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Part of a series of longitudinal studies of churchgoing in British towns and cities, this article traces
the statistical history of church attendance in London over the past two hundred years. Among
other sources, it utilises national religious censuses in  and – and metropolitan
ones in –, –, – and , presenting results as an index of attendance
(IA), expressing attendances as percentage of population. Throughout the late nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, London’s IAs fell continuously and were mostly below those in other
conurbations. Following an uptick around the millennium, net decline resumed after .

F orover half a century, academic historians, theologians and sociolo-
gists have debated the nature, scale and periodisation of religious
change in modern Britain. They have drawn upon a range of

competing quantitative and qualitative sources and applied alternative
hypotheses as frameworks for evaluating their evidence. An especially
contested concept has been secularisation, which came to the fore during
the s, when it was popularised by sociologist BryanWilson, initially as a
descriptive shorthand for ‘the process whereby religious thinking, practice,
and institutions lose social significance’. Secularisation was subsequently,
first by Wilson and then by Steve Bruce, refined in a paradigmatic sense,
and presented as an inevitable (yet unintended) consequence of modern-
ity. Such a master narrative commanded widespread scholarly acceptance

BPP = British Parliamentary Papers; IA = Index of attendance; LCM = London City
Mission; MO = Mass Observation; TNA = The National Archives; uSa = Usual Sunday
attendance

 Recent historiography is outlined in C. Field, Counting religion in Britain, –
: secularization in statistical context, Oxford , –.

 B. Wilson, Religion in secular society: fifty years on, ed. S. Bruce, Oxford , .
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until the s but has been increasingly rejected or significantly modified
since.

At the heart of these academic disagreements have lain difficulties in
isolating longitudinal metrics of religious change in Britain. Although there
is a comparatively large number of key performance indicators available for
recent decades, they become scarcer as researchers work backwards from
. Over longer time spans, historians and sociologists have typically relied
upon two quantitative measures: church membership and church attend-
ance. Since its publication in , the major source for membership trends
has been the ambiguously titled Churches and churchgoers. However, church
membership is problematical in terms of comparability because there is no
common criterion of what constitutes ‘membership’. By contrast, church-
going is a more compelling measure because all major Churches and faiths
have expected their followers to participate in collective public worship, and
thus it has become a common denominator of religiosity. More specifically,
applied to Christianity, Hugh McLeod has argued that Sunday church
attendance should be regarded as ‘the main index of church attachment’
for ‘all churches made Sunday worship the chief focus of their activity’.

In England, churchgoing was, theoretically, compulsory for all citizens
after the Reformation, according to statutes designed to underpin the new
Protestant state and established Church. In practice, enforcement was
always selective and virtually non-existent after  when toleration was
extended toNonconformists. In consequence, records of prosecutions for
non-attendance at church before ecclesiastical or civil courts offer no real
guide to the participation of ordinary people in public worship. For the
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, a variety of fragmentary local
evidence exists, including some Church of England episcopal visitation
returns, while for the mid-nineteenth century there is the  religious
census, part of the official decennial census of population. Politico-sectarian

 Field identified twenty-one in Counting religion.
 R. Currie, A. Gilbert and L. Horsley, Churches and churchgoers: patterns of church

growth in the British Isles since , Oxford .
 H. McLeod, Class and religion in the late Victorian city, London , –.
 C. Field, ‘A shilling for Queen Elizabeth: the era of state regulation of church

attendance in England, –’, Journal of Church and State l (), –.
 Briefly reviewed in Field, ‘Shilling’ and Periodizing secularization: religious allegiance

and attendance in Britain, –, Oxford , –. London was not one of the
six English dioceses with a question about absenteeism from public worship in its
eighteenth-century visitations. London only recorded communicants, an ambiguous
metric of religious practice. See V. Barrie-Curien, Clergé et pastorale en Angleterre au XVIIIe
siècle: le diocèse de Londres, Paris , –, .

 D. Thompson, ‘The religious census of ’, in R. Lawton (ed.), The census and
social structure, London , –; K. Snell and P. Ell, Rival Jerusalems: the geography of
Victorian religion, Cambridge , –.

 CL IVE DOUGLAS F I ELD

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022046925101322 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022046925101322


rivalries prevented the experiment frombeing repeated, and, when (in )
a religion question was again inserted in the population census, it related to
religious profession and not attendance. Notwithstanding, some local cen-
suses of churchgoing were undertaken, with large clusters during the late
Victorian and Edwardian eras,many of them investigated by RobinGill. In
the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, between  and ,
Peter Brierley organised four ecumenical England-wide enumerations of
church attendance.

The foregoing brief historiographical background provides essential con-
text for this local and longitudinal study of churchgoing in London, which
forms part of a series of case studies of religious attendance in English and
Scottish cities and towns between the early nineteenth century and the
present. As the historically dominant urban community in Britain, by far
the largest city and the capital of England, and seat of the UK parliament and
government and home to many national institutions, London’s selection
needs little justification. The population of the area that became Greater
Londonrose strongly between the first official census in and, when
it peaked at ,,, before declining until the late s and recovering
thereafter, standing at ,, in . Its growth has been driven by a
constantly changingmixedeconomyof trade,manufacture, service industries
and educational and cultural provision which has been an employment
magnet for large-scale internal and overseas migration, adding considerably
to the city’s racial and religious diversity.

Much has been written about London’s religious history, although the
most recent attempt to summarise it leaves something to be desired. The

 A. Christopher, ‘The religious question in the United Kingdom census, –
’, this J lxv (), –.

 C. Field, ‘Religion at the fin de siècle [part ]: a checklist of local newspaper
censuses of church attendance, October –March ’, Local Historian xlix
(), –; ‘Religion at the fin de siècle, part : a checklist of local newspaper
censuses of church attendance, –’, Local Historian liv (), –; ‘Reli-
gion in the Edwardian age: a checklist of local newspaper censuses of church attend-
ance, –, part  – England’, Local Historian lv (), –; and ‘Religion in
the Edwardian age: a checklist of local newspaper censuses of church attendance,
–, part  – Wales and Scotland’, Local Historian lv (), –.

 R. Gill, The myth of the empty church, London , revised as The ‘empty’ church
revisited, Aldershot .

 P. Brierley: Prospects for the eighties, London –; ‘Christian’ England: what the
 English church census reveals, London ; The tide is running out: what the English
church attendance survey reveals, London ; and Pulling out of the nosedive … what the
 English church census reveals, London .

 Longitudinal evidence is lacking for churchgoing in Welsh cities/towns.
 H. Creaton (ed.), Bibliography of printed works on London history to , London

, –.
 P. Bernard, Mithras to Mormon: a religious history of London, London .
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nineteenth century has attracted particular attention from church histor-
ians, as it did from contemporary ecclesiastics and social investigators
perturbed by the perceived deficit of religious belief and practice among
the city’s working-class residents. The Victorian era witnessed concerted
campaigns of evangelism, church-building and outreach, recapitulated by
William Jacob in his monograph on ‘religious vitality’, which also briefly
considered church attendance. With some exceptions in suburban
areas, these denominational and collaborative efforts receded during
the early twentieth century, exposing London as a region of overall low
religiosity. Only as the new millennium approached were there apparent
signs of religious resurgence, reflected in John Wolffe’s research, which
highlighted a movement of religious pluralisation, including spectacular
growth of Pentecostal and ethnic minority churches. In parallel, public
opinion polls of Londoners suggested the city’s longstanding reputation
for irreligion may have been (momentarily) exaggerated.

Privileging quantitative sources, this study assembles evidence about the
extent of churchgoing in Londonover two hundred years, typicallymeasured
by an index of attendance (IA), expressing attendances as a percentage of the
city’s population within its administrative boundaries as constituted at any
given time. The focus is on censuses of churchgoing, national in  and
–, metropolitan in –, –, – and , together
with some other statistical enquiries. The arrangement is chronological.
Because of the vastness of London, and the number of places of worship,
findings are mostly summarised at city-wide level, and variations between
individual districts/boroughs cannot be explored; however, churchgoing

 D. Lewis, Lighten their darkness: the Evangelical mission to working-class London, –
, Westport, C .

 W. Jacob, Religious vitality in Victorian London, Oxford , –. See also
McLeod, Class and religion, –, –, –, , and Piety and poverty: working-
class religion in Berlin, London and New York, –, New York , –, –,
–, –.

 R. Walford, The growth of ‘new London’ in suburban Middlesex (–) and the
response of the Church of England, Lewiston .

 J. Wolffe and B. Jackson, ‘Anglican resurgence: the Church of England in
London’, in D. Goodhew (ed.), Church growth in Britain,  to the present, Farnham
, –; J. Wolffe, ‘Plurality in the capital: the Christian responses to London’s
religious minorities since ’, in C. Methuen, A. Spicer and J. Wolffe (eds), Chris-
tianity and religious plurality (Studies in Church History li, ), –; ‘Towards the
post-secular city? London since the s’, Journal of Religious History xli (), –
, and ‘Church decline and growth in London: taking the long view’, in D. Goodhew
and A.-P. Cooper (eds), The desecularisation of the city: London’s churches,  to the
present, London , –.

 C. Field, ‘Faith in the metropolis: opinion polls and Christianity in post-war
London’, London Journal xxiv (), –; P. Bickley and N. Mladin, Religious
London, London .
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and religious practices have been investigated by other scholars in a handful
of boroughs. For identical reasons, the fortunes of individual denomin-
ations cannot be commented upon in depth, although their raw data are
captured in the tables.

Pre- estimates and censuses

It was during the secondquarter of thenineteenth century that initial attempts
were made to quantify the scale of non-churchgoing in London. Several
calculations were made, deceptively precise yet varying widely. In , the
Congregational minister John Blackburn estimated there were  places of
worship in the city each attended by  regular and  fluctuating hearers,
representing , attenders from a population of,,, equivalent to
an IA of .. Five years later, a writer in the Congregational Magazine
subdivided London’s population into , young children and elderly
persons who could not attend church, at least , adults who did not do
so, and , who did, an IA of .. Baptist Noel, an Evangelical
Anglican minister, was more sanguine in , proposing , orthodox
(Anglican/Nonconformist) regular worshippers, , orthodox occa-
sional worshippers, , unorthodox (Roman Catholic/others) worship-
pers, amounting to an IA of ., leaving , non-worshippers.
However, James Grant, author and journalist, inclined to pessimism, reckon-
ing in that only,Londoners attendedplaces ofworship (,
Anglicans, , Nonconformists, , Roman Catholics and ,
Jews), an IA of ., the residual ,, going nowhere. Four years
later, the London City Mission (LCM) suggested , Londoners fre-
quented church services at any one time, an IA of ., subsequently raised

 C. Marchant, ‘Interaction of Church and society in an East London borough
(West Ham)’, unpubl. PhD diss. London ; J. Cox, The English Churches in a secular
society: Lambeth, –, New York ; A. Bartlett, ‘TheChurches in Bermondsey,
–’, unpubl. PhD diss. Birmingham ; J. Morris, Religion and urban change:
Croydon, –, Woodbridge ; S. Williams, Religious belief and popular culture in
Southwark, c.–, Oxford . On churchgoing see R. Gill, ‘Churchgoing
decline: a case-study’ [Bromley], in his Changing worlds, London , –, and K.
Bailey, ‘Religious attendance in Victorian Battersea’,LocalHistorian li (), –.

 J. Blackburn, Reflections on the moral and spiritual claims of the metropolis, London
, .

 ‘Ecclesiastical statistics of the city of London and its adjacent boroughs’, Congre-
gational Magazine n.s. viii (), – at p. .

 B. Noel, The state of the metropolis considered, nd edn, London , .
 [J. Grant], Travels in town, London , ii. –.
 ‘Proceedings at the eighth annual meeting of the London City Mission’, L[ondon]

C[ity] M[ission] Magazine viii (), – at p. .
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to , (.). However, in  the LCM revised its estimates, ‘to
allow for the attendance of different individuals at separate services’:
,, neglectors of public worship, , communicants, ,
attenders, an IA of ..

Obviously, limited reliance can be placed on such uncertain estimates.
More exact statistics might have been expected from censuses of church
attendance, but the only agency known to have undertaken any in the
capital before the mid-nineteenth century was the LCM. By definition, its
sphere of operations concentrated on areas of poverty and destitution, and
thus the relatively few censuses it undertook during these years, while of
illustrative value, may not have been representative. In the united parishes
of St Margaret and St John, Westminster, in , average attendance at
the fifteen places of worship was , from a population of ,, an IA
of .. LCM’s survey of morning and evening services in thirty-six
churches of Spitalfields district in  enumerated , adults and
children, an IA of .. In Greenwich in , morning, afternoon and
evening congregations (adults and children) amounted to ,, an IA of
., while in Hammersmith in  they numbered ,, an IA of
.. The IA for Chiswick in  was . (, attendances from a
population of ,), and in Cripplegate Without in  it was .
(, from ,).

The  religious census

The  religious census, coordinated by Horace Mann, was one of two
special enquiries (the other on education) launched that year alongside
the decennial census of population in Britain. In England and Wales,

 ‘An appeal for the London City Mission’, LCM Magazine xi (), – at p. .
 ‘The comparative state of religion in the world and in London’, LCMMagazine xii

(), – at p. .
 G. Wilson, ‘The state of Westminster, with some account of the labours of the

London City Mission’, LCMMagazine v (), – at p. . In a separate enquiry,
in the same parishes, .%of principal members of working-class families claimed to
attend public worship and .% did not: ‘Report of a committee of the Statistical
Society of London on the state of the working classes in the parishes of St Margaret and
St John, Westminster’, Journal of the Statistical Society of London iii (–), –
 at p. .

 ‘What is the London City Mission?’, LCM Magazine ix (), – at p. .
 ‘Greenwich’, LCM Magazine xi (), – at p. .
 ‘Descriptive report of Hammersmith’, LCM Magazine xiii (), –

 at p. .  ‘Chiswick’, LCM Magazine xiii (), – at p. .
 ‘Descriptive report of Cripplegate Without’, LCM Magazine xiv (), –

 at p. .
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, enumerators were tasked with identifying all places of worship in
their districts and delivering, to theminister or other responsible official of
each, the appropriate form for recording details of religious accommoda-
tion and attendance at morning, afternoon and evening services
on  March (both in general congregations and at Sunday schools). In
view of the bitter controversy surrounding the principle of covering reli-
gion in the census, law officers of the Crown advised the religious schedules
need not be completed under penalty, resulting in some non-compliance
by local clergy, especially Anglicans, including many examples in London.
The frequency of rounding of attendances also suggests an actual count of
congregations was not always made.

Results of the religious census in England and Wales were analysed and
tabulated in considerable detail in a parliamentary paper in December
. In London’s case, the volume included tables for themetropolitan
area (Inner London) and its thirty-six constituent registration districts. A
collapsed version of the published summary for general congregations and
Sunday scholars is reproduced as Table  (see Appendix). Denominational
shares of attendances on the day were: Church of England, . per cent;
other Protestants, . per cent; and RomanCatholics, . per cent. The
overall IA across three services was ., which was much lower than the
average of . for England and Wales and of . for all large town
districts, seemingly confirming London’s reputation for religious destitu-
tion.

In reality, the picture was bleaker than Table  suggested. For London’s
IA of . did not imply this was the proportion of the capital’s population
who worshipped on census Sunday, as the IA was based on attendances
rather than individual attenders. It took no account of the fact that it was
common for people to frequent more than one service on Sunday
(a practice known as twicing), effectively resulting in them being double
counted. The scale of twicing is unknown in the mid-nineteenth century.
Although Mann proposed a formula for correcting for twicing, it was
rightly criticised for failing to make sufficient allowance for regional and
denominational variations in the number and timing of services, not least
the popularity of evening worship among Nonconformists. At one level, all
that can be said with certainty fromTable  is that the number of individual
attenders will have been somewhere between ,, being the sum of
attendances at the single best attended service in each denominational

 Census of Great Britain, : religious worship, England and Wales, BPP –,
lxxxix.  Ibid. clv, clxxxii.

 Whole of morning + half afternoon + one third evening: ibid. clii; H. Mann, ‘On
the statistical position of religious bodies in England and Wales’, Journal of the Statistical
Society of London xviii (), – at pp. , .
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grouping (equivalent to a single-service IA of .), and , (the
tri-service total).

Among modern day historians, Michael Watts was especially critical of
Mann’s formula, dismissing it as ‘arbitrary in conception and unfair to Non-
conformists in operation’.Arguably, the alternative formulaWatts proposed,
although less biased againstNonconformity, also lacked strongevidential basis.
For each registration district in England and Wales, Watts used totals for the
best attended services for each denomination and added a third of attend-
ances at all other services. In London, this method of correcting for twicing
reduced the IA to., ranging from. in Shoreditch to. inHampstead.
The Church of England accounted for the majority (.) of this revised IA,
with other religious bodies contributing ..

There is a further complication, affecting comparability of the  reli-
gious census with later Victorian and Edwardian enumerations of church
attendance, the overwhelmingmajority of whichwere confined towhatMann
described as the ‘general congregation’, i.e. omitting Sunday schools. The
aspiration in  had been to record general congregations and Sunday
scholars separately, but, as many informants returned a combined total for
both, Mann was forced to do likewise, only disregarding Sunday scholars for
any place of worship when they did not assemble at the same time as a general
congregation. With the release of the original schedules of the religious
census by The National Archives after an embargo of  years, it became
possible to analyse results for general congregations alone. Based on such
general congregations (see Table ), the IA for London in  was .,
unadjusted for twicing, ranging (see Table ) from . in Shoreditch to
. in theCity ofLondon(whichdrewmanyof its worshippers frombeyond
its boundaries). Thenumber of individual attenders in general congregations
in London in  will have been somewhere between ,, the sum of
attendances at the single best frequented service in each denominational
grouping, and ,, the total of all services, perhaps just under ,
persons, equivalent to an IA of about . Shares of attendances for general
congregations were: Church of England, . per cent; other Protestants,
. per cent; and Roman Catholics, . per cent.

The original schedules provided space for informants to add remarks,
but only a relatively small minority elected to do so in London. Regarding

 Census … : religious worship, England and Wales, ccc.
 M.Watts, The dissenters, II: The expansion of Evangelical Nonconformity, Oxford ,

–, .  Ibid. , –.  Ibid. –.
 Census …: religious worship, England and Wales, clxxi.
 TNA, HO /–. There are critical editions for metropolitan parts of Surrey

and Kent, but not for Middlesex: The  religious census: Surrey, ed. D. Robinson
(Surrey Record Society xxxv, ), –; Religious worship in Kent: the census of ,
ed. M. Roake (Kent Records xxvii, ), –.
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attendance, the commonest gloss was to the wet and stormy weather that
affectedmost parts of themetropolis on March, keeping some potential
worshippers at home. Another general deterrent was the prevailing influ-
enza outbreak. Other respondents, particularly Nonconformists, blamed
lower than average turnout on competition from neighbouring places of
worship. A fewministers referred to unfavourable social conditions, such as
Sunday trading in Bethnal Green.

Revelations about ostensibly low levels of churchgoing in London were
deeply shocking to many contemporaries. They were vigorously debated in
both religious and secular print media. They also led to one parliamentary
follow-up, a select committee of the House of Lords in  into the
‘Deficiency of means of spiritual instruction and places of divine worship
in the metropolis, and in other populous districts of England and Wales’.
The committee took the majority of its oral evidence from incumbents and
officials connected with London parishes, presenting general and statis-
tical overviews, sometimes citing usual congregations. However, there was
no systematic aggregated analysis of attendance data, and only occasional
information about Nonconformists and Catholics.

Among religious agencies, themain focus of activity after publication of the
 religious census was to multiply the number of places of worship and
sittings therein in an attempt to keep pace with London’s rapidly growing
population. Tables  and  reveal the extent of their success. Table  shows
the average number of people per place of worship remained high through-
out the second half of the nineteenth century; although the ratio certainly
dropped from the s, this was mainly due to proliferation of small and
relatively humble local missions, particularly Anglican or interdenomin-
ational, rather than themore famous central missions operated byWesleyans
and other Nonconformists. Statistics of sittings are only available for all
denominations until the s (see Table ), indicating rather modest gains
towards raising accommodation in places of worship to around a third of the
population. It seems unlikely this ratio was ever improved upon thereafter.

The – religious census

Thirty-five years elapsed after  before the next attempt to enumerate
churchgoing in London. The only tiny exception was a census by the St
James’ Gazette of morning worship in the City of London one Sunday in May

 TNA, HO /---.
 Report from the select committee of the House of Lords, appointed to inquire into the deficiency

of means of spiritual instruction and places of divine worship in the metropolis, and in other
populous districts of England and Wales, BPP –, ix. –.
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. When a nationwide movement to undertake religious censuses by
local newspapers sprang up in autumn/winter –, the London press
were bystanders; the scale, complexity and cost of organising such a venture
in London were doubtless deemed too challenging. So it was left to the
religious journalist William Robertson Nicoll to rise to the task when he
launched a religious census of London as a means of promoting the British
Weekly, his new weekly Nonconformist newspaper, in . Nicoll was
highly critical of the methodology employed by the  religious census,
which he judged ‘comparatively worthless and very misleading… it rested
on estimates, often mere guesses, made by officials of particular churches.
These, as a rule, are far in excess of the facts’.Hewas determined to adopt
a more scientific approach.

For the main part of his own religious census of London, attendance at
the principal morning and evening services of churches and chapels on
Sunday,  October , Nicoll relied upon a network of independent
enumerators directed by Major Colquhoun of Lyons, who had previously
superintended a similar project in Glasgow in  and was to do so again
in . Results for this part of the census were serialised in the British
Weekly between  November and  December , not without some
criticisms, although there were also endorsements from prominent figures
such as William Gladstone and William Booth. However, for the second
part of the census, the survey of missions on the morning, afternoon and
evening of Sunday, November , Nicoll abandoned the principle of
independent enumeration and permitted the parties in charge of the
missions to self-report. Mission data were initially serialised in the British
Weekly between  January and  February . Results from both
parts of the census were consolidated into a single volume in , pre-
pared by George Stevenson, a leadingWesleyan layman, and incorporating
corrections of the serialised findings.

 ‘Census of congregations of the City churches and chapels’, Journal of the Statistical
Society xliv (), –.  Field, ‘Religion at the fin de siècle [part ]’.

 G. Lawrence, ‘William Robertson Nicoll (–) and religious journalism in
the nineteenth century’, unpubl. PhD diss. Edinburgh , –, , , –;
R. Higgins, ‘William Robertson Nicoll and the Liberal Nonconformist press, –
’, unpubl. PhD diss. St Andrews , ; K. Ives, Voice of Nonconformity: William
Robertson Nicoll and the ‘British Weekly’, Cambridge , , . Jane Stoddart, Nicoll’s
assistant editor at the British Weekly, subsequently wrote ‘The Daily News census (–
) compared with the British Weekly census ()’, in R. Mudie-Smith (ed.), The
religious life of London, London , –.  British Weekly,  Dec. , .

 Methodology in British Weekly,  Nov. , –. For Glasgow religious censuses,
see North British Daily Mail,  Jan. , ; Glasgow Herald,  Jan. , ; Christian
Leader,  Jan. , ;  Jan. , .

 The religious census of London, reprinted from ‘The British Weekly’, London .
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Summary data from the – religious census of Inner London are
presented in Table . The overall IA, unadjusted for twicing, was .,
which was . points less than the equivalent figure for general congre-
gations in  (see Table ). Shares of attendances in – were:
Church of England (including public institutions), . per cent; other
Protestants, . per cent; and Roman Catholics, . per cent. Other
Protestants were obviously fast closing on the Church of England, which no
longer commanded an absolute majority of metropolitan churchgoers.
The reduction in the Catholic share from . per cent in  to .
per cent in – is more apparent than real, reflecting the fact that,
whereas in  Catholics returned congregations at all morning masses,
in – only the  a.m. high mass was counted. A comparison of the
overall IA of .with other British cities with populations of , and
above around the same time shows the rate of church attendance in
London was: higher than in Liverpool (. in , . in );
strikingly close to Birmingham (. in ) and Glasgow (.
in ); but lower than in Sheffield (. in ), Bradford (.
in ), Bolton (. in ), Nottingham (. in ), Hull (.
in ), Portsmouth (. in ), Leicester (. in ), Edinburgh
(. in ) and Bristol (. in ).

Nicoll continued to proclaim the value of the – religious census for
some years afterwards, which ultimately led him to cross swords with
Charles Booth, the pioneering social scientist and author of Life and labour
of the people in London, the fieldwork for the Religious Influences series of
which was undertaken in –, with the findings published in seven
volumes in –. Booth’s methodology for the series was qualitative;
after five years of researching the capital’s religious life, he concluded:
‘Spiritual influences do not lend themselves readily to statistical treatment
… The subject is one in which figures may easily be pressed too far, and if
trusted too much are likely to be more than usually dangerous.’ This
approach displeased Nicoll; writing in the British Weekly in , he
expressed regret that Booth had not attempted to provide any quantitative
record of church attendance nor even to mention the – religious

 In making this comparison, it should be borne in mind that the  census was
largely based on estimates but did not include estimates formissing or defective returns,
whereas the – census mostly derived from an enumeration but undercounted
Catholics.

 Field, Periodizing secularization, –, , . All IAs uncorrected for twicing.
 C. Booth, Life and labour of the people in London, third series: religious influences,

London –. Secondary analysis in R. O’Day and D. Englander, Mr Charles Booth’s
inquiry: life and labour of the people in London reconsidered, London , –.

 Booth, Life and labour, i. .
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census. Nicoll added: ‘while church-going is not a test of religion, without it
religion perishes’.

The – religious census

The religious censuses of Inner London in – and Outer London
in  were undertaken by theDaily News, a national newspaper originally
founded by Charles Dickens but owned since  by George Cadbury,
Quaker chocolatemanufacturer and philanthropist, whomoved the title in
a politically Liberal and Nonconformist direction. Cadbury had been the
inspiration and the money behind the  Birmingham religious
census, and he was equally the driving force behind the London religious
census of –, although operational command lay with RichardMudie-
Smith, estate agent turned journalist, who was on the staff of the Daily News
in – and –. Mudie-Smith also edited the definitive volume of
census results in .

The Daily News census has tended to be regarded by historians as a ‘gold
standard’ in enumerations of churchgoing. Hugh McLeod described it as
‘probably the fullest and the most accurate census of church attendance ever
taken in Britain’. While it was undoubtedly more sophisticated than any
religious censuses that had gone before, and it was emulated by many
provincial newspapers in the early Edwardian era, it was not beyond criti-
cism. Most notably, there are doubts about its completeness of coverage of
places of worship, partly arising from Mudie-Smith’s inheritance of Charles
Booth’s listings. Perhaps the worst oversight in this respect, and somewhat
ironic given Cadbury’s own religious allegiance, is that the – census
omitted forty of the seventy metropolitan Quaker meetings.

In both Inner London and Outer London, the census was conducted
independently of clergy and officials of each place of worship, a team of
menbeing engaged as paid inspectors, supervisors and enumerators.

 T. Simey and M. Simey, Charles Booth, social scientist, London , –.
 R. Peacock, ‘The  Birmingham religious census’, in A. Bryman (ed.), Religion

in the Birmingham area, Birmingham , –.
 Mudie-Smith, Religious life. Denominational commentaries at ‘Symposium on the

religious census of London’, Daily News,  July , – and ‘A Sunday Strand
symposium: is church-going unpopular?’, Sunday Strand ix (), –, –,
–, –, –.  McLeod, Class and religion, .

 Field, ‘Religion in the Edwardian age … England’.
 O’Day and Englander, Mr Charles Booth’s inquiry, .
 J. Chadkirk, ‘Patterns of membership and participation among British Quakers,

–’, unpubl. MPhil diss. Birmingham , –.
 R. Mudie-Smith, ‘The methods and lessons of the census’, in Mudie-Smith,

Religious life, – at pp. –.
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To spread the workload, the census was staggered, the twenty-nine bor-
oughs of Inner London being surveyed between  November  and
 June , and fifty-two districts of Outer London (including two
county boroughs and four metropolitan boroughs) between  July and
 November . The counts were restricted to the principal morning
and evening services at churches, chapels and missions (but omitting
public institutions), congregants being divided into men, women and
children (judged to be below fifteen years). The major exception was that,
in the Roman Catholic Church, every Sunday morning mass from  a.m. to
 noon inclusive was enumerated, thereby correcting a shortcoming of
the – census. Synagogue attendance was taken on the first day of
Passover week . Children’s services distinct from Sunday schools and
held at the hour of the main Sunday morning or evening services were
recorded but Sunday schools were excluded, precipitating a disagreement
between Mudie-Smith and Charles Masterman, one of his leading con-
tributors. Only in Chelsea was a full count made of attendance at all
religious activities on Sunday (including Sunday schools); otherwise, meet-
ings and services other than the principal acts of worship on Sunday
morning or evening were just noted on a sample basis.

Topline results for Inner London are displayed in Table  and Outer
London in Table . The IA for Inner London, unadjusted for twicing, was
., almost a quarter less than the figure of . in – (seeTable ).
The Church of England had sustained the biggest net losses, absolutely and
relatively, since –, with . per cent fewer attendances and its
denominational share reduced from . per cent to . per cent. In
terms of share, the Anglicans had now been overtaken by other Protestants
who stood at . per cent, albeit several constituent groups
(Congregationalists, Baptists, Wesleyans) were already in absolute decline,
and the Salvation Army’s impact was limited. The Roman Catholic Church
accounted for . per cent of attendances, its share boosted by continued
immigration but also inclusion in – of all Sunday morning masses.
Also of note was the six-fold increase in synagogue attendance since –
 (to . per cent of the total), reflecting rapid growth of the Jewish
population through immigration since the s. The Inner London IA of
. can onlymeaningfully be compared with three other English cities at
this time, Hull (–), Liverpool () and Portsmouth (). In
Hull, the religious census was abandoned two-thirds of the way through,
and the IA of . is this author’s estimate of what the completed figure
might have been, which may or may not be accurate. In Liverpool, the IA

 C. Masterman, ‘The problem of south London’, in Mudie-Smith, Religious life,
– at p. .
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was ., surpassing Inner London’s on this occasion, unlike –. The
Portsmouth IA was ..

At ., the Outer London IA (see Table ) was one fifth above Inner
London’s. Denominational shares of total attendances were: Church of
England, . per cent; other Protestants, . per cent; and Roman
Catholics, . per cent. The flight of the upper working class and lower
middle class from downtown areas of Inner London to the suburbs of
Outer London had given other Protestants the edge over the Church of
England, while Inner London remained the stronghold of the Roman
Catholic poor and working class. Overall, however, Outer London’s results
must have seemed disappointing in comparison with some other south-
eastern communities where churchgoing was enumerated in the early
Edwardian years.

So far, we have considered only IAs unadjusted for twicing in –. We
now need to factor in findings from a pilot study to quantify twicing
undertaken as part of the Daily News census. Mudie-Smith’s description
of methodology was brief and his application of results rather muddled.
The ‘sample’ of sixty-nine places of worship seems unlikely to have been
representative of the universe of , churches, chapels and missions in
Inner London and Outer London, and it certainly constituted a tiny
fraction thereof. The selection was confined to Protestant churches,
reflecting Mudie-Smith’s understanding that the number of Catholic
twicers was negligible, with which later historians such as Gill have
concurred. The pilot revealed twicing was marginally more common in
Inner London than Outer London, and significantly more common
among other Protestants than Anglicans. Based on these data, grossed
up for the full census returns, an approximate adjustment for twicing is
presented in Table , suggesting the number of unique attenders in –
 on an average Sunday was , in Inner London (equivalent to an IA
of .) and , in Outer London (.).

Another important feature of the – census was the categorisation
of worshippers by age and gender. In this respect, the Daily News was not
breaking new ground, for the same disaggregation had already been
implemented in the large number of religious censuses taken in Scotland
in  by theAberdeen Journal and twoDundee newspapers.The London
breakdown is given in compressed form in Table . A third (. per
cent) of worshippers were children, the proportion being much the same
among Anglicans and other Protestants, with Catholics and Jews somewhat

 Field, Periodizing secularization, –. IAs uncorrected for twicing.
 Mudie-Smith, Religious life, , ,  (methodology), – (data).  Ibid. .
 Gill, ‘Empty’ church revisited, , .
 Field, ‘Religion in the Edwardian age … Wales and Scotland’.
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lower. Of the remaining two thirds who were adults, just . per cent
were men and . per cent were women (slightly less in Inner London
and slightly more in Outer London). The proportion of females among
adults was . per cent in the Church of England, . per cent for
other Protestants, . per cent for Roman Catholics, but just . per
cent for Jews. Using data for twenty-eight boroughs in Inner London
in – (omitting the City of London), Callum Brown has asserted the
primacy of gender as a determinant of churchgoing in particular locations.
Especially interesting is his discussion of how the duties of preparing
Sunday lunch and baby-minding, by domestic servants in affluent house-
holds or wife-mothers in servant-less working-class households, shaped the
relative sizes of morning and evening congregations in Protestant
churches. In stressing gender, Brown has downplayed the contribution
of social class to churchgoing which has been key to McLeod’s analysis of
this and other religious censuses.

A methodological by-product of staggering the – census over
such a long period, and in different meteorological conditions, was that
it facilitates examination of the weather’s effect on churchgoing. Many
contemporaries readily assumed that, the worse the weather, the lower the
numbers in the pews, particularly in areas where roads were bad and
distance from home to church was long. Such an assumption has recently
been questioned by Gill who argued the impact was less than expected,
and more on Nonconformists than Anglicans. Mudie-Smith’s opinion
was that ‘adverse weather conditions do not affect church attendance to
the extent generally imagined’. He failed to reach definite conclusions
about the weather’s influence in Inner London, while observing that, in
Outer London, the districts with the highest and lowest attendance ratios
(Barnet and Tottenham) were enumerated on the same day and under
identical weather conditions. At the same time, when four places of
worship (one St Paul’s Cathedral) were counted on both fine/fair and
wet days, congregations on the latter were reduced by . per cent.
Reviewing the – Inner London census, Brown found very weak
correlations between churchgoing and the weather and season. The
present author’s analysis of Inner London data showed the collective IA in
thirteen boroughs enumerated in fine weather was actually lower (.)

 C. Brown, The death of Christian Britain: understanding secularisation, –,
nd edn, London , –.

 Ibid. –; McLeod, Class and religion, –, –, ; ‘White collar values
and the role of religion’, in G. Crossick (ed.), The lower middle class in Britain, –
, London , – at pp. – and Piety and poverty, –.

 Gill, ‘Empty’ church revisited, –, –.  Mudie-Smith, Religious life, .
 Ibid. .  Ibid. –.  Brown, Death of Christian Britain, ,  n. .
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than in twelve boroughs where the count was taken under showery, wet or
very wet conditions (.). However, the reverse was true in Outer
London, in many parts of which population was more dispersed; here,
the IA in thirty districts counted in fine weather was ., whereas in
fifteen districts where the census day was wet it was .. Seemingly in
confirmation, in Croydon the state of the weather is one credible explan-
ation for the substantially lower IA in a census taken by the Croydon
Religious Discussion Society on an exceedingly wet Sunday in November
 than in the Daily News count on a fine day in October  (.
versus .).

The  religious census (abandoned)

In , the Daily Newsmerged with theMorning Leader and was renamed
the Daily News and Leader. On  October, the newspaper announced
its intention to replicate the – religious census. Managerial
oversight was entrusted to Henry Wilson Harris, who had joined the
Daily News as news editor in . On this occasion, the enterprise was
to be confined to Inner London, undertaken with fewer paid and more
voluntary staff, and conducted over a shorter timeframe, commencing in
Paddington on  January . Soon afterwards, on  January, theDaily
News and Leader decided to abandon the census, in the face of growing
hostility towards it in Anglican and, especially, Nonconformist circles.
Opposition culminated in an unprecedented joint letter to the editor,
urging cancellation of the project, from Arthur FoleyWinnington-Ingram
(bishop of London) and Frederick Brotherton Meyer (secretary of the
National Council of the Evangelical Free Churches). Although initial
ecclesiastical reaction to the census had been mostly positive or neutral,
it turned sharply against after December , when the Liverpool Daily
Post and Mercury published results of its latest census of churchgoing in
that Merseyside city, revealing a substantial decline in attendance since
. To many observers, this seemed ominous; as John Clifford, prom-
inent Baptist minister, told his congregation: ‘The Liverpool census is
most discouraging, and everybody is apprehensive of a similar or worse
state of facts being discovered by the statistics to be given us about

 Mudie-Smith, Religious life, .  Ibid. .
 Croydon Guardian and Surrey County Gazette,  Dec., ; Mudie-Smith, Religious

life, –.
 C. Field, ‘“A tempest in the teapot”: London churchgoing in  – the census

that never was’, London Journal xli (), –.
 W. Harris, Life so far, London , –.
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London.’ The Daily News and Leader capitulated and cancelled its 
census, substituting a qualitative survey of the religious and social work of
themetropolitan churches, based on responses to a lengthy questionnaire
from just over one third of places of worship, which was published in
January .

The – and  surveys by Arthur Black

Arthur Black was a leading Baptist and Free Church layman, who became
involved with religious statistics in Liverpool, where he was a dentist
and Sunday school worker until . He then relocated to London,
becoming assistant secretary (–) and secretary (–) of the
Shaftesbury Society and Ragged School Union. During  and the first
half of , he enumerated Sunday morning or evening services at
 churches, chapels or missions in London, mostly north of the River
Thames, and nearly all in poorer areas. Comparing his data with the Daily
News census of –, Black discovered there had been a substantial
decline in churchgoing, by  per cent in poor districts, with generally no
more than a quarter of sittings occupied even at the better attended
evening services, including in flagship central halls. Enlistment in the
armed forces was not the sole or primary explanation for the decrease. ‘It
is not merely a question of the rapid disappearance of men of military age,
but also of all other classes, including children.’ Black’s research was
corroborated by a census taken in all metropolitan Primitive Methodist
chapels towards the war’s close, Sunday morning and evening congrega-
tions in Inner London more than halving between – and March
.

Black undertook additional fieldwork in , which was written up in a
series of articles for the religious press between November  and April
.Of particular importance were three articles commissioned by the
British Weekly, published in March-April. Its editor asked Black to carry out
in-depth surveys of churchgoing in two contrasting London districts, one a
poor industrial area and the other a suburban area. These are now
thought to be, respectively, a poor parliamentary division of the borough

 Field, ‘“Tempest in the teapot”’, .
 W. Harris and M. Bryant, The Churches and London, London [].
 A. Black, ‘A great British Church: the argument from London’, Liverpool Post and

Mercury,  July , .
 Primitive Methodist Church, statistics supplied by circuits in the metropolitan area, March

, London .
 Reprinted in A. Black, London church and mission attendances, London [].
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of Battersea and Putney/Roehampton in the borough of Wandsworth.
In the former, congregations at morning and evening services decreased
by . per cent overall during the previous quarter-century (. per
cent in the Church of England, . per cent in the Free Churches), with
an estimated one in twenty-two of the Protestant population worshipping
on any given Sunday in  (after adjusting for twicing). In the latter,
the drop in churchgoing since – had been less steep, partly due to
growth among Catholics and newer Protestant sects, but it was still a
substantial . per cent (and . per cent for Free Churches), with
one in eleven of the Protestant population in the pews weekly in .
By way of cross-check, Black also visited more than  Protestant
churches in poor industrial areas of twelve London boroughs; here there
had been near universal decline in attendances at morning or evening
services since –, by . per cent overall (. per cent in the
Church of England, . per cent in Free Churches).Black concluded:
‘London is becoming paganised in its disregard of the outward corporate
forms of religion.’

The – religious census

Surprisingly little is known about a census of Inner London and Outer
London churches begun in –. The project neither gained much
news coverage at the time nor did it leave much documentation behind. It
was the brainchild of Thomas Cochrane, former medical missionary in
China, who was founder and president of the Mildmay Movement for
World Evangelisation, housed at the Mildmay Centre in Islington (which
Cochrane bought in ). He was convinced that ‘London is the most
pagan city in the country.’The census of churchgoing was taken in stages
during –, across three Sundays in each area, concentrating on areas
where Mildmay evangelistic campaigns were about to be held. First results,
for eight anonymised boroughs (see Table ), were published in October
, accompanied by a metropolitan projection seemingly based on
doubtful statistics. From such garbled data emanated the deduction that
only one Londoner in twenty went to church, which was probably not the
case. Almost six months later, it was reported that only eight boroughs

 Districts identified by Gill, ‘Empty’ church revisited, , –.
 Black, London church and mission attendances, –.  Ibid. –.  Ibid. .
 Ibid. .
 F. French, Thomas Cochrane, pioneer and missionary statesman, London , –.
 Taunton Courier,  Sept. , .
 Scrutineer, ‘Disquieting figures about London’,World Dominion xii (), –.
 Yorkshire Post,  Oct. , .
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had still been surveyed; the likelihood, therefore, is that the initiative had
petered out.

The eight boroughs in Table  did not constitute a cross-section of
Inner London and Outer London, and they underrepresented areas
(particularly the most well-to-do) likely to have the highest rates of church-
going. In aggregate, attendance in the boroughs decreased by . per
cent between – and – while population had risen by . per
cent; accordingly, the collective IA had halved, from . to ..
Individual borough IAs in – ranged from . in Bermondsey to
. in the unidentified borough . Cochrane was fond of highlighting
the challenges faced in Islington, where he was based, the  churches left
in – competing with  public houses and eighteen cinemas, the
latter alone attracting nearly twice as many patrons on Sundays as the
churches did worshippers. Although Cochrane was incorrect in claiming
Islington’s churchgoing had dropped from  per cent to  per cent in
thirty years, the enumeration of the eight boroughs is consistent with
other English evidence that the interwar years were significant in the
history of churchgoing decline.

The – Mass Observation studies

The social research organisation Mass Observation (MO), founded by
Tom Harrisson and Charles Madge in , undertook considerable
religion-related research during the Second World War, a few examples
of which are relevant in a London churchgoing context. A series of
church censuses was arranged at morning services in Paddington in ,
worshippers numbering , on March (a National Day of Prayer, the
weather wet and cold), , on  April (Easter Day, warm and dry),
, on  May (aftermath of heavy bombing) and , on  June
(a ‘normal’ Sunday, with fine weather).Morning and evening attendances
combined on  June were ,, under  per cent of estimated popula-
tion. Peak congregations on a National Day of Prayer were not unex-
pected; in a vox pop of Londoners, three-fifths told MO they considered
such days a ‘good thing’ and a quarter participated in them, although only
a minority had such confidence in the power of prayer as to think it would

 Address by Lionel Fletcher, Mildmay evangelist, at Sun Hall, Liverpool: Liverpool
Daily Post,  Mar. , .

 Address at Albemarle Baptist church, Taunton: Taunton Courier,  Sept. , .
 Field, Periodizing secularization, –.
 Idem, ‘Mass Observation, religion and the SecondWorldWar’, inM. Snape and S.

Bell (eds), British Christianity and the Second World War, Woodbridge , – at
pp. –, .
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shorten the war. Insights into churchgoing towards the end of the war can
be gleaned from MO’s Puzzled people study, based on interviews with
Hammersmith residents in –;  per cent self-reported they had
attended church within the past six months, compared with three-
quarters who had been to the cinemas and three-fifths to public houses
during the same period. Three-fifths admitted they never went to church
or did so only for rites of passage, to the despair of local clergy: ‘they think
about churchgoing as a sort of harmless hobby’.

The – data vacuum

The third quarter of the twentieth century witnessed no censuses of
church attendance in London and few elsewhere in England. This is
frustrating given claims by Callum Brown that the period between the
end of the Second World War and the late s was one of ‘religious
boom’, a thesis contested by Simon Green and Clive Field. Large-
scale evangelistic crusades were certainly in vogue at the time, but there is
little evidence they helped boost churchgoing in the long term. In
London, American evangelist Billy Graham pulled in the crowds at his
crusades in March–May , May , June  and June , but
this did not swell numbers in the pews afterwards. For instance, during
the twelve-week Greater London Crusade in , ,, attended
meetings addressed by Graham, just , of whom responded to
his invitation to come forward, nine-tenths of them already in some
church connection. Evangelistic crusades were largely jamborees for
the faithful.

In the absence of religious censuses for London in the third quarter of
the century, it is tempting to turn to opinion poll evidence for church-
going, often an inaccurate guide, prone to overstated self-reporting.
Two local surveys in Outer London touching on claimed church

 C. Brown, Religion and society in twentieth-century Britain, Harlow , –,
and Death of Christian Britain, –, , , –, –, –.

 S. Green, ‘Was there an English religious revival in the s?’, Journal of the
United Reformed Church History Society vii (), –, and The passing of Protestant
England: secularisation and social change, c.–, Cambridge , –; C.
Field, Britain’s last religious revival? Quantifying belonging, behaving and believing in the long
s, Basingstoke , and ‘A secularizing society? Case studies of English northern
industrial towns in the s’, Historical Research xcvii (), –.

 F. Colquhoun, Harringay story: the official record of the Billy Graham Greater London
Crusade, , London , –.

 C. Field, Secularization in the long s: numerating religion in Britain, Oxford
, –, and Counting religion, –.
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attendance by adults are known, at Dagenham (a predominantly working-
class area, centred on the Becontree council estate) in –, where just
 per cent frequented services at least monthly and  per cent not at all;
and Woodford (more middle-class) in , where  per cent went
weekly,  per cent monthly and  per cent never. However, the most
general poll was conducted by Associated Rediffusion as part of the late
David Glass’s unpublished Third Londoner Survey, for which , adults
aged between twenty-two and fifty-nine were interviewed in . Pro-
fessed weekly or fortnightly churchgoing then stood at  per cent, with
 per cent worshipping less often and  per cent never.

– religious censuses

Peter Brierley is a church statistician who, after eleven years in the civil
service, became programme director of the Bible Society (–),
director of MARC Europe (–), director of Christian Research
(–) and director of Brierley Consultancy (since ). Among
his many projects, Brierley managed four ecumenical religious censuses
of Trinitarian churches in England between  and , which nat-
urally covered Greater London. Additionally, he organised a further
census just in Greater London in , on behalf of the LCM. The
methodology was the same in each case, a questionnaire sent to the
minister or other official of each place of worship, requesting statistics
of churchgoing by adults and children (including Sunday scholars) at
morning and afternoon/evening services for the census date. This date
varied: a normal Sunday in November ,  October , a typical
Sunday in September ,  May  and  October . Response
rates were also variable:  per cent in ,  per cent in ,  per
cent in , and  per cent in  (national figures; unknown
response rates for London) and  per cent in . Results were
grossed up by Brierley for missing and defective returns and adjusted for
twicing.

Table  provides an overview of attendances in Greater London at each
census according to the denominational groupings assigned by Brierley,
with national comparisons. The  and  censuses suggested

 P. Willmott, The evolution of a community: a study of Dagenham after forty years,
London , , ; P. Willmott and M. Young, Family and class in a London suburb,
London , , .  Unpublished (in author’s possession).

 Direct response to mailshot was only %(% from the diocese of London
and % extrapolations from earlier information); P. Brierley, Capital growth: what the
 London church census reveals, Tonbridge ,  n..
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ongoing decline in metropolitan churchgoing, with the Greater London
IA lagging behind England’s, albeit the gap between them was narrowing.
However, by  Greater London’s IA was superior to England’s IA
(remaining so in ), and between  and  aggregate attend-
ances in London rose by . per cent, despite the IA continuing to fall
(to . in ). Then came unexpected growth in London church-
going, both absolutely and relatively, from  to , with total attend-
ances rising by . per cent and the IA climbing to .. Underpinning
this trend was a gradual reversal of the longstanding shift in the balance of
attendances from Inner London to Outer London, as the churchgoing
classes sought a brighter future in outlying suburbs. Between  and
 Inner London’s share of worshippers actually increased from .
per cent to . per cent.

The primary drivers of these changes were large-scale immigration and
heightened ethnic diversity, including rapid development of blackmajority
churches, whose flourishing was in stark contrast to the relative failure of an
earlier generation of black immigrants to assimilate into (and be welcomed
by) white majority churches. The success of the millennium era
migrants was exemplified in the . per cent increase in Pentecostal
worshippers between  and  and of . per cent for a cluster of
‘other denominations’ (Independent, New, other Protestant and Ortho-
dox). Several useful case studies of this socio-religious transformation
appear in a recent monograph on contemporary London Churches,
although the overarching editorial argument for desecularisation is far
from proven. Among the mainstream Churches in Table , only
Baptists effectively held their own in absolute terms between  and
. Anglican attendances in Greater London contracted by . per
cent over this period, United Reformed by . per cent, Methodist by
. per cent and Roman Catholic by . per cent (Catholic decline
concentrated in – before flattening out).

Summary to 

The index of attendance (IA) has been our keymetric for quantifying London
churchgoing, expressing attendances on an average Sunday as a percentage of

 In about –,  Londoners were questioned about reasons for church-
leaving and likelihood of church-returning: P. Richter and L. Francis, Gone but not
forgotten: church leaving and returning, London .

 C. Hill, West Indian migrants and the London churches, London .
 Goodhew and Cooper, Desecularisation of the city, critiqued in Modern Believing lx

(), –.
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population. During the second quarter of the nineteenth century, IAs were
erratic, but fewer than half of Londoners attended church weekly and often
less than a quarter. A clearer pattern emerges from subsequent religious
censuses (see Table ). In Inner London, unadjusted for twicing, the IA
in  was one third, falling to one fifth by the turn of the century, when
discounted for twicing. Attendance declined further before, during and after
the First World War (as revealed by the Black and Mildmay studies) and,
adjusted for twicing, the Inner London IA had reached . in  and .
in  before a small uptick to . in  and a larger one (principally
fuelled by immigration) to . in . In Greater London, the IA, again
adjusted for twicing, halved between – and , continuing its shrink-
age to (.) before rising to. in. Throughout thenineteenth and
twentieth centuries, churchgoing rates in London were mostly beneath those
in other major British conurbations; not until ,  and (presumably)
 did London seemingly exceed England’s IA (see Table ).

Alongside changing IAs, there has also been redistribution of denomin-
ational shares of attendances (see Table ). The Church of England has
been the clear loser in this process. In the mid-nineteenth century, and
doubtless long before, it commanded a majority position, but it progres-
sively ceded ground to other Protestants thereafter and was overtaken by
them around the – census. By the early twenty-first century, only one
in eight church attenders in Greater London was Anglican. In the twenti-
eth century, other Protestants also lost market share as the historic Free
Churches (particularly Methodist and Reformed traditions) contracted
sharply, reaching a low of . in , but the other Protestants sector
was then re-energised by newer manifestations of Protestantism, including
Pentecostal and black majority churches, which had secured it a majority
position by the early twenty-first century. In the nineteenth century, Roman
Catholics accounted for almost a tenth of attendances (the low proportion
in – was the result of undercounting morning masses), their share
expanding substantially in the twentieth century until they, too, were
affected by churchgoing decline from c., their  share being
almost half that in .

 to present

There has been no English church census since  and no further
London census either. Churches no longer have the appetite for ecumen-
ical statistical projects that produce depressingly predictable results. So,
what is known about the level of London churchgoing between  and
the present?

Five things seem clear. The first is that the pool of potential churchgoers
has been reduced by deChristianisation in London. As the decennial
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censuses of – have revealed (see Table ), the proportion of
professing Christians in the capital has decreased over two decades from
. per cent to . per cent while religious nones and non-Christians
have increased from, respectively, . per cent to . per cent and
. per cent to . per cent.

Secondly, in London as elsewhere, the Covid- pandemic adversely
affected in-person attendance at church, in that habits of churchgoing
were broken by lockdowns and restrictions on public worship in –
and deaths from the disease disproportionately occurred among the eld-
erly and ethnic minorities who constituted the backbone of most congre-
gations. Alternative online/offline forms of worship showed initial promise
during the pandemic but proved relatively unpopular with the faithful and
have been progressively withdrawn.

Thirdly, denominations which collect and publish their own attendance
statistics confirm ongoing decline in London since . Three examples
must suffice. In the Church of England, combined usual Sunday attend-
ance (uSa) of the dioceses of London and Southwark decreased by . per
cent between  (year of last Brierley census) and  (last year before
the pandemic). Because of Covid-, the uSa was not recorded for –,
but when next measured in , it stood . per cent below the 
level. The figure recovered somewhat in  (last year available) but was
still . per cent below  and . per cent below . In the
Methodist Church, collection of attendance data ceased in , but
between  and  average congregations in the London district fell
by . per cent on a slightly inconsistent criterion. In the Roman
Catholic Church, mass attendance in the dioceses of Westminster and
Southwark fell by . per cent between  and  and . per
cent between  and  (again, the last year available); from  to
, the drop was . per cent.

Fourthly, the large-scale immigration of people of Christian heritage
underpinning much of the surge in London churchgoing in the early
twenty-first century may not persist. Tighter immigration controls by gov-
ernment in response to the emergence of Reform UK and wider public
concerns about legal/illegal migration may reduce the number of arrivals,
just as implementation of Brexit curtailed migrants from EU countries.
Current data suggest that net migration to the UK has fallen substantially
since , while the capital’s share of it decreased fromnearly half in 
to a quarter in –.

 <https://www.churchofengland.org/about/data-services/key-areas-research>.
 <https://www.methodist.org.uk/for-churches/statistics-for-mission/>.
 Westminster Year Book and Southwark Catholic Directory, , ,  edns.
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Fifthly, Brierley, architect of the – censuses, is sceptical about
prospects for churchgoing growth. When preparing the  figures, he
made a projection for , anticipating an absolute decline in attend-
ances in Greater London of . per cent over eight years and a fall relative
to population (IA) from . to . (see Table ). In his chapter on
the  census in The desecularisation of the city (), Brierley swam
against the tide of fellow contributors and his editors in counselling: ‘It is
by no means certain that such growth will continue.’ Reviewing the
situation in , he thinks that, overall, London church attendance
exhibits net decline, notwithstanding pockets of expansion. Black majority
churches seem to have lost some of their former momentum and also lost
many members from the inner city to suburbs. Brierley adds that the high
cost of public transport and of vehicle taxation and parking inhibits
travelling large distances to church, particularly into central districts of
London.

This appraisal thus points towards the post- era as one of net decline
in church attendance in the capital. If we accept Brierley’s London IAs of
. in  and estimate of . in  (see Table), then the likeli-
hood is that churchgoing on an average Sunday in  is  per cent
(maximum) of the population, but with a broad range from borough to
borough. This is a higher proportion than in some other contemporary
British cities, testimony to the brief uplift in religious practice around the
millennium. Before that, religious census and other evidence synthesised
here depicts fairly continuous relative decline (measured by IAs) since the
late nineteenth century. The optimistic readings of London’s modern
religious history proposed by William Jacob, John Wolffe and David Good-
hew tend to confuse ‘religious vitality’ with religious advance. Our statistics
of church attendance, a key metric of secularisation, confirm that, so far as
this facet of organised Christianity is concerned, metropolitan culture and
the secular society have converged.

 Brierley,Capital growth, –; P. Brierley (ed.),UK church statistics, ,  edition,
 to , Tonbridge , ..

 Idem, ‘The  London church census’, in Goodhew and Cooper, Desecularisa-
tion of the city, – at p. .  E-mails from Brierley,  Feb.,  May .
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APPENDIX

The Statistical Record

Table . Church attendance, general congregation and Sunday scholars, Inner
London, 

Denomination Morning Afternoon Evening Total IA

Church of England , , , , .
Congregationalists , , , , .
Baptists , , , , .
Presbyterians ,  , , .
Wesleyans , , , , .
Other Methodists ,  , , .
Other Protestants , , , , .
Roman Catholics , , , , .
Orthodox   .
Jews ,   , .
Total , , , , .

Source: Census of Great Britain, : religious worship, England and Wales, BPP –, lxxxix, p. clxxxiv.
Notes: Population ,,. Attendance based upon general congregations and Sunday scholars
assembling at same time as general congregations (but not otherwise). Returns of estimated
attendance were self-reported by ministers/other officials of each place of worship. However,
attendances were not given for fifty-three of ,places of worship for which returns weremade in
Inner London, thirty-nine of these non-respondents from the Church of England, and no
estimates for them have been made. Presbyterians include English and Scottish varieties. Welsh
Calvinistic Methodists and Lady Huntingdon’s Connexion are included with other Methodists.
Typographical/arithmetical error in original total of morning attendances has been corrected.

Table . Church attendance, general congregation, Inner London, 

Denomination Morning Afternoon Evening Total IA

Church of England , , , , .
Congregationalists , , , , .
Baptists , , , , .
Presbyterians ,  , , .
Wesleyans , , , , .
Other Methodists ,  , , .
Other Protestants , , , , .
Roman Catholics , , , , .
Orthodox   .
Jews ,   , .
Total , , , , .

Source: TNA, HO /–.
Notes: Population ,,. Attendance based upon general congregations only, omitting Sunday
scholars. Where no estimate of general congregation on  March was given, average attendance
has been used. Otherwise, no allowance has been made for missing data. Duplicate returns have
been identified and weeded out; hence, there are twenty-five fewer places of worship in London
than in the religious census parliamentary paper (, compared with ,).
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Table . Church attendance, general congregation, Inner London, , by registration district

District no. District name Population Churches Morning Afternoon Evening Total IA

 Kensington ,  , , , , .
 Chelsea ,  , , , , .
 St George Hanover Sq. ,  , , , , .
 Westminster ,  , , , , .
 St Martin-in-the-Fields ,  ,  , , .
 St James Westminster ,  ,  , , .
 Marylebone ,  , , , , .
 Hampstead ,  ,  , , .
 St Pancras ,  , , , , .
 Islington ,  , , , , .
 Hackney ,  , , , , .
 St Giles ,  , , , , .
 Strand ,  , , , , .
 Holborn ,  , , , , .
 Clerkenwell ,  , , , , .
 St Luke ,  , , , , .
 East London ,  , , , , .
 West London ,  ,  , , .
 City of London ,  , , , , .
 Shoreditch ,  , , , , .
 Bethnal Green ,  , , , , .
 Whitechapel ,  , , , , .
 St George-in-the-East ,  ,  , , .
 Stepney ,  , , , , .
 Poplar ,  ,  , , .
 St Saviour Southwark ,  , , , , .
 St Olave Southwark ,  , , , , .
 Bermondsey ,  ,  , , .
 St George Southwark ,  ,  , , .
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Table . Continued

District no. District name Population Churches Morning Afternoon Evening Total IA

 Newington ,  , , , , .
 Lambeth ,  , , , , .
 Wandsworth ,  , , , , .
 Camberwell ,  , , , , .
 Rotherhithe ,  ,  , , .
 Greenwich ,  , , , , .
 Lewisham ,  , , , , .

Total ,, , , , , , .

Source: TNA, HO /–.
Notes: See Table .




C
L
IV

E
D
O
U
G
L
A
S
F
IE

L
D

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022046925101322 Published online by Cam
bridge U

niversity Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022046925101322


Table . Places of worship, Inner London, –

Denomination   – – 

Church of England    , ,
Congregationalists     

Baptists     

Wesleyans     

Other Methodists     

Presbyterians     

Salvation Army   

Other Protestants     

Roman Catholics     

Jews     

Total , , , , ,
Population ,, ,, ,, ,, ,,
Population/places

of worship
,. ,. ,. ,. ,.

Sources: ( and ) The Nonconformist, Nov. , –; (–) The religious census of
London, reprinted from ‘The British Weekly’, London ; (–) R. Mudie-Smith (ed.), The
religious life of London, London ; () W. Harris and M. Bryant, The Churches and London,
London [], –.
Notes: The area covered comprised the thirty-six districts (in ) and the twenty-nine boroughs
(at all other dates) of Inner London. Places of worship included churches, chapels and missions.
The  statistics were a revision of those published in  by the London Congregational
Union and relating to –. The – figures have been calculated afresh by the author and
differ slightly from totals published in Mudie-Smith, Religious life of London, . Other Methodists
included PrimitiveMethodists, Methodist NewConnexion, UnitedMethodist Free Churches (and
predecessor bodies), Bible Christians and Calvinistic Methodists.

Table . Sittings in places of worship, Inner London, –/

Denomination    –

Church of England , , , ,
Congregationalists , , , ,
Baptists , , , ,
Wesleyans , , , ,
Other Methodists , , , ,
Presbyterians , , , ,
Salvation Army , ,
Other Protestants , , , ,
Roman Catholics , , , ,
Jews , , , ,
Total , , ,, ,,
Population ,, ,, ,, ,,
Sittings as % population . . . .

Sources: ( and ) The Nonconformist,  Nov. , –; () The Nonconformist and
Independent,  Feb. , supplement, –; (–) The religious census of London, reprinted from
‘The British Weekly’, London , – and insert.
Notes: Data refer to the number of sittings in churches, chapels and missions. The  statistics were
revised byThe Nonconformist to take account of omissions from the returns to the official census in .
The statisticswere a revisionof thosepublished inby theLondonCongregationalUnion and
relating to –. Other Methodists included Primitive Methodists, Methodist New Connexion,
UnitedMethodist FreeChurches (andpredecessor bodies), BibleChristians andCalvinisticMethodists.
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Table . Church attendance, Inner London, –

Denomination
Churches
morning

Churches
evening

Missions
morning

Missions
afternoon

Missions
evening Total IA

Church of England , , , , , , .
Congregationalists , , , , , , .
Baptists , , , , , , .
Presbyterians , ,  , , , .
Wesleyans , , , , , , .
Other Methodists , ,    , .
Salvation Army , , , , .
Other Protestants , , , , , , .
Roman Catholics , , , .
Orthodox   .
Jews , , , .
Public institutions , , , .
Total , , , , , ,, .

Source: The religious census of London, reprinted from ‘The British Weekly’, London , – and
insert.
Notes: Estimated population ,,. Census was undertaken at morning and evening services
on Sunday,  October  (churches); and at morning, afternoon and evening services on
Sunday,  November  (missions). The day of the church census saw many special services,
harvest festivals in the Church of England and anniversary services in Nonconformist chapels. In
Roman Catholic churches, only Sunday high mass at  a.m. was counted, despite every other
morning Mass being attended by a distinct congregation; had these earlier morning Masses been
enumerated, theBritishWeekly estimatedCatholic worshippers would have been treble the number
tabulated here.

Table . Church attendance, Inner London, –

Denomination Morning Evening Total IA

Church of England , , , .
Congregationalists , , , .
Baptists , , , .
Presbyterians , , , .
Wesleyans , , , .
Other Methodists , , , .
Salvation Army , , , .
Other Protestants , , , .
Roman Catholics , , , .
Jews , , .
Total , , ,, .

Source: R. Mudie-Smith (ed.), The religious life of London, London , , .
Notes: Population ,,. Census was undertaken, at the principal Sunday morning and
evening services, on a staggered basis between  November  and  June . All Roman
Catholic Sunday morning masses were counted. Synagogue attendance was taken on first day in
Passover week . Children’s services distinct from Sunday schools and held at hour of themain
Sunday morning/evening services were recorded but Sunday schools were excluded.
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Table . Church attendance, adjusted for twicing, Inner London and Outer
London, –

Denomination
Morning

attendances Twicers
Evening

attendances
Unique
Attenders IA

Inner London
Church of England , –, , , .
Other Protestants , –, , , .
Roman Catholics , , , .
Jews , , .
Total , –, , , .
Outer London
Church of England , –, , , .
Other Protestants , –, , , .
Roman Catholics , , , .
Total , –, , , .

Source: R. Mudie-Smith (ed.), The religious life of London, London , –.
Notes: Population ,, (Inner London), ,, (Outer London). Estimates for twicers
derive from sixty-nine places of worship, of which forty-eight were in Inner London and twenty-
one in Outer London. All were Protestant, including seventeen Church of England. They are
unlikely to have constituted a representative sample of all Protestant Churches. It was assumed all
Roman Catholics were oncers. It is certain all Jews were oncers.

Table . Church attendance, Outer London, 

Denomination Morning Evening Total IA

Church of England , , , .
Congregationalists , , , .
Baptists , , , .
Presbyterians , , , .
Wesleyans , , , .
Other Methodists , , , .
Salvation Army , , , .
Other Protestants , , , .
Roman Catholics , , , .
Total , , , .

Source: R. Mudie-Smith (ed.), The religious life of London, London , , .
Notes: Population ,,. Figures incorporate late enumerations of thirty places of worship
listed in addenda but omitted from main totals. Census was undertaken in fifty-two districts of
Outer London at principal Sundaymorning and evening services, on a staggered basis between 

July and November . All RomanCatholic Sundaymorningmasses were counted. Children’s
services distinct from Sunday schools and held at the hour of main Sunday morning/evening
services were recorded but Sunday schools were excluded.
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Table . Church attendance by demographics, Inner London and Outer
London, –

Denomination Men Women Children Total

Church of England , , , ,
Congregationalists , , , ,
Baptists , , , ,
Wesleyans , , , ,
Other Methodists , , , ,
Presbyterians , , , ,
Salvation Army , , , ,
Other Protestants , , , ,
Roman Catholics , , , ,
Jews , , , ,
Total , , , ,,

Source: R. Mudie-Smith (ed.), The religious life of London, London , , , .
Notes: Population ,, (Inner London), ,, (Outer London). Attendances were
disaggregated by demographics for every place of worship in the census. This table presents a
very compressed summary of the demographic data, giving daily totals for the major denomin-
ational groups for Inner London and Outer London combined.

Table . Church attendance, eight boroughs/districts, Inner London and Outer
London, – and –

Borough/district Year Population Churches Sittings Attendance IA

 – ,  , , .
– ,  , , .

 – ,  , , .
– ,  , , .

 – ,  , , .
– ,  , , .

 – ,  , , .
– ,  , , .

 – ,  , , .
– ,  , , .

 – ,  , , .
– ,  , , .

 – ,  , , .
– ,  , , .

 – ,  , , .
– ,  , , .

All boroughs – ,  , , .
– ,,  , , .

Source: Scrutineer, ‘Disquieting figures about London’, World Dominion xii (), .
Notes: Surveys were taken, each across three Sundays, by Mildmay Movement for World Evangel-
isation. Comparisons made with Daily News religious census of London (–). However,
researchers in – seem to have adjusted some original totals for churches, population and
attendance in – to reflect boundary changes between – and – or because only
part of particular boroughs was surveyed in –. Exact/close correlations between population/
attendance for – suggest following matches: Islington (), Shoreditch (), East Ham (),
Woolwich (), Edmonton (), Bermondsey (), East Barnet (), with borough  unidentified.
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Table . Church attendance, Greater London, –

Denomination      E

Anglican , , , , , ,
Baptist , , , , , ,
United Reformed , , , , , ,
Methodist , , , , , ,
Independent , , , , , ,
New , , , , , ,
Pentecostal , , , , , ,
Other Protestant , , , , , ,
Roman Catholic , , , , , ,
Orthodox , , , , , ,
Total , , , , , ,
London population ,, ,, ,, ,, ,, ,,
London IA . . . . . .
England IA . . . .

Sources: All written/edited by P. Brierley: UK Christian handbook: religious trends, no. , /,
London , .; UK Christian handbook: religious trends, no. , /, London ,
.; Capital growth: what the  London church census reveals, Tonbridge , ; UK church
statistics, number ,  to , Tonbridge , .–.; ‘The  London church census’,
in D. Goodhew and A.-P. Cooper (eds), The desecularisation of the city, London , – at p. .
Additionally, Brierley compiled reports on  and  censuses giving somewhat different
statistics from the above: Prospects for the eighties, London –, i. ; ii. –; Prospects for the
nineties, London , –; London, borough by borough, London []; Churchgoers in
England, district by district, London [], –.
Notes: Area covered was Greater London (Inner London and Outer London). Censuses excluded
non-Trinitarian Churches. Churchgoers comprised children (including Sunday scholars) and
adults. Figures incorporated estimates for missing and defective returns and were adjusted for
twicing. IAs recalculated by present author based on official mid-year population estimates.
Statistics for  estimates made by Brierley at time of  census.

Table . Index of church attendance, London, –

Inner London Outer London Greater London

Unadjusted for twicing
 .
– .
– . . .
Adjusted for twicing
– . . .
 .
 . . .
 . . .
 . . .
 . . .

Sources: Tables,–,above; P.Brierley (ed.),UK church statistics,, edition, Tonbridge,.
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Table . Denominational shares (percentages) of church attendance, London,
–

Church of England Other Protestants Roman Catholics

Inner London
 . . .
– . . .
– . . .
Greater London
– . . .
 . . .
 . . .
 . . .
 . . .
 . . .

Source: Tables , –,  above.
Note: Orthodox and Jews not shown.

Table . Religious profession (percentages), Greater London, census of
population, –

  

Christian . . .
Buddhist . . .
Hindu . . .
Jewish . . .
Muslim . . .
Sikh . . .
Other religion . . .
No religion . . .
Not stated . . .

Source: England and Wales  census, table ST;  census, table KSEW;  census,
table TS; all at <https://www.nomisweb.co.uk/>.
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