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Whigs and Dissenters: Guests of Holland House
by
Kawawake Keiko

In recent years the study of religion in the field of British politics and
society has been gaining popularity. In particular, the political behavior
of dissenters is a big topic. Their prominence in the campaign for parlia-
mentary reform and the movement against the American war has attrac-
ted many researchers’ attention.

On the other hand, however, there are those who question the signifi-
cance of dissenters in political radicalism. For example, Roy Porter
says “their zeal for socio-political reform should not be exaggerated”
and “not till the 1780s, and then only among a hothead minority, did
Nonconformity show a potential for political radicalism.” John Brewer
argues that the only dissenters involved in the cause of liberty were the
ones in the small circle associated with Price or Priestley. Critics like
them seem to conclude that the “hothead minority ” or the small circle
of Price or Priestley did not contribute much to eighteenth-century
radicalism

We must admit that such a group as they mention, which we can call
“rational dissenters”, was small and growing smaller, However most of
the rational dissenters were rich merchants or manufacturers and some
times held dominant powers in local society. Besides, they were electors.
Their religious circumstances gave them no alternative but to support the
Whigs. Their vote became essential for the Whigs from the late eight-
eenth century, particularly for the Foxites after the French Revolution.

In this essay, the author investigates some rational dissenters whose
names are listed in the dining books of Holland House. The relation-
ship between them and Lord Holland tells us that rational dissenters
built strong connections among the Whig circle and could exert direct
influence on the Establishment.
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