assessments. Spearheaded by Evangelicals, they vigorously challenge 
Newman’s integrity as an Anglican to safeguard the essentially Protestant character 
of the Church of England. (3) Nonconformists, on the other hand, unanimously 
exculpate Newman from insincerity and use his honest conversion as an argument 
against the Protestant nature of the established Church. The use of anti-Catholic 
Gothic literary tropes in the texts under discussion reinforces this threefold division. 
Tractarians and Nonconformists abstain from using such Gothic rhetorical ploys, 
while other Anglicans fully engage this type of anti-Catholic polemics. 

I. Introduction 

“What I feel most at present as to the attacks made on me, or rather 
the only thing which I feel, is the charge of dishonesty. Really no one 
but O’Connell is called so distinctly and so ordinary a liar, as I am.”1 
The lament is John Henry Newman’s, and even though it stems from 
1844, it could have been written with justice anytime between his pub-
lication of Tract 90 in 1841 and Charles Kingsley’s assault on his hon-
esty in1864. From the time that Tract 90 “brought down on Newman 

1. To John Keble, 21 November 1844, The Letters and Diaries of John Henry 
Newman, vol. 10, ed. Francis J. McGrath (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006) 425. 
Daniel O’ Connell (1775-1847) was an Irish politician, known as the ‘Liberator’ for 
attempting to loosen British control over Ireland (ibid.). 
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a flood of charges of disingenuousness in his use of reserve and equivoca-
tion in his defence of the ‘Catholic’ Articles,” his integrity in religious 
matters was being widely discredited.2 Scholarly attention to this charge, 
however, has been limited by and large to a single instance, Kingsley’s 
“ill-considered and grotesquely exaggerated attack on Newman’s career,” 
as Oliver Buckton puts it.3 Two rather obvious reasons account for this 
restriction. First, “Kingsley’s accusation of dishonesty,” is regarded by 
many as “the culmination of a long period of widespread public distrust 
of Newman.”4 Second, it was only after Kingsley’s attack that Newman 
was finally provoked to break his silence; at last something gave him “the 
justification he needed to proceed with [the] autobiographical self-
defence” that largely cleared his name.5 

The question of Newman’s honesty, however, had thoroughly 
roused the English mind once before. Newman’s conversion to Roman 
Catholicism, and his elaborate defence of his decision in An Essay on the 
Development of Christian Doctrine (1845), provoked a controversy far 
more instructive as to the Victorian religious mind than the Kingsley-
Newman dispute. Although Newman’s conversion hardly came as a sur-
prise, all England recognized its magnitude. “Such a loss perhaps has not 
been experienced since the Reformation,” writes the liberal Anglican 
church historian Henry Hart Milman.6 Newman, moreover, did not 
leave the Church of England in silence. His Essay on Development sup-
posedly expressed the argumentative basis for his conversion, and was 
widely perceived to have as “its ostensible object, the Advancement of 
Popery.”7 As a matter of fact, ‘popery’ did advance. The English newspa-
pers published dispiriting lists of “perverts to popery” in the weeks after 

2. James C. Livingston, Religious Thought in the Victorian Age: Challenges and 
Reconceptions (New York: Continuum, 2006) 15. In Tract 90, Newman proposed a 
Catholic interpretation of the Thirty-Nine Articles, the doctrinal profession of the Church 
of England. For a challenging overview of the debate over Newman’s honesty following 
the publication of Tract 90, cf. Frank M. Turner, John Henry Newman: The Challenge 
to Evangelical Religion (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2002) 436-446. 

3. Oliver S. Buckton, “‘An Unnatural State’: Gender, ‘Perversion’, and Newman’s 
Apologia Pro Vita Sua,” Victorian Studies 35 (1992) 360. 

4. Ibid. 
5. Ibid. 
6. Henry H. Milman, “Newman on the Development of Christian Doctrine,” Quar-

terly Review 77 (1846) 404-465, 461. For a perceptive overview of Protestant responses 
to Newman’s conversion in the Victorian newspaper and periodical press, see “Newman’s 
Secession and Anti-Catholic Britain,” the first chapter of Erik Sidenvall’s After Anti-
Catholicism? John Henry Newman and Protestant Britain, 1845-c. 1890 (London: 
T&T Clark, 2005) 10-45. 

7. George S. Faber, Letters on Tractarian Secessions to Popery (London: W. H. Dalton, 
1846) 77. 

94609_LouvStud_09-4_04_Zuijdwegt.indd   36294609_LouvStud_09-4_04_Zuijdwegt.indd   362 1/07/11   10:241/07/11   10:24



 NEWMAN'S DISPUTED HONESTY 363

Newman’s conversion.8 In consequence, believers all across the English 
religious scene felt pressed to furnish an answer. The many early 
responses to the Essay on Development, therefore, provide a unique 
insight into the diverse ways in which early-Victorian England dealt with 
Newman’s conversion.9 

In this article, we aim to show (a) how a concern with Newman’s 
sincerity occupies a central place in the debate over his conversion and 
its rationale in the Essay on Development, both for Anglicans and Non-
conformists, and (b) how the various verdicts on Newman’s honesty are 
charged with politico-ecclesial significance. A detailed historical analysis 
of the responses to the question of Newman’s honesty will hopefully 
allow us to shed additional light on the intricate workings of early-Vic-
torian religious controversy and show its rootedness in the complex Eng-
lish ecclesiastical situation of the mid-1840s.10 

II. ‘Imputing Motives’:
Tractarian Perspectives on Newman’s Honesty 

With Newman, the Anglican Church lost one of its ablest and most 
influential members. As one of the leaders of the Oxford, or Tractarian, 
Movement, Newman had attempted to return the Church of England 
to its Catholic and Apostolic roots. This Anglo-Catholicism was not 
without opponents, however. Already from the end of the 1830s, 
the Tractarians “were perceived as crypto-Romanists;”11 for many this 

8. Bristol Times, Saturday 8 November 1845. See also e.g. The Times, Wednesday 
15 October 1845, Oxford University Herald, Saturday 1 November 1845. All in all, 
however, there were far less converts than initially suspected (cf. Sidenvall, After Anti-
Catholicism, 24). 

9. Turner also points to this perceived intimate connection in the public mind 
between Newman’s Essay on Development and his conversion. Surprisingly, Turner does 
not take up the controversy over Newman’s honesty again when speaking about his 
conversion. He does provide a summary of the main responses to the Essay on Develop-
ment, however (John Henry Newman, 577-586). In his recent book, Sidenvall mentions 
the reviews of Newman’s Essay on Development in the English periodical press, but does 
not consider them in any detail (After Anti-Catholicism, 20). He has considered some of 
their basic tenets, however, in a short article in 2004. See Erik Sidenvall, “Dealing with 
Development: The Protestant Reviews of John Henry Newman’s An Essay on the Devel-
opment of Christian Doctrine, 1845-7,” The Church and the Book, ed. R. N. Swanson 
(Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2004) 357-364.  

10. For the many controversies that marked Newman’s Anglican career, cf. 
 Turner’s John Henry Newman. 

11. David Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A History from the 1730s 
to the 1830s (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1992) 103. 
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 suspicion was now confirmed by the event – Newman had gone to 
Rome. Newman himself recounts a telling instance of the general suspi-
cion about his integrity as an Anglican. On taking a train to Oxford, 
Newman overhears a conversation between three persons in the parallel 
carriage:

‘Depend on it, Newman, Newman (very loud) is a jesuit, a jesuit’. 
Somehow I could not help interfering … So I put my head through 
the cross window which separates the carriages and said (in the dark) 
“Gentleman, please don’t speak so loud, for persons are here whom 
you would not like to speak before.”12

The darkness, however, did not cover Newman as well as he 
thought. In March 1846, a review of Newman’s Essay on Development 
appeared in Fraser’s Magazine for Town and Country. The author, Robert 
Willmott (1809-1863), narrates a “true story of a journey to Oxford, the 
accuracy of which we have the strongest reasons to be sure of.”13 “For 
my part,” says one of the travellers, “I have always believed Mr. Newman 
to be a Jesuit in disguise.” The response of his companion never came, 

for, at the same instant, a face which concentrated the chapel and 
monastery at Littlemore into the opposite glass, was slowly and sol-
emnly projected through the open window of the ‘double,’ and a 
particularly soft and distinct voice uttered these thrilling accents: 
“I would have you, sir, to be cautious what you are saying, for there 
is somebody in this carriage whom you may not like to hear you.”14

For Willmott, after having witnessed Newman’s conversion and his 
Essay on Development, the question came up once more, “Could it be 
possible? Was he a Jesuit after all?”15

Although hardly anybody maintained that Newman had been a 
malicious Roman Catholic intriguer for all these years, Willmott’s ad 
hominem polemical strategy is characteristic of the general Anglican 
approach to the question of Newman’s sincerity. Even James Bowling 
Mozley (1813-1878), Newman’s brother-in-law and “one of [his] most 
intimate friends,” took a personal line of attack.16 As a prominent 

12. To Mrs J. W. Bowden, 8 October 1844, in Ian Ker, John Henry Newman: 
A Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009) 291. 

13. Robert A. Willmott, “Mr. Newman: His Theories and Character,” Fraser’s 
Magazine for Town and Country 195 (1846) no. 33, 253. 

14. Ibid. 
15. Ibid., 254. 
16. S. A. Skinner, “Mozley, James Bowling (1813-1878),” Oxford Dictionary of 

National Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), http://www.oxforddnb.
com/view/article/19478 [accessed 2 March 2010]. 
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 Tractarian, Mozley was convinced of the urgent need for a reaction to 
Newman’s conversion: “we must take a line,” he wrote to a friend.17 
With Newman, Tractarianism had lost its principal proponent to Rome; 
in consequence, the legitimacy of the whole movement became doubtful. 
Newman’s earlier publication of Tract 90, moreover, had already “ren-
dered Tractarian candor and honesty deeply problematical.”18 To Moz-
ley, then, the daunting task of defending the rightful place of Anglo-
Catholicism in the Church of England, a place that was becoming ever 
more suspect since its foremost advocate had abandoned ship.

Mozley argues his case craftily in a long article in the Christian 
Remembrancer of January 1846.19 While heaping praise on Newman’s 
sermons, he discards his theological thinking by appealing to Newman’s 
“strong desire … to convince, [which] does not … suit a reasoner as 
such.”20 Nevertheless, although Newman “is not always a broad, straight-
forward, and convincing arguer,” he has a power peculiarly his own.21 
His strength is the use of “the sympathetic faculty:” the way in which 
he “can put himself into the position of another person.”22 Precisely this 
“power of entering into and assuming another state of mind … came in” 
when Newman was called upon to defend the Anglican Church. “He 
was a genuine Church-of-England theologian, only with a reserve in 
favour of a fundamental suspicion in his mind.”23 Newman suspected 
that the Via Media did not ‘work’, and hence that the Church of Eng-
land “has never existed except on paper.”24 “Almost from the very com-
mencement of his course,” Mozley argues, this fundamental doubt has 
“existed in Mr. Newman’s mind.”25 This raises an awkward question: 
although “Mr. Newman … has worked in our Church, and for her … 
has been her minister, teacher, awakener, defender … there is just one 
thing more – has he ever been her Son?”26 There can be no doubt about 
the answer, “[Newman] was not one with his Church, he was not at 

17. Cited in John R. Griffin, A Historical Commentary on the Major Catholic 
Works of Cardinal Newman (New York: Peter Lang, 1993) 1. 

18. Turner, John Henry Newman, 443. 
19. James B. Mozley, “The Recent Schism,” Christian Remembrancer 11 (1846) 

167-218. 
20. Mozley, “The Recent Schism,” 173. 
21. Ibid., 172. 
22. Ibid., 171. 
23. Ibid., 182. 
24. John Henry Newman, Lectures on the Prophetical Office of the Church (Lon-

don: J. G. & F. Rivington, 1837) 20; Mozley, “The Recent Schism,” 178. 
25. Mozley, “The Recent Schism,” 181. 
26. Ibid., 197. 
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home in her; he had not faith in her. The consequence we see.”27 Unlike 
other Tractarians such as Hurrell Froude, Newman had only “put him-
self into a state of mind, Mr. Froude did not: he had his own natural 
one.”28 Unlike Edward Bouverie Pusey, moreover, who has “bonâ fide 
mixed himself up with our system,” Newman “always inwardly thought … 
Anglicanism is a book religion, not an acting one.”29 

In addition, Mozley ingeniously identifies Newman’s position with 
that of William Ward and Frederick Oakeley. As Owen Chadwick 
observes, Newman’s resignation of St. Mary’s in 1843 “spelled disaster 
to the Oxford Movement.”30 The Tractarians became divided; Keble 
and Pusey steered a moderate course, while Oakeley and Ward led “the 
Romanising group.”31 Ward’s The Ideal of a Christian Church (1844) 
repelled most Tractarians, and Newman “wholeheartedly disagreed with 
the theory that a man might subscribe to the Thirty-Nine Articles and 
at the same time hold all the doctrines of the Church of Rome.”32 None-
theless, Mozley argues that Ward and Oakeley “exhibited to the world 
a magnifying mirror of what Mr. Newman held with delicate reserve.” 
Ward held “without tact and without taste, what Mr. Newman held 
with both,” yet both had “the same view really.”33 At least Ward had 
“the candour that so remarkably belongs to him” to admit that “he never 
felt himself a son of the English Church.”34 

Mozley’s intentions are evident. The position of Tractarianism at 
Oxford University and in the Anglican Church at large had been severely 
damaged in the course of the controversy following the publication of 
Ward’s book.35 The Ideal of a Christian Church “gave the assailants of 
the Tractarians the chance at last to condemn.”36 Newman’s conversion 
posed an even greater danger to the perceived legitimacy of Tractarian-
ism, because it seemed the final verdict on the movement by its primary 
instigator. Therefore, Mozley cleverly separates Tractarianism as a move-
ment true to the Anglican Church from its Roman perversion found in 

27. Mozley, “The Recent Schism,” 197. 
28. Ibid., 188. 
29. Ibid., 180. 
30. Owen Chadwick, The Victorian Church, vol. 1 (London: Adam & Charles 

Black, 1970) 197. 
31. Ibid., 199. 
32. Ibid., 208. Still, as Turner observes, Ward’s book “immediately revived 

denunciations of Tractarian dishonesty” (John Henry Newman, 520). 
33. Mozley, “The Recent Schism,” 198. 
34. Ibid., 200. 
35. Cf. Chadwick, The Victorian Church, 207-211. 
36. Ibid., 208. 
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Newman, Ward and Oakeley. He undermines Newman’s integrity as a 
‘son’ of the Church of England by contrasting him, on the one hand, 
with such ‘true sons’ of that church as Pusey and Froude, and identifying 
him, on the other hand, with the avowed radicals Ward and Oakeley. 
By challenging Newman’s honesty, Mozley attempts to deflect the pub-
lic suspicion away from general Tractarian candour towards Newman’s 
personal sincerity, and safeguard Anglicanism as a real alternative to 
Rome without compromising Tractarianism. 

Naturally, Newman took offense at the article. After reading a mere 
two pages in early January 1846 he conjectured it to be Mozley’s, since 
“no one else could be so sharp.”37 He was upset with what he read and 
did not know whether to read on. Yet, already on first impression he 
inferred Mozley’s intentions, “I dare say if I read on I should find myself 
mistaken – but my impression was that people would say ‘Here is the 
original fault in N. which we have been hunting for, this accounts for his 
landing in Popery’.”38 By the end of January, Newman appears to have 
read the whole article, as he protests against its content in a letter to 
Henry Wilberforce. Newman defends himself vigorously against Moz-
ley’s charge that he “never simply believed in the Anglican Church, or 
received it as divine.”39 Mozley, so Newman, confuses faith in the theory 
of the Via Media with faith in the English Church, and although 
 Newman had indeed abandoned that particular theory by 1839, things 
stood differently with regard to the Church. “I implicitly believed in her 
divinity till a late date. I cannot tell when – I suppose till I gave up 
St Mary’s.”40 

For Newman, moreover, Mozley’s polemic went directly against 
good faith. More than thirty years after his conversion, he writes to his 
sister-in-law, Mozley’s sister Anne,41 

I never have minded my friends writing against me – what I have 
complained of is their imputing motives or bringing in other person-
alities. Your brother pained me, because in his first writings against 
me, he said what he never could have said without private knowledge 
of me, intimate conversations with me.42

37. To Ambrose St. John, 8 January 1846, The Letters and Diaries of John Henry 
Newman, vol. 11, ed. C. Stephen Dessain (London: Nelson, 1961) 87.  

38. Ibid. 
39. To Henry Wilberforce, 27 January 1846, Letters and Diaries 11, 100. 
40. Ibid., 101. 
41. Two of Newman’s sisters were married to brothers of James Mozley. 
42. To Anne Mozley, 6 July 1878, The Letters and Diaries of John Henry Newman, 

vol. 28, ed. C. Stephen Dessain & Thomas Gornall (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975) 
379-380. 
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Among other things, Newman is here alluding to a private letter he 
wrote to Mozley in 1843, informing him of precisely that sequence of 
internal disturbances that Mozley so ingeniously appeals to in his article, 
viz. his study of the Monophysite and Donatist controversies in the sum-
mer of 1839, his publication of an article in the British Critic on the 
Catholicism of the English Church, and the admission that his Sermons, 
Bearing on Subjects of the Day “speak more confidently about our posi-
tion than I inwardly feel.”43 Mozley put this private information to good 
controversial use in establishing a picture of Newman that served Trac-
tarianism’s pressing needs.

There were other friends who engaged in ‘imputing motives’; Pusey 
was one of them. “Pusey pained me, for in print he attributed my con-
version to ‘oversensitiveness’,” Newman wrote to Anne Mozley.44 The 
reference is to a letter Pusey published shortly after Newman’s conver-
sion in The English Churchman. At the beginning of that letter, Pusey 
wrote, “one cannot trust oneself to think, whether his [Newman’s] keen 
sensitiveness to ill was not fitted for these troubled times.”45 On the 
whole, however, Pusey’s letter is one of generous sympathy and pastoral 
concern. Pusey is the only early commentator who openly regrets the 
conduct of the Anglican authorities towards Newman. “With us, he was 
laid aside … Our Church has not known how to employ him.”46 In fact, 
one could argue that, from a more political perspective, Pusey did far too 
little to dissociate himself from Newman. One passage in particular stood 
out. Pusey observed, “He [Newman] seems, then, to me, not so much 
gone from us, as transplanted into another part of the Vineyard, where 
the full energies of his powerful mind can be employed, which here they 
were not.”47 Critics less sympathetic to Newman were quick to point
this out. “This is significant,” Willmott observes, and he cynically adds, 
“[D]oes Dr. Pusey remain behind to get his portion of the ground into 
better cultivation, to complete a line from Christ Church to Oscot [sic], 
and then to follow leisurely with the luggage-train?”48 An anonymous 
reviewer in the Anglican Evangelical Churchman’s Monthly Review refers 

43. To James Bowling Mozley, 24 November 1843, Letters and Diaries 10, 29. 
44. To Anne Mozley, 6 July 1878, Letters and Diaries 28, 380. 
45. The English Churchman, Thursday 16 October 1845, Letters and Diaries 11, 

887. 
46. Ibid. 
47. Ibid. 
48. Willmott, “Mr. Newman,” 267. Oscott was a Roman Catholic seminary near 

Birmingham, under the direction of Nicholas Wiseman. 
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with horror to the “unctuous phraseology of Dr. Pusey,”49 while George 
Stanley Faber speaks of Pusey as a “halting Tractarian;” halting, that is, 
on a certain course to Rome.50 Willmott is particularly vehement, “Let 
the separation from the Jesuitism of Pusey and the development of New-
man, be instant and complete.”51

The most considerate estimate of Pusey’s letter came from an anon-
ymous Tractarian reviewer for the Oxford and Cambridge Review.52 He 
appreciates “the plea which certain of [Newman’s] friends have kindly 
urged in his behalf.”53 Yet, he thinks it unwise to 

attach much weight to the opinion … that Mr. Newman’s mind has 
been warped, or at least irritated by a sense of neglect, nay, of posi-
tive ill treatment. If such a feeling has existed in the writer’s mind the 
present work [Essay on Development], at all events, exhibits no symp-
toms of it.54 

All the same, the author is himself not in the least averse to ‘imput-
ing motives’. Quite the contrary, he feels much for Mozley’s account of 
Newman’s mental progress.55 Although Mozley goes unnamed (“a writer 
in a contemporary”), the identification is obvious. Like Mozley, this 
author argues from Newman’s “power of sympathizing with minds and 
systems foreign to his own” (so welcome in sermons, yet so dangerous 
in theology), to the “external view which Mr. Newman has all along 

49. “Newman’s Essay on Development,” Churchman’s Monthly Review (1846) 79. 
50. Faber, Tractarian Secessions, 78. 
51. Willmott, “Mr. Newman,” 268. The reference to the ‘Jesuitism of Pusey’ is 

no mere taunt. Earlier in his article, Willmott recommends John Crosthwaite’s Modern 
Hagiology (London: John W. Parker, 1846). In this work, which originally appeared as 
a series of articles in the British Magazine, the author devotes several long chapters to 
demonstrating that “Dr. Pusey … is now endeavouring not merely to Romanize the 
Church, but to propagate Jesuitism, in its worst and most mischievous form” (Crosth-
waite, Modern Hagiology, ix). 

52. “Mr. Newman’s Theory of Development,” Oxford and Cambridge Review 2 
(February 1846) 135-167. That the anonymous author of this article presumably was a 
Tractarian is indicated by his explicit reliance on Mozley’s article and his positive account 
of ‘Anglo-Catholicism’, which he identifies to a large extent with Newman’s earlier 
theory of the Via Media. For the contemporary application of the label ‘Anglo-Catholic’ 
to the Oxford Movement, cf. Peter B. Nockles, The Oxford Movement in Context: Angli-
can High Churchmanship, 1760-1857 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994) 
41-42. 

53. “Mr. Newman’s Theory,” Oxford and Cambridge Review, 139. 
54. Ibid. 
55. This opinion regarding Newman’s personal history seems fairly widespread. 

So, for example, Crosthwaite in his Modern Hagiology (v): “[S]ome of his [Newman’s] 
friends have informed the public, that for the last four years, he had, while outwardly 
conforming to the church, been in heart and intention a Roman Catholic.” 
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taken of the English church;” while quoting the same passages from 
Newman’s Prophetical Office to substantiate his point.56 

All in all, the Tractarian commentators are deeply concerned with 
providing alternative accounts of “the reasons which led to Mr. New-
man’s last step.”57 Newman’s conversion exacerbated the crisis of legiti-
mation in the Oxford Movement, and necessitated a dire attempt at dam-
age control. Even in one so considerate as Pusey, this concern has a 
polemical edge. Because of their own close association with Newman in 
former years, Tractarians needed to advance cautiously. Mozley provides 
a choice example of what such considerations could occasion. He cun-
ningly construes a narrative in which Newman is found guilty – if not 
consciously, than at least unconsciously – of insincerity with regard to his 
position in the Church of England. Subtly discrediting Newman proved 
the only way to dissociate Tractarianism from Rome, and to secure its 
rightful place in the English Church. This observation is confirmed by 
the fact that Anglican theologians who had more turbulent relations with 
Tractarianism were much less tactful in evaluating Newman’s sincerity.

III. ‘Deliberate Insincerity’: Other Anglican Perspectives

George Stanley Faber (1773-1854), an elderly High Church Evan-
gelical clergyman,58 published a series of Letters on Tractarian Secessions 
to Popery in 1846. His fourth letter is dedicated in its entirety to the 
question of Newman’s honesty.59 In the Advertisement to his Essay on 
Development, Newman had republished a retraction of the anti-Roman 
Catholic statements in his earlier works.60 Newman explains his former 
belligerence towards Rome as follows: 

I said to myself, “I am not speaking my own words, I am but fol-
lowing almost a consensus of the divines of my Church. They have 
ever used the strongest language against Rome, even the most able 

56. “Mr. Newman’s Theory,” Oxford and Cambridge Review, 139-142. 
57. Ibid., 138.  
58. For the application of this label to Faber, see Nockles, Oxford Movement, 34. 

Faber combined “a pre-Laudian combination of High Church episcopal claims with a 
highly Protestant emphasis on Justification by faith” (ibid., 32).  

59. Faber was prone to controversy, and this was not the first time he dealt with 
Newman. The second edition of Faber’s The Primitive Doctrine of Justification (London: 
Seeley & Burnside, 1839) contained a lengthy deprecatory appendix discussing New-
man’s Letters on Justification. 

60. The retraction originally appeared anonymously in 1843; many rightly con-
jectured Newman to be the author.  
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and learned of them. I wish to throw myself into their system. While 
I say what they say, I am safe. Such views, too, are necessary for our 
position.” Yet I have reason to fear still, that such language is to be 
ascribed, in no small measure, to an impetuous temper, a hope of 
approving myself to persons I respect, and a wish to repel the charge 
of Romanism.61

Faber interprets this comment as an admission that Newman “himself 
never held the opinions in question;” “he believed not a single syllable 
of what he wrote.”62 Faber’s argument is astonishingly straightforward: 
Newman said p, Newman, by his own admission, never believed p; 
hence, Newman is a liar. Newman “has told us,” so Faber, “that, when-
ever it serves his purpose, he systematically acts on the principle of delib-
erate insincerity.”63 This acknowledgement, Faber exclaims, is “perhaps 
the most extraordinary case upon record of a deliberate act of moral 
suicide.”64 In the remainder of the letter, Faber tirelessly enlarges upon 
Newman’s untrustworthiness: “How, then, are we to be certified; that 
now he is not a concealed Infidel lurking under the disguise of an Ultra-
montane Papist: BECAUSE, peradventure, it may be ‘necessary for our 
position,’ at present?”65 

Like Faber, Robert Willmott sought (and found) occasion to con-
demn Newman of dishonesty. In the Advertisement to his book, New-
man had claimed that when he “got some way in the printing, he rec-
ognised in himself a conviction of the truth of the conclusion to which 
the discussion leads.”66 Further on, Newman describes himself as “one 
who IN THE MIDDLE OF HIS DAYS IS BEGINNING LIFE AGAIN.”67 These 
words, however, occur 

not in the postscript, not even at the close of the volume, where the 
faint ray of Roman Catholic sunrise may be supposed to have broken 
upon the pilgrim, then ascending after so wearisome a journey, into 
the sweet garden and paradisiacal atmosphere of indulgences and 
image-worship.68

No, this passage “stands at the beginning of the Essay.” The implica-
tions are clear; Newman could never have said this “while belonging 

61. John Henry Newman, An Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine (Lon-
don: James Toovey, 1845) ix. 

62. Faber, Tractarian Secessions, 56, 73. 
63. Ibid., 58. 
64. Ibid., 70, emphasis added. 
65. Ibid., 69, all emphases original. 
66. Newman, Essay on Development, ix; Willmott, “Mr. Newman,” 254. 
67. Willmott, “Mr. Newman,” 255; cf. Newman, Essay on Development, 29. 
68. Willmott, “Mr. Newman,” 255. Note Willmott’s characteristic, biting satire.  
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to the Church of England.” Therefore, Newman “has committed a fraud 
upon his readers and perhaps upon himself.”69 An unnamed reviewer 
in the conservative New Quarterly Review voices suspicions similar to 
Willmott’s.70 In his Essay on Development, “Mr. Newman, indeed, would 
have us think, that no aim at Roman doctrine need be supposed to have 
given a direction to the inquiry,” the author contends. Once again, how-
ever, the Advertisement spells trouble for Newman. For, “in the advertise-
ment (p. iii.) he admits that the work was directed towards the removal 
of an obstacle … lying in the way of communion with the Church of 
Rome.” In this inconsistency, we “see the positive dishonesty of 
Mr. Newman in masking motives that are fully apparent.”71 Still, as 
Willmott remarks, what else could be expected from one who holds “the 
fearful heresy that, in certain cases, a lie is the nearest approach to the 
truth?”72

Of course, these Anglican commentators are grossly overplaying 
their hand. Newman’s admission does not justify Faber’s exaggerated 
claims, nor do a few disparate quotations warrant the extravagant con-
clusions of Willmott and the New Quarterly Review. Even so, these reac-
tions witness to a distinctive feature of the Victorian religious mindset: 
its almost excessive focus on sincerity in religious belief. James Living-
ston speaks of a “new scrupulosity regarding religious belief” that marked 
the Victorian era.73 Frank Turner refers to it as “a cultural climate
where … sincerity had become a daily moral imperative.”74 In 1845, 
Bishop Samuel Wilberforce contended that “sterling honesty” was the 
“distinctive feature” of Anglican believers.75 Roman Catholicism, on the 
contrary, was widely considered the apex of insincerity in religious belief. 

69. Willmott, “Mr. Newman,” 255. 
70. “Mr. Newman’s Theory of Development,” New Quarterly Review 7 (1846) 

301-339. The New Quarterly Review “wished to promote Conservative and Church of 
England interests” (Eileen M. Curran, “Nineteenth-Century Foreign Reviews,” British 
Literary Magazines: The Victorian and Edwardian Age, 1837-1913, ed. Alvin Sullivan 
[London: Greenwood Press, 1984] 494). 

71. “Mr. Newman’s Theory,” New Quarterly Review, 302. 
72. Willmott, “Mr. Newman,” 268. The reference is to a footnote in Newman’s 

last University Sermon (John Henry Newman, Sermons, Chiefly on the Theory of Religious 
Belief, Preached Before the University of Oxford [London: J. G. F. & G. Rivington, 1843] 
341). Almost twenty years later, Charles Kingsley would use this citation as a motto for 
his virulent assault on Newman’s honesty that provoked the Apologia. Cf. Charles King-
sley, “What, then, does Dr. Newman Mean?” A Reply to a Pamphlet Lately Published by 
Dr. Newman (London: Macmillan, 1864) 3, 40, 41. 

73. Livingston, Religious Thought, 13. 
74. Turner, John Henry Newman, 443. 
75. Samuel Wilberforce, A Charge Delivered to the Candidates for Ordination, 

December 21, 1845 (London: Francis & John Rivington, 1847) 15. 
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In his response to Newman’s Essay on Development, Frederick Denison 
Maurice remarks of the Catholic nations Spain, Italy and France, that 
“Roman developments” have “led the inhabitants of these countries to 
regard Faith as the synonime of dishonesty.”76 Hence, in a “climate 
increasingly rife with charges of intellectual dishonesty,” Newman, the 
recent convert to Rome, was an easy target.77 Yet, underlying the charges 
of dishonesty is a more complex set of considerations that inspired the 
harsh judgment of many Anglicans with regard to Newman’s sincerity. 
These come to light when responses from outside the established church 
are taken into account.

IV. Vindicating Newman: The Nonconformist Approach 

Just as Mozley had dreaded, Nonconformist reviewers regarded 
Newman’s conversion as compromising the integrity of High Church 
Anglicanism. “The secession of Mr. Newman and his friends virtually 
settles the question of the general tendency of Tractarian or High 
Church views,” William Cunningham (1805-1861) contends.78 Cun-
ningham was a minister and theologian in the staunchly evangelical ‘Free 
Kirk’ of Scotland, only recently separated from the established Church 
of Scotland in 1843 under the direction of Dr. Thomas Chalmers.79 
Cunningham published a lengthy review of Newman’s Essay on Develop-
ment in the Free Church’s newly established periodical, the North British 
Review.80 In contrast to reviewers of Anglican signature such as Mozley 
and Faber, Cunningham does not attribute Newman’s conversion to 
dishonesty. “Mr. Newman,” he argues, “has acted honestly in this 
matter.”81 Counter to Willmott, Cunningham sees no reason to “doubt 
the truth of the declaration which Mr. Newman makes” in the Advertise-
ment to his book.82 

76. Frederick D. Maurice, The Epistle to the Hebrews (London: John W. Parker, 
1846) lxxxvii-lxxxviii. 

77. Livingston, Religious Thought, 13. 
78. William Cunningham, “Newman on Development,” North British Review 5 

(1846) 452.  
79. Cf. Mark A. Weinstein, “North British Review, The,” British Literary Maga-

zines: The Victorian and Edwardian Age, 1837-1913, 275. 
80. For the attribution of this review to Cunningham, cf. Walter E. Houghton 

(ed.), The Wellesley Index to Victorian Periodicals 1824-1900, vol. 1 (London: Routledge, 
1988) 669.  

81. Cunningham, “Newman on Development,” 418. 
82. Ibid., 419. 
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Cunningham’s contention, however, is no mere praise of New-
man’s integrity; it serves a decidedly polemical purpose. Everybody 
“capable of rightly appreciating” the Tractarian Movement, “believed 
and declared that its character and tendency were Popish.”83 Yet 
“Mr. Newman and his friends have not been driven from the Church of 
England, as they ought to have been.”84 Hence, 

the voluntary secession of Mr. Newman … places the Church of 
England in a very awkward and degrading position, proving, as it 
does, that … she is either unable or unwilling to execute aright the 
proper functions of a Church of Christ in the exercise of discipline.85 

Cunningham’s point is clear: because the Church of England has not 
properly responded to the outspoken ‘Romanizing’ tendencies of the 
Tractarian movement, it has failed as a true Church of Christ. This 
failure has led to the present “important crisis,” which has not seen its 
likes in “any Protestant Church since the Reformation.”86 

By emphasizing the import of the present crisis for the Church of 
England, Cunningham is able to confidently propose his own position, 
that of a staunchly biblical Protestantism, as the only genuine alternative 
to Roman Catholicism. Cunningham presents his case in the form of an 
either-or argument. Points of faith, 

in order to impose upon the Church an obligation to receive them … 
must either be traced back to inspiration [Protestantism], or they 
must be guaranteed as they emerge by an infallible authority [Roman 
Catholicism]. On no foundation but on one or other of these two, 
can an obligation to receive them be based.87 

Because of “the Bible’s assertion of its own sufficiency and perfection,” of 
which the “great Protestant position” has always been a defender, no doc-
trines are to be received beyond “the termination of the apostolic 
ministry.”88 Hence, “Protestantism is ‘the real Christian doctrine or evan-
gelical message’ … as contradistinguished from Romanism.” This means 
that “all the doctrines and practices in which Romanists differ from 
 Protestants” are corruptions, because they do not “derive their conclusive 
proofs … from the sacred Scriptures.”89 In so far as the  established church 

83. Cunningham, “Newman on Development,” 418.  
84. Ibid., 419, emphasis added. 
85. Ibid. 
86. Ibid., 418. Note that where Milman limited the import of the crisis to the 

English Church, Cunningham expands it to include all Protestant churches. 
87. Ibid., 446, emphasis added.  
88. Ibid., 431, 439, 443. 
89. Ibid., 441. 
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has strayed from this clear scriptural path, it has itself become corrupt. The 
members of the Free Church of Scotland, then, have on good Protestant 
grounds left its premises.

Other Nonconformists shared a similarly positive outlook on 
Newman’s honesty. An anonymous reviewer in the Baptist Magazine is 
particularly outspoken. He feels no objection to heaping praise on “this 
extraordinary man,” John Henry Newman.90 He recalls with manifest 
admiration Newman’s “truly singular” preaching, he praises Newman’s 
“mental endowments,” “high character,” “extensive reading and varied 
learning,” and he finally notices how Newman “was viewed by many as 
a living saint.”91 Even Newman’s conversion he can regard with sym-
pathy:

Sacrifices he must have made, great and many; and however mis-
taken, he has given proofs of his sincerity, which ranks him far 
higher in our esteem than when, like others who still cling to their 
canonries, and fellowships, and church livings, he maintained his 
subscription to articles which he denounced, and with Anglicanism 
on his lips cherished Romanism in his heart.92

In stark contrast with Tractarians who remain in the Church of England, 
Newman has acted on his convictions. Therefore, he is the example par 
excellence of one who has acted sincerely by choosing religious conviction 
over status and material comfort. Still, as for Cunningham, Newman’s 
conversion illustrates “that great change now passing on the established 
church of England, transforming what was by its adherents fondly called 
‘the great bulwark of protestantism,’ into a nursery for popery.”93

On the other end of the Nonconformist spectrum, Unitarian 
reviewers treated Newman’s honesty with equal esteem. One H. H. P., 
writing for the Unitarian Christian Reformer, exclaims, “God forbid that 
we should question the sincerity of Mr. Newman, or meddle with the 
motives that have led to what he calls his ‘conversion’.”94 He points to 
Newman’s involvement in the “English Church, of which he has for the 
greater part of his life been an able, learned; and no doubt conscientious 
member.”95 Once again, however, Newman’s conversion is shown to 
leave the Church of England in a dubious predicament. “Is the English 

90. “Newman’s Essay,” Baptist Magazine 38 (1846) 153. 
91. Ibid., 154, 155, 224. 
92. Ibid., 156. 
93. Ibid., 153. 
94. H. H. P., “Doctrine of Development,” Christian Reformer 2 (1846) 463. 
95. Ibid., 462. 
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church in its principle in such a position,” H. H. P. asks, “that no man 
in her communion can consistently rest satisfied without going back to 
the Mother Church from which she has apostatized?” An apostasy, 
moreover, which happened “certainly under circumstances in their ori-
gin disgraceful to the daughter who wears her robes, inhabits her dwell-
ings and palaces, and inherits by usurpation her estates?”96 

It is clear from the above that the Nonconformist commentators 
are unanimous in their vindication of Newman’s honesty. In their judg-
ment, Newman’s conduct has at all times been sincere. The same passage 
that leads Willmott to condemn Newman, exonerates him in Cunning-
ham’s view. Nevertheless, both Anglican and non-Anglican reviewers 
display an increased sensitivity to integrity-issues with regard to New-
man’s conversion. Hence, the various verdicts on Newman’s honesty 
cannot be explained by a mere reference to the Victorian emphasis on 
sincerity in religious belief. Neither do mere doctrinal disagreements 
between Anglicans and Nonconformists account for the conflicting 
views on Newman’s honesty. Faber and Cunningham, for instance, share 
a very similar dogmatic outlook, both exhibit the classic Evangelical 
emphasis on justification by faith and the primacy of Scripture. It seems 
more likely, then, that politico-ecclesial considerations were of decisive 
importance in determining the question of Newman’s honesty. Appar-
ently, the fundamental ecclesial outlook shared by all within the Church 
of England, differentiates them radically from all those outside its con-
fines. This distinction becomes most apparent when we compare the 
reactions of the Nonconformist Evangelicals discussed above with those 
of Evangelicals within the established church.

V. Anti-Catholicism and the Politics of Evangelical Prophecy 

In contrast to the Nonconformist Evangelical Baptist Magazine, one 
of its Anglican counterparts, the premillennialist Churchman’s Monthly 
Review,97 published a fiercely negative review of Newman’s Essay on 
Development. “How far beyond the grasp of our comprehension are the 
powers and the acts of Satan!” the anonymous reviewer exclaims in the 
introduction to his article, “How easily does he overtop the loftiest 

96. H. H. P., “Doctrine of Development,” 463. The taunt refers, of course, to 
the establishment of the Church of England under king Henry VIII. 

97. Cf. Ralph Brown, “Victorian Anglican Evangelicalism: The Radical Legacy of 
Edward Irving,” Journal of Ecclesiastical History 58 (2007) 689. 
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 aspirations of man’s intellect, and underwork the deepest designs of 
man’s contrivance.” And he continues, 

How does he turn and wind himself along the slightest eddies and 
smallest currents of human fantasy and caprice, giving to each that 
gentle impulse which shall cause them to move towards the point 
which will subserve his designs; until, the little petulances and pre-
possessions of the minds of vast numbers being all set in motion in 
one direction, an impulse is given to public opinion, and a broad 
devastating tide of error sweeps along, and overflows for a season the 
landmarks of truth!98

Only to add immediately: “We have been led into this reflection by the 
sight of Mr. Newman’s book.” Gone are the subtlety of Mozley’s accusa-
tions and the ingenuity of Willmott’s satire. In this author’s frantic 
rhetoric, Tractarianism is nothing but a “stupendous manifestation of 
Satanic power.”99 Newman’s argument bears the indubitable mark of its 
devilish inspiration; it “winds itself into the convictions of his readers
as stealthily as a serpent.”100 Where Willmott only rhetorically bolstered 
his polemic with the suggestion of Jesuitism, this author removes every 
shade of doubt. “[T]he Jesuits had the direction of the Tractarian move-
ment from its very commencement.”101 

Having established Newman’s insincerity and his allegiance to the 
Society of Jesus, the author embarks on a very curious refutation of the 
Essay on Development. The aim of the work is “to demonstrate to the 
author’s associates in doctrinal opinion, who still remain in communion 
with the Church of England, – the peril, yea, the impossibility, or their 
continuing in their present position.” To the author’s great disappoint-
ment, however, the book is not “in any degree calculated to accomplish” 
its aim.102 Newman is, in fact, only a very sorry Jesuit. He “is too honest 
by half with his dishonesty.”103 Where he states his case boldly, he 
should have “played at hide and seek with the reader through page after 
page.”104 The reviewer elaborates tirelessly on the “failure,” the “blunder, 

98. “Newman’s Essay on Development,” Churchman’s Monthly Review, 68. 
99. Ibid., 70. 
100. Ibid., 75. 
101. Ibid., 70. The author directs his readers to “the valuable publications of Miche-

let and Duller” to substantiate his case. The reference is to Edward Duller’s The Jesuits: As 
They Were and Are (London: Seeley, Burnside, and Seeley, 1845), and Jules Michelet’s 
Priests, Women, and Families (London: Charles Edmonds, 1846). Both works intend to 
expose the “dangers” of the Jesuit order, by which “hundreds of thousands have been made 
wretched” and “torrents of human blood have been shed” (Duller, The Jesuits, xii). 

102. “Newman’s Essay on Development,” Churchman’s Monthly Review, 70. 
103. Ibid., 71. 
104. Ibid., 76. 
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the “grand mistake” of Newman’s directness of argument, its “sheer and 
palpable absurdity” and Newman’s “fatuity bordering upon madness.”105 
In short, Newman is no way near to being “a skilful Jesuit,” his “attempt 
at deception is really too gross, too clumsy to succeed with any one.”106 

In his bewildering fury, the author becomes plainly incoherent. 
Newman is a Jesuit; yet, his whole book shows him to be nothing of the 
kind. This, in fact, renders his book a failure, which is a shame, because 
ideally he would convert as many Tractarians as possible. Still, New-
man’s book is a great success, for it manifests “a stupendous display of 
the omnipotence of Him who ‘destroyeth the wisdom of the wise, and 
bringeth to nothing the understanding of the prudent’.”107 The contrast 
of this review with its Nonconformist Evangelical counterparts is striking. 
Where the latter defend Newman’s integrity, both for its own sake and 
its usefulness in controversy, the former presents Newman not merely as 
dishonest, but as one whose “mental powers are prostrated,” one exhibit-
ing “intellectual decrepitude and decay” on “every page” of his book.108 

If this review shows anything, it is the intense hostility towards 
Roman Catholicism within Anglican Evangelicalism. Anti-Catholicism 
had been on the rise in Anglican Evangelical circles from the 1820s 
onwards, and it reached a high point in the mid-1840s.109 Irish (Catholic) 
immigration, which “had swelled into a substantial flow” even before the 
Great Famine of the mid-1840s, was “the strongest stimulus in anti-
Catholicism.”110 In addition, the perceived Tractarian “disgust at the 
gaucherie, at the vulgar ways of Protestantism,”111 had offended Anglican 
Evangelicals to the utmost. They detested the fact that “the numerous 
class of [Newman’s] associates in doctrinal sentiment, … to the utter out-
rage of honesty and truth, still continue the beneficiaries of our Protestant 
Church.”112 A recent event, moreover, had driven anti-Catholicism to new 
heights. In February 1845, the Peel government announced “‘a liberal 
increase of the vote for the college of Maynooth’, a Roman Catholic 
Seminary near Dublin.”113 The measure was a shock, and “it provoked 
an upsurge of angry protest in the whole Evangelical  community” against 

105. “Newman’s Essay on Development,” Churchman’s Monthly Review, 76, 78. 
106. Ibid., 75, 81. 
107. Ibid., 83. 
108. Ibid., 82. 
109. Bebbington, Evangelicalism, 101-102. 
110. Ibid., 101. 
111. “Newman’s Essay on Development,” Churchman’s Monthly Review, 70. 
112. Ibid., 81, emphasis added.  
113. Nockles, Oxford Movement, 91. 
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Roman Catholicism. David Bebbington concludes, “By the middle of the 
century hatred of the papacy and all its works had been powerfully rein-
forced in the Evangelical mentality.”114

Anti-Catholic sentiments were “most potent in the Anglican circles 
where premillennialism had taken hold.”115 This was not only the circle 
of the Churman’s Monthly Review. Faber, whose “brand of Anglicanism 
was strongly evangelical,” also belonged to this faction.116 Edward Irving 
(1792-1834), the major inspiration of Anglican Evangelical premillennial-
ism, had applied the scriptural prophecies of the Apocalypse to his own 
times. He argued that amidst the turmoil of the French Revolution on the 
continent, “Britain had been spared and blessed because of the historic 
resistance of the established Churches of England and Scotland to Roman 
Catholicism.”117 Such beliefs did much to heighten the sense of a ‘national 
religion’ among Anglican Evangelicals. In fact, from the 1830s onwards 
there was a “marked trend of Evangelical opinion in the Established 
Churches in favour of active support for the union of church and state.”118 

This trend, of course, was repulsive to Nonconformist Evangelicals. 
Baptists, for example, “had a long tradition of hostility to the state.” 
Jeffrey Cox pointedly observes, “Whatever the Baptist denomination was 
about in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries … it was emphatically 
not about maintaining the Empire of Britain.”119 In the course of the 
nineteenth century, moreover, relations between Anglican and Noncon-
formist Evangelicals had suffered severely from their opposing political 
programmes, with the Anglicans steering a High Tory course and the 
Nonconformists bent on supporting the Whigs.120 Naturally, Noncon-
formist Evangelicals did not regard the established church as ‘their Prot-
estant Church’. Baptists, as Cox points out, “were contemptuous of 
hierarchies of wealth and power as defined by establishments in both 
church and society.”121 Moreover, if the progress of Tractarianism had 

114. Bebbington, Evangelicalism, 102. 
115. Ibid. 
116. George Clement Boase, “Faber, George Stanley (1773-1854),” rev. S. Agnew, 

Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), http://
www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/9051 [accessed 2 March 2010].  

117. Brown, “Victorian Anglican Evangelicalism,” 678. 
118. Bebbington, Evangelicalism, 98. The Maynooth-crisis, however, weakened 

this sentiment somewhat, as Evangelicals regarded it as a “betrayal of the Protestant cause 
by Peel” (ibid., 102). Cf. also Turner, John Henry Newman, 14. 

119. Jeffrey Cox, “Were Victorian Nonconformists the Worst Imperialists of 
All?,” Victorian Studies 46 (2004) 248. 

120. Bebbington, Evangelicalism, 98-99. 
121. Cox, “Victorian Nonconformists,” 248. This explains the positive appraisal, in 

the Baptist Magazine review, of Newman’s sacrifice of wealth and power after his conversion. 
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shown anything, it was the lack of true Protestantism in the Church of 
England. As Erik Sidenvall suggests, it was precisely this “threat to the 
very foundations of English Protestantism,” a foundation embodied by 
the politico-ecclesial establishment of the Church of England, that led 
Newman’s non-Tractarian Anglican critics to respond so fiercely.122 
A striking rhetorical feature of the non-Tractarian Anglican verdict on 
Newman’s honesty allows us both to confirm and to elaborate this sug-
gestion in the final section of this article. 

VI. ‘Poison’, ‘Seduction,’ and ‘Perversion’:
Anti-Catholicism and the Gothic 

Patrick O’Malley has recently pointed out that, by the middle of 
the nineteenth century, Protestant polemicists – spearheaded once more 
by Evangelicals – began to apply the rhetoric of the Gothic anti-Catho-
lic novel to contemporary religious controversy.123 Unsurprisingly, the 
article in the Evangelical Churchman’s Monthly Review provides a choice 
specimen of this emerging trend. In addition to its use of “the atmos-
pherics of a hyperbolic Gothic” in its theatrical overture on satanic activ-
ity, it adduces nearly every other Gothic trope that O’Malley describes.124 
Two major features stand out. First, the writer elaborates on the secrecy 
and craftiness that characterize Roman Catholicism in the Gothic imag-
ination. The charge of Jesuitism is adduced to this effect, as is the ser-
pentine quality of Newman’s argument. Second, the review exhibits the 
typically Gothic interrelation of the language of sexual and religious 
deviance in its polemic against Roman Catholicism. Thus, it speaks of 
“the seductive beverage” of Keble’s The Christian Year, Newman’s falling 
“in love with his own invention,” “the heathen orgies sanctioned by the 
Church of Rome,” and “that grossly idolatrous appeal to one of the 
lower passions –‘the cultus of our lady St. Mary’.”125 The last instance 
in particular deserves attention. Newman had argued in the Essay on 

122. Sidenvall, “Dealing with Development,” 362. 
123. Patrick R. O’Malley, Catholicism, Sexual Deviance, and Victorian Gothic Cul-

ture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006) 72-102. Save one, all of O’Malley’s 
examples postdate 1850, the year of what was popularly known as the ‘Papal aggression’, 
the reestablishment of the Roman hierarchy in England by the Pope. Hence, the 
responses to Newman’s conversion provide an interesting and early example of this 
incipient trend. 

124. O’Malley, Catholicism, 74. 
125. “Newman’s Essay on Development,” Churman’s Monthly Review, 69, 75, 

79, 80. 
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Development that popular Roman Catholic pamphlets on devotion paid 
little or no attention to the veneration of St. Mary and that, therefore, 
this veneration does not interfere with the worship of the one God.
The author of this review, however, surmises a rather unconventional 
explanation for the scant appearance of the Virgin in these pamphlets, 
and he “shrewdly suspect[s]” that Newman knows it too, 

The truth is, these little books principally find favor with the female 
population of the countries in which they circulate, and are therefore 
dressed to their taste. For it may be noted as a remarkable psycho-
logical phenomenon, that the female devotee seldom cares much 
about the Virgin, but exhibits in general a decided preference for the 
cultus of some handsome male saint.126

The use of Gothic rhetoric to bolster the argument against New-
man is not confined to this single Evangelical instance. We find similar 
language in the article in the New Quarterly Review. Like Charles 
 Kingsley two decades later, this author identifies religion and gender, 
honesty and masculinity.127 Newman suffers from “over refinement,” 
“Jesuitry of … mind,” and a lack of “manliness of idea.”128 He speaks 
of Newman’s “perverseness” and of “the wretched infatuation to which 
he has listened.”129 “Verily,” the author argues, “there is something of 
the wisdom of the serpent here!”130 The liberal Anglican Henry Hart 
 Milman, who pursues the Gothic image of a Romanist “scheme of Medi-
aevalizing England,” provides a further instance.131 Milman exemplifies 
O’Malley’s contention that “it was the confessional – and the sexual 
license that was imagined to take place within its confines – that seized 
the anti-Catholic imagination throughout the nineteenth century.”132 
Note the erotic suggestion of Milman’s frightful vision,

that our wives and daughters throughout the land shall be compelled 
to utter their most secret, their most holy, their most unutterable 
thoughts in the confessional to some, as it may happen, severe and 
venerable, or young and comely priest.133

126. “Newman’s Essay on Development,” Churman’s Monthly Review, 81. 
127. Cf. Buckton, “‘Unnatural State’,” esp. 361-362. 
128. “Mr. Newman’s Theory,” New Quarterly Review, 333, 331. 
129. Ibid., 323. In line with Buckton’s argument that during the Kingsley- 

Newman controversy we first “see the emergence of ‘perversion’ as a sexually and eroti-
cally charged term,” the word – although rhetorically charged – does not carry sexual 
overtones here (“‘Unnatural State’,” 262). 

130. Ibid., 314. 
131. Milman, “Newman on Development,” 462. 
132. O’Malley, Catholicism, 74. 
133. Milman, “Newman on Development,” 462. 
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Willmott explores another Gothic notion that would rise to popu-
larity in later decades, “the image of Britain as a fortress besieged not 
from without but from within.”134 O’Malley observes that “the Gothic, 
for the mid-century anti-Catholic author, is no longer foreign fiction but 
domestic fact.”135 Newman’s conversion and his Essay on Development 
are the first in a series of events establishing this new fact, and Willmott 
is one of the earliest to perceive the threat. “Had he [Newman] remained 
in the fortress long enough to undermine the ramparts, and poison the 
water springs?” Willmott asks, “Had he conciliated the garrison, only to 
betray it?”136 Here, Willmott integrates the image of ‘poison’ with the 
‘fortress under siege’-trope. According to Aled Jones, ‘poison’ is “the key 
metaphor in the [Victorian] cultural debate,” and Ian Burney points to 
the tremendous hold “that poison exercised on the imagination of the 
Victorian public.”137 In another instance, Willmott combines it with the 
Gothic trope of ‘seduction’ in a warning to the “young men” under 
Newman’s influence – “those to whom the poison is administered with 
the most engaging seduction.”138 Faber, too, speaks of “the malignity of 
the poison” of Newman’s Essay on Development, like Willmott combin-
ing it with the idea of a “Popish Conspiracy in the very bosom of the 
English Church.”139 In view of so much treachery, for Willmott, “one 
course only remains, and that is to cut the cables and prepare for action 
at the signal, which ought now to be making from every high place of 
education throughout the kingdom, – ‘ENEMY AT SEA’.”140

Sidenvall contends that all the ‘root metaphors’ of Victorian anti-
Catholic polemic were common property. Hence, “it is not possible to 
connect the use of any one of these metaphors with an easily defined 
group of observers.”141 With the use of Gothic rhetoric, however, things 
stand differently. As we have seen, Gothic tropes feature prominently in 
non-Tractarian Anglican reviews. They are entirely absent, however from 
Tractarian and Nonconformist rhetoric. We have already seen how Pusey 

134. O’Malley, Catholicism, 100. 
135. Ibid., 101. 
136. Willmott, “Mr. Newman,” 254. 
137. Aled Jones, Powers of the Press: Newspapers, Power and the Public in Nine-

teenth-Century England (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1996) 99; Ian Burney, Poison, Detection, 
and the Victorian Imagination (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2006) 6. 

138. Willmott, “Mr. Newman,” 268. 
139. Faber, Tractarian Secessions, 83, 75.  
140. Willmott, “Mr. Newman,” 268. On the perceived danger of Tractarianism 

for “the mental and intellectual climate of the University of Oxford,” cf. Sidenvall, After 
Anti-Catholicism, 24-26. 

141. Sidenvall, After Anti-Catholicism, 47. 
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speaks about the Roman Catholic Church as ‘another part of the Vine-
yard’. Although the other Tractarian reviewers avoid such positive 
phrases, their arguments against Rome are surprisingly respectful. On 
the Nonconformist side, we have seen how the Unitarian H. H. P. 
recalls the ‘disgraceful’ separation of the Church of England from Rome. 
But H. H. P. has more laudatory things to say. Although “calm reason 
stands aghast” at some of the teachings of the Church of Rome, 

there is much that is venerable, interesting, useful and ornamental 
that hoary time has gathered and consecrated, conducive to piety and 
subservient to the advance of the arts, and thus to the elevation and 
refinement of human tastes, perfectly compatible with the majestic 
simplicity of Christian worship, and not at variance with the unalter-
able, eternal nature of Christian truth.142

Even Cunningham, the arch-Protestant, refrains from charging Rome 
with anything but irrationality.143 The Baptist reviewer, moreover, settles 
the question between Rome and Dissent by a simple, confident appeal 
to “the divinely appointed institutions of the New Testament.”144 All in 
all, then, Tractarian and Nonconformist reviewers are surprisingly polite, 
even at times deferential towards Rome, while their non-Tractarian 
Anglican peers engage all the ‘niceties’ of anti-Catholic Gothic rhetoric.

VII. Conclusion 

Oliver Buckton has argued that an important feature of the King-
sley-Newman controversy is the fact that “Kingsley’s attack was clearly 
over-determined, suggesting a range of anxieties not reducible to any one 
causative factor.”145 The same holds true for the early responses to New-
man’s Essay on Development. Nevertheless, something of a common 
polemical framework emerges from our comparative study of these texts. 
We have seen that, in the many responses to Newman’s Essay on Devel-
opment “the psychological study of his mind,” as Milman calls it, occu-
pies a central place.146 In a distinctly Victorian manner, the key feature 
of this inquiry is the assessment of Newman’s honesty. This assessment, 
moreover, is of profound politico-ecclesial significance. If Newman can 

142. H. H. P., “Doctrine of Development,” 467. 
143. E.g. Cunningham, “Newman on Development,” 420. 
144. “Newman’s Essay,” Baptist Magazine, 225. 
145. Buckton, “‘An Unnatural State’,” 360. 
146. Milman, “Newman on Development,” 405. 
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be convicted of dishonesty, his conversion is of no consequence to the 
perceived legitimacy of the Church of England. If Newman is honest, 
however, his move calls into serious question either the Catholic (for 
Tractarians) or the Protestant (for non-Tractarians) character of Angli-
canism. In this way, the question of Newman’s honesty quickly becomes 
a “weapon in the struggle to define the nature and limits of the Church 
of England.”147 

As we have seen, three major positions emerge in this debate. 
(1) Tractarians discredit Newman’s conversion by carefully ‘imputing 
motives’ in order to exonerate Anglo-Catholicism, and secure its legiti-
mate place in the Church of England. Since they deny the essentially 
Protestant character of Anglicanism, they avoid the anti-Catholic rhe-
torical strategies of the other Anglican commentators. (2) Spearheaded 
by Evangelicals, all other Anglican reviewers condemn Newman outright 
of double-dealing and falsehood, arguing that no honest Protestant Eng-
lishman could ever turn to Rome. They bolster their argument by 
employing Gothic tropes to paint a frightful picture both of the Church 
of Rome and of the Catholic inclinations of the Tractarian Movement. 
At the same time, this rhetorical strategy is intended to defend the deeply 
Protestant nature of the Church of England against Nonconformist 
charges. (3) Nonconformists, in turn, unanimously exculpate Newman, 
and reap the benefits of their verdict in controversy with the Anglican 
Church. For them, Newman’s conversion represents the bankruptcy of 
Protestant Anglicanism and justifies their own ecclesial stance over 
against the established church. 
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