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From the French Revolution to Tractarianism: Student Revolt and Generational Identity at the University of Oxford, 1800-1845

Heather Ellis
On 28 June 1843, dozens of undergraduates belonging to the University of Oxford, seated in the audience of a graduation ceremony in the Sheldonian Theatre, caused a noisy and violent disruption of the proceedings which resulted in several students being banned from the university for up to five years. As this essay will argue, this event represented the high point of an increasingly self-confident student movement at Oxford which identified with the influential Anglo-Catholic ‘Tractarian’ movement of John Henry Newman and E.B. Pusey. Tractarianism (also known as the Oxford Movement) derives its name from the series of publications, Tracts for the Times (1833-1841) which various members of the movement composed during the early years of its existence. It was an association of High Church Anglicans, most of whom were members of Oxford University. In the 1830s and 40s, students at Oxford were, on average, significantly older than their counterparts a generation earlier had been. Isolated from the official bodies of authority within the university, many were attracted to the controversial religious movement as providing an opportunity to express a deep and growing frustration at the refusal of the university authorities to relax religious restrictions on student matriculation and to modernize the traditional classical curriculum. Although violent outbreaks in the streets of Oxford were not unknown, what both university and police records from these years highlight are the deliberate and repeated efforts of Tractarian students to cause disturbances within crucial university spaces, above all, within those spaces associated with the authority of the Vice-Chancellor such as the Sheldonian Theatre. Moreover, as this essay will argue, growing student confidence and a sense of shared generational identity also need to be understood against the changed social and political conditions following the American and French Revolutions which had a greater impact upon students at England’s ancient universities than many historians have allowed.
Revolution in America and France. Fears of Student Rebellion at Home 

Following the outbreak of the American and French Revolutions, and the significant numbers of college and university students involved in revolutionary action, a new value was placed on education as a means of instilling particular moral and political attitudes in both Europe and America. This view was also gaining ground in late eighteenth-century Oxford which was no stranger to undergraduate violence. In the first half of the century, the university had witnessed repeated violent disturbances by undergraduates in favour of the Jacobite cause, whose supporters desired the return of the deposed royal House of Stuart. An increase in student violence may well have been linked to a rising student age and a tendency to spend ever longer periods of time at college. As university historian, Laurence Stone, has shown, the average age of students entering Oxford rose from 17.5 to 18.5 years of age over the course of the eighteenth century, meaning that by the time of the American and French Revolutions, nearly all would have reached the legal age of majority (21) while still at university.
 In addition, by the second half of the century, many more students were spending almost three full years in residence at college providing them with much greater opportunity for developing a separate sense of identity and a community of shared interests. As early as the 1720s, George Carter, Provost of Oriel, described the undergraduate body as ‘the young and violent party’ while another senior member feared that the students would become ‘Mobbish and Popular’ should the Jacobite candidate not be elected as the Member of Parliament for the University in an upcoming election. ‘If once the Younger and Unthinking part of the University meet with success against their governors’, he wrote in a letter of 1721, ‘they, like a furious horse, will too soon feel their own strength and throw off all submission and consequently Opposition and Rebellion will be their first principle.’ Following the most violent riots of all in 1748, in which two undergraduates who assaulted a proctor (university policeman) were arraigned before the Court of King’s Bench and sentenced to a heavy fine and two years imprisonment, the Master of Balliol College, Theophilus Leigh, concluded anxiously in a letter to Sir John Dolben that the undergraduates, as a body, were filled with ‘a Restless spirit disrelishing Subordination and Government.’ 

Moreover, it is possible to see how senior members at Oxford attempted to alter the course of study in an effort to gain a greater control over the behavior of students. In 1748, Edward Bentham, a tutor at Oriel College, published what he described as an ‘Antidote for the Use of his Pupils’. ‘[I]f you find in yourself so strong a Turn for Politicks’, he wrote, 

…those of Greece or Rome might yet a while afford sufficient scope for your Diligence and Curiosity. For when young Persons, before they have sufficiently formed their Judgment by these and the like Models…enter too deeply into the Consideration of our National Concern, the wretched Spirit of Party-Zeal seldom fails to enflame their Imaginations and betray them into various Extravagancies.

A careful perusal of the ancient historians, he continued, would teach a would-be rebel,

’Tis your Duty to reverence Authority in whatever Hands you find it placed, to avoid giving Offence to it, and to recommend yourself to its esteem and Regard by improving your Mind in useful Learning, and fitting yourself to do your Duty in that State unto which you may be called hereafter.

A growing perception of the need to make use of education to inculcate desirable moral and political attitudes became particularly acute in the aftermath of the American and French Revolutions. Referring to the American rebels in a university sermon of 1781, George Horne, President of Magdalen College, condemned the dissemination in Oxford of ‘licentious’ tenets’ which were producing a generation of undergraduates characterized by ‘an impatience of all law and restraint, discontents, divisions…ready at every opportunity to break forth into tumult and confusion’. There was extensive discussion among the college heads, tutors and fellows as to how this strain of violent behavior among students might be curbed. In a work which justified the university’s decision to officially condemn the American rebels, Edward Bentham urged once again the need to place a greater emphasis on reading works of ancient history. Such texts were crucial, he wrote, to ‘instill [sic] in the minds of youth a reverential awe for those who are placed in exalted stations’, to help them ‘imbibe the excellent precepts that no man is wiser than the laws, that none can wish for an opportunity of being emancipated from their authority, without deviating widely from the rules of virtue and losing the valuable privilege of being entitled to the advantages of civil rights’.

In the wake of the French Revolution, many more senior members published tracts and textbooks condemning student riots and violence and urging them to turn away from the evils of democracy and radicalism. In 1792, William Jones of Nayland founded what he termed the Society for the Reformation of Principles which endeavoured to ensure that students at Oxford and Cambridge, in particular, the majority training for the Anglican ministry, would not be seduced by the ideology of dissenters and revolutionaries. Jones believed such men were targeting the universities in particular and compared them directly to ‘that literary cabal in France’ described by Burke in his Reflections, ‘which by poisoning the fountains of literature, of late effected the destruction of their church and government’. ‘The same practices, and with the same views are now carrying on in this country’, he concluded. The seminal publication of the Society, The Scholar Armed, aimed to provide an acceptable, orthodox curriculum of the sort which Jones would have liked to see introduced at Oxford. ‘[T]here can be no prospect of amendment’, he wrote in the preface, 

till a new and better course of study shall take place. Of this the Society being fully persuaded, have determined to collect…and will recommend to young students (especially students in divinity) such Tracts as may furnish their minds with good principles and with such sober and strong reasons as may…enable them not only to retain their own ground for themselves, but also to recover to the truth those who have departed from it.’

Students themselves were treated with increased suspicion by college authorities. In particular, senior members frustrated any attempts by undergraduates to organize themselves into groups or societies. At some point between 1788 and 1791, George Canning, together with Lord Henry Spencer and several other undergraduates at Christ Church formed a debating society. To signal their republican views, the members adopted a special uniform which paid homage to Demosthenes, Cicero, Pitt and Fox, proposed dangerous Whig and even revolutionary toasts, and debated controversial political issues. As such they quickly became a source of concern to the Dean of Christ Church, Cyril Jackson, who dealt the society its death blow when he convinced Canning to leave. Even clubs which excluded political and religious themes from their discussions were viewed suspiciously by the authorities. Such was the experience of the members of the Literary Society at Trinity College, Oxford. Having presented a paper in 1794 ‘On the pleasure which men take in horrid spectacles’ which apparently strayed too close to a discussion of contemporary events in France, one undergraduate was obliged to resign from the society by the President, who took active steps to control the club’s activities and vet its membership. More dramatically, John Parsons, shortly after becoming Master of Balliol in 1798, forcibly shut down the recently-founded junior common room, finding it an unacceptable challenge to the authority of the college’s senior members. According to Benjamin Jowett, he went so far as to burn the society’s ‘book of rules’ before the eyes of its leading members.

Undergraduates were themselves aware of the heightened anxiety among senior members following the outbreak of the French Revolution and appear to have resented the stricter disciplinary arrangements and the increasing tendency to stereotype them as violent and disloyal. One Oxford magazine, The Loiterer, edited by James Austen, who had, until a few years previously been an undergraduate at St John’s College, gave this particularly depressing picture of typical tutor-student relations at Oxford at the outbreak of the French Revolution in 1789. 

With [a] slender stock of knowledge and without any acquaintance with the world or any insight into characters, [the tutor] enters on his office with more zeal than discretion, asserts his own opinions with arrogance and maintains them with obstinacy, calls contradiction, contumacy, and reply, pertness, and deals out his jobations, impositions, and confinements, to every ill-fated junior who is daring enough to oppose his sentiments, or doubt his opinions [original emphasis].

The roles of tutor and student appear blurred, even inverted; the students precociously challenge the tutor’s authority while the tutor himself behaves in a petulant and childish manner towards his students. 
University Reform or the Reassertion of Senior Control? The Examination Statute of 1800
Growing student resentment only served to entrench further the belief among senior university members and external commentators alike that undergraduates, as young men, were especially prone to insolent and violent behaviour. In the new Examination Statute of 1800, the university set out for the first time a uniform curriculum for all undergraduates and a system of competitive examination which many at the time interpreted correctly as a deliberate attempt to control more closely not only what undergraduates read but how they spent their time. ‘J.M.’, the writer of an article in the British Magazine, praised the statute highly. ‘The English nation’, he declared, ‘in such an exigency calls with a far more earnest and authoritative voice upon her public seminaries of learning…It is high time to think of laying some restraint upon the profligacy which will always be found among young men who are too much their own masters’ ‘No method’, he concluded of the 1800 statute, ‘[could] be more effectual for the accomplishment of this end.’ In 1802, William Barrow, the Master of the academy in Soho Square, London and a graduate of Queen’s College, Oxford, praised the statute similarly for its ability to ensure a greater degree of obedience in undergraduates. In particular, he commended the decision to restrict the curriculum to a narrow range of classical texts similar to those studied at school. ‘When boys are treated as men’, he observed, ‘the vices of men are naturally encouraged.’ When the ‘fashionable doctrines of equality and independence’ are taught instead of obedience to lawful authority, as in revolutionary France, ‘that reverence…felt by youth…for men exalted by their years, their experience, or their dignity’ is irretrievably lost.

In the context of the Examination Statute of 1800, the argument that youth and a tendency towards violence were inextricably linked became more than a means of simply describing and categorizing student behavior; increasingly drawn upon to justify calls for a much closer supervision of students and harsher punishments for misdemeanours and disobedience, it played an important role in developing new ways of disciplining the undergraduate body. This is perhaps most clearly seen in the large number of pamphlets and other publications written by anxious senior members in the years after 1800 when fear of student rebellion remained high at Oxford. In a famous pamphlet answering charges in the Edinburgh Review that Oxford’s curriculum and disciplinary practices were old-fashioned and childish, Edward Copleston, the future Provost of Oriel College, declared that ‘Constant admonition, the consciousness of an overseeing eye, the fear of reproof, and the hope of praise are…necessary to overcome the desultory habits of youth, to check its wanderings, and keep it to its purpose.’ On a number of occasions, he also recommended enthusiastically the policy of carefully selecting the works read by undergraduates in order to filter the ideas to which they were exposed. In one place, he summed up the approach of the whole course of studies as follows: ‘It is for us to execute an established system; to teach and to recommend what is thoroughly approved.’ ‘In the favourite studies of the place’, he declared of Oxford, students 

meet with nothing but what tends to breed and foster…noble sentiments, to make them feel what they owe to their country in a land of freedom, and what their country expects from them. In the histories of Thucydides and Xenophon they…read, unmixed with the prejudiced and perverse clamours of party, the fatal consequences of misrule and anarchy, of wild democracy, of unlimited or unjust power.

In the writings of Xenophon in particular, the nation’s future politicians learned how to avoid radical and revolutionary principles taking hold in their country. ‘From no study’, wrote Copleston, ‘can an Englishman…draw more instructive lessons, both of the danger of turbulent faction, and of corrupt oligarchy.’

These attempts to stave off the threat of student rebellion through educational initiatives such as a new examination system and a more carefully controlled syllabus did not escape the attention of the students themselves. In the years following the statute of 1800 and a number of later measures which strengthened the control of senior members over the new curriculum, there appeared a growing number of angry, at times, vitriolic publications (poems, pamphlets, periodical articles) written by undergraduates and directed at the university authorities. Student anger found a particularly distinctive voice in 1818 with the publication of the Oxford Spy, five dialogues in verse between an undergraduate, ‘P’, and a senior member, ‘C’. The dialogues were written by James Shergold Boone, then a second-year student at Christ Church College and just twenty years old. One of Boone’s favourite targets was the university’s increasingly strict system of discipline. If Aristotle was the tyrant of the schools, ‘the despot Proctors’ were felt to hold a similar sway over university discipline. In ‘C’’s answer to ‘P’’s tirade against the proctors, Boone made clear his knowledge of Copleston’s argument in the Replies, that junior members, although no longer schoolboys, were not yet fully mature men and therefore still required curbs on their freedom: 

And who shall grieve, that just restraint should bind,

In youth, the wanton turbulence of mind,

When life is joyous, and in warmer flood

Boils the mad torrent of impetuous blood?

Boone stressed what he saw as the hypocrisy of dons and tutors who cursed the unpredictability of youth and cracked down on every small indulgence yet behaved themselves like riotous undergraduates. ‘Yet all must laugh’, he wrote, ‘if men impose restraint’,

Who act the sinner, and assume the saint;

Grave moralists o’er youthful follies sigh, - 

Whose ev’ry action gives their words the lie;

…If tutors punish what they seldom shun,

Severe to all who do – as they have done… 

In such a situation, the respect which should be due to senior members on the part of undergraduates was simply not possible. If the tutors who pressed upon students the superior wisdom of antiquity, behaved themselves like school-boys, how could anyone believe that the classical learning they praised was really worthy of esteem? ‘Therefore must I smile’, confessed ‘P’,

If solemn jugglers thoughtless youth beguile;

Must think, no cap can mend the head below it,

No gown create philosopher or poet:

Must doubt, if reason always held the torch

To guide the Academus or the Porch:- 

Tho’ Athens beam, rever’d from length of age,

If all her Sages were so very sage!

The sense of generational conflict is captured beautifully in Boone’s text. The only thing which the senior member, ‘C’, ultimately has to fall back on as a basis for his authority is his greater age. ‘You who still dread the ordeal of our Schools’, he cautioned the student,

Too young to influence, or to change the rules,

Be not misled:- your manly course pursue,

And honours, fortune, fame, shall smile for you!

…’Tis yours no crude attempts to make or prize,

But calmly bear what older heads advise;

To wait, till Reason sheds her certain ray,

And sage Experience points the better way.

Yet, what comes through most clearly in the dialogues is Boone’s determination to use The Oxford Spy as a means by which to exhort other undergraduates to join him and convince the university’s senior members that the juniors were a force to be reckoned with. In a key exchange between ‘P’ and ‘C’, he depicted the older man realizing with clear distress that ‘P’ was serious when he threatened to rebel if Oxford’s failings were not quickly remedied:

C:     Young man, beware! ’tis grievous want of sense

To give men in authority offence.

And what your motives?

P:      Motives! – love of truth, 

And pain, when error warps the mind of youth:

Motives, than fear of angry Dons more strong,

And lending vigour to the weakest song!

With calm composure, ‘P’ employed the legend of King Canute forbidding in vain the waves from touching him, to explain what would happen if the senior members failed to listen to undergraduate grievances: no respect would be shown them, no matter how superior they considered themselves to be:

When Danish Canute loiter’d on the shore,

No wave durst touch a king, his courtiers swore.

Why ebb ye not, ye tides? – a monarch stands

To claim obedience, and ye seek the sands!

Yes! they roll’d on, by mightier nature bound,

And bade the monarch vanish – or be drown’d.

In the Appendix to the Oxford Spy, where Boone wrote in his own voice, he denied that his youth disqualified him from offering his opinions; indeed, he claimed, it made his and the views of his like-minded friends even more worth listening to: ‘We are not yet of an age’, he declared, ‘to bear all this with the philosophical indifference of our seniors; but, on the other hand, we are no longer children, and it is time that we should have, “what even slaves are free to,” liberty of thought.’ ‘Our men in authority’, he continued, 

may display all the suspicion which accompanies the consciousness of a bad cause; all the severity which is the offspring of fear; and all the resolution which is the consequence of despair: but they will not deter us from exercising our own understandings on points which concern our own welfare and have a reference not only to ourselves, but to every generation which may succeed us in this place. Our selfish, and our disinterested feelings, shall be all equally awakened.

Other undergraduate writers following the example set by Boone, depicted senior members reacting with fear to the threat posed by the new articulate and politically aware generation of undergraduates. Henry John Herbert, Third Earl of Carnarvon, was an undergraduate at Christ Church College and just eighteen when he wrote and published A Letter to the Oxford Spy in 1818. In this provocative piece he portrayed an Oxford tutor realizing the full seriousness of the threat posed by junior members having read The Oxford Spy and depicted him attempting to convince other undergraduates of the dangers of ‘wild reform’. The reference to the French Revolution is particularly significant here:

“Arise”, he cried, “arise inactive Youth,

“And hear the doctrines of eternal truth.

“Have you not heard, how hard beset by foes

“Our honour’d system verges to its close?

“That he, whose trait’rous writings late we saw

“Alike subversive of our Church and Law,

“Dabbles in politics – and dares maintain,

“The Proctor’s is an arbitrary reign;

“…But worst of politics, are those, which form

“The damning principles of wild reform.

“…We never factious principles advance,

“But think what innovation did in France.”

Another student publication, The Undergraduate, edited by John Henry Newman (future leader of the Tractarian Movement) and John Bowden, which took up the same themes, included a fictional letter written by a ‘Tutor at Oxford’ to his friend in the country in which he laid out a scheme of college ‘reform’ which he freely admitted was designed to constrain the students and to treat them like children:

But in fact we have lately had much occupation,

Attempting at college a grand reformation.

…We are not without hope that the next generation

May be made to submit to severe flagellation.

I’m aware you will say misdemeanours and crimes

Were not punished thus in the earlier times,

And that those who at present are bachelors, then

Were wont to be treated like rational men.

I confess it is likely they will be amazed

To see a grown gentleman solemnly raised

On the back of a scout in the presence of all

To be whipped by the Dean or the Bursar in hall:

But such is our plan, and if this should succeed,

We prohibit all wine, and shall substitute mead:

With this we shall suffer the men to make free,

Or that equally innocent beverage, tea.

The resentment felt by junior members as a group was tangible in the Undergraduate and, at times, Newman and Bowden came close to describing precisely the motivations which had lain behind the New Examination Statute of 1800. ‘Here’, they wrote, referring to Oxford, ‘politeness is an article of Statute, and civility is enforced by fine and imposition, the certainty of rebuke, and the possibility of whipping.’ ‘Was it pride or meanness’, they asked, ‘ambition of respect, or the dread of degradation, that dictated the framers of academical laws, their ridiculous enactments?’ Just as with The Oxford Spy, The Undergraduate did not stop at mere criticism, but voiced at times an open threat of rebellion against the university authorities. ‘Do they really enjoy the sulky homage of the sneering undergraduate’, Newman asked,

or suppose, that as long as they require reverence by arbitrary rule, the obedience of their temporary subjects can ever be extended into an affection for their persons?...It will be well if these and other faults be amended quickly. A stronger pen than mine may otherwise be roused against them. Its energies repressed in one direction, may burst forth with double fury in another, and sweep away with a resistless force, both the obstacles of pride, and the arguments of folly.

Growing Student Violence and the Tractarian Movement
It was not simply in print, however, that undergraduates articulated an increasingly coherent threat of rebellion. From an analysis of official university documents, it becomes clear that senior members’ fears about the potential for actual student rebellion were by no means unfounded. The incidence of student violence peaked in the period which saw the Anglo-Catholic Tractarian Movement, led by John Henry Newman, whose efforts as a student journalist we have just considered, rise to a position of considerable dominance within Oxford in the 1830s and early 1840s. Despite beginning with a deeply conservative stance on the need for students to respect the authority of those placed over them in the university, Newman and the Tractarians soon came to be viewed as the locus of a revolutionary youth movement, conspiring to disobey the university authorities, above all, in matters of religion. The danger of the Tractarians was felt to lie particularly in the profound influence which they came to exercise in their role as college tutors over a whole generation of undergraduates. This influence was considered to be threatening in a number of ways, firstly, because it created a rival sense of loyalty and source of authority for students, whose first identification, the university authorities felt, should be with the university and with the wishes of their parents and tutors. Secondly, and more damaging, the Tractarians were widely perceived as seeking the destruction of the national Anglican Church, of which Oxford and its dons were an established part, in favour of a supranational loyalty to the Pope and the Catholic Church.  Commentators began to speak of a ‘dangerous...conspiracy’ within the university and to refer to the Tractarians in terms reminiscent of descriptions formerly applied to the rebels in America and to the revolutionaries in France. ‘Reports are in circulation’, wrote Baden Powell, a staunch opponent of Tractarianism, ‘of secret meetings and discussions in deep conclave, among the leaders and the initiated; of assemblies of a more popular character, suited to the mass of disciples; of means used…to entice and entrap novices of promising talent.’ The situation was so serious that it was discussed in similar terms in the Houses of Parliament. When urging the need for a parliamentary commission to visit Oxford to investigate the M.P., W.D. Christie, described the situation in the following terms. ‘On their first arrival in Oxford’, he wrote, undergraduates are made 

the early victims of an ever-watchful proselytizing zeal—and which threatens to absorb every member and every function of the University in the vortex of theological controversy, and to blight for ever, with its all-withering influence, in Oxford, the peaceful happiness of those years of college education which our memories and imaginations combine to paint to us in colours so fresh and fair. 

Tellingly among the orders issued by Oxford’s Vice-Chancellor and Hebdomadal Board (the governing committee of the university) in the late 1830s and early 1840s, we find alongside the usual repression of student excesses (such as wilful trespassing on private property, gambling and horse racing), an increasing concern to prevent students gathering in numbers outside of the surveillance of their college tutors. They were reminded repeatedly that they were not allowed to frequent inns, taverns or other meeting houses in the city of Oxford without the express permission of the Vice-Chancellor or the proctors, and citizens of Oxford who received students within their establishments were made subject to hefty fines and other punishments. More importantly, however, upon graduation, when many undergraduates would have been appointed fellows and tutors of colleges, students were required to swear an oath not to ‘break the peace of the university, and in no way whatever to bring about its disturbance by any other person or persons.’ What is perhaps most interesting, though, is the emphasis placed upon reminding students that their first loyalty was to the university and that they were to avoid all contact with conspiratorial groups:

Also, specially, you are bound not to hinder peace, concord, and love between any of the communities or individuals of the University. And if any dissension should arise among any communities or persons, you shall in no way cherish or inflame it; and it is your duty to keep away from all cabals, and not to assent to them either tacitly or explicitly, but rather to obstruct them by all the means you can.

New orders were also issued which placed increased pressure on tutors (and indeed on all lecturers) to report those undergraduates with unorthodox (i.e. Tractarian) religious views to the Vice-Chancellor. In 1839, all university teachers were urged, ‘whenever a favourable occasion presents itself...to exhort his hearers to embrace and uphold sound doctrine, and to live reputably and religiously’, but also ‘if any one...learns or suspects that his scholars or hearers have any unsound or corrupt notions in matters of faith, he must admonish them, and...in case any person obstinately persists in any error, the lecturer must report the fact to the Vice-Chancellor.’

The orders issued by the Vice-Chancellor and the Hebdomadal Board in this period, however, also reveal evidence of rising levels of actual student violence. Student involvement in rioting and other forms of public disobedience had a long history in Oxford. So-called ‘town and gown’ riots were a staple feature of the academic calendar from the medieval through the early modern period and continued (albeit in a highly ritualized form) into the middle years of the nineteenth century. In the first half of the eighteenth century, as we have seen, many undergraduates also took an active (and sometimes bloody) part in recurrent Jacobite rioting in favour of the deposed royal House of Stuart. Between the middle of the eighteenth century and the rise of Tractarianism in the 1830s, however, (with the exception of the largely tolerated participation in the ‘town and gown’ riots) there had been a long period during which undergraduate violence was a comparative rarity. Yet the threats of rebellion and riot articulated in the student pamphlets we noticed earlier were realized by the student supporters of the Oxford Movement when they saw their leaders moved against by the Vice-Chancellor and the Hebdomadal Board in the early 1840s. 

The first time we see this clearly is at the beginning of June 1843 when Edward Pusey (second only in influence to Newman within the Tractarian Movement) was banned from preaching within the university for two years after the Vice-Chancellor and Hebdomadal Board deemed one of his sermons heretical. Many young Tractarian supporters interpreted the move as a personal insult and began a campaign of violent disturbances, particularly focused on disrupting official university ceremonies in the Sheldonian Theatre, a potent symbol of the power of the Vice-Chancellor and the Hebdomadal Board. On 29 June 1843 the Vice-Chancellor issued a notice announcing the banishment of three students (P.P. from St John’s College and F.E.M. and J.M. from Brasenose) from the university for periods of five and three years respectively. The previous day on 28 June, during a graduation ceremony when a number of important honorary degrees had been presented, they had been found ‘guilty of great contumacy in the Sheldonian Theatre and did most grievously violate the peace of the University.’ In a footnote added by the editor of the university statutes, James Heywood, we learn:

There had been a tumult on the day of Mr. Everett’s graduation, and...the cause of the disturbance was mainly to be attributed to a somewhat juvenile desire of retaliation upon the University authorities, who had only a short time before suspended Dr. Pusey from the privilege of preaching before the University.’ 

At this time, former supporters of the Tractarians like William Sewell urged junior members to restrain their behavior and to remember the obedience they owed to their seniors. In a university sermon entitled, ‘The Duty of Young Men in Times of Controversy’, Sewell blamed the current atmosphere between the Board and the juniors upon the ‘errors’ and ‘extravagances’ of ‘young, undisciplined, intemperate minds’. He urged them not to allow their feelings of loyalty to Newman and Pusey to lead them into rebellion against the university authorities. He condemned the formation of ‘unauthorised combinations’ amongst junior members and impressed upon them the words of 1 Peter 2, 13-15: ‘Submit yourselves to every ordinance of man for the Lord’s sake: whether it be to the King as supreme; or unto governors’.
That the three students who were punished with banishments should be viewed as the ringleaders of a much larger group of junior members, rather than as acting alone, is clear from an order issued by the Vice-Chancellor almost a year later on June 17 1844 in which he referred to the ‘last Commemoration [graduation ceremony] having been interrupted, to the great discredit of the University, by the turbulent conduct of many of its junior members.’ Nor, he made clear, was this an isolated incident, but should rather be linked to a growing wave of student violence under Tractarian influence:

Considering the growing spirit of license which has for several years been displayed on these occasions and that some of the well-disposed are easily led astray by the example of thoughtless persons, it is necessary to that they should be expressly reminded of their duty. They are especially admonished to abstain from noise of every kind previously to the entrance of the procession into the Theatre, and from every thing which may interrupt the actual business of the Commemoration.

The subordinate position of junior members within the authority structures of the university as a whole was stressed by the Vice-Chancellor. ‘They are also reminded’, he continued, referring to the undergraduates,

that they are present [at graduations in the Sheldonian Theatre] only by permission, having no vote or place in Convocation [the governing body of the university]...[I]t must be obvious that their future admission will be incompatible with the continuance of conduct unbecoming their rank and education, and derogatory to the character and credit of the University.

The mood of younger Tractarians was not improved by the public punishment of one of their own, W.G. Ward, at the hands of the Board when he published what many felt amounted to pure propaganda for the Church of Rome, The Ideal of a Christian Church, in late 1844. The fears about student violence are clear from the careful precautions taken by the Vice-Chancellor and Hebdomadal Board in the preparations for the meeting of Convocation in February 1845 when the question of Ward’s degradation was due to be put. Among the ‘regulations for the maintenance of order in the Theatre during the Convocation’ was the decision that ‘no strangers or Members of the University under the degree of M.A., B.C.L., or B.Med., be admitted within the outer entrances of the schools’ which amounted to the exclusion of all junior members not only from the Sheldonian Theatre but also from the surrounding area. In the midst of the many violent protests against the decision to degrade Ward from his degrees organized by Tractarian juniors, the former Vice-Chancellor, A.T. Gilbert, confessed his fear to C.P. Golightly, a prominent opponent of Newman,  that  ‘these reckless men will bring a [parliamentary] visitation upon the university, if they are not stopped’. Such fears were by no means unfounded. If we consult the records of the Oxford Police, the period immediately preceding and following Ward’s degradation was marked by a noticeable increase in undergraduate violence. At Christ Church College and St. John’s College, for example, undergraduates constructed and lit illegal bonfires inside the college quadrangles. While it cannot be proven for certain that these events were linked with Ward’s degradation (the police records do not record the aims of the students responsible), it remains a strong possibility. Calls for a parliamentary commission to visit Oxford and take stock of the crisis caused by Tractarianism were growing over the course of the 1840s, and this was in no small part due to the negative coverage of the rising incidence of student violence in the major newspapers of the time. Reporting on the outbreaks of undergraduate rioting which (despite the careful preparations of the Vice-Chancellor) accompanied the degradation of Ward on 13 February 1845, the Times condemned Ward and his student supporters as ‘undutiful and rebellious’ and expressed the hope that the degradation would serve as a ‘salutary terror for the time to come’ and prevent further disturbances by ‘contumacious offenders’ among the student body. 

Conclusions

It is rare that historians discuss the idea of student revolt, even the expression of student (and generational) identity in connection with Oxford and Cambridge. They tend rather to see the ancient universities as bastions of the English elite, untouched by the storms of social and political controversy raging in the country at large and on the continent. However, a focus on a single episode of student violence in the summer of 1843 and an attempt to explore its causes, both immediate and long-term, and to contextualise it within the wider social, political and cultural history of the university, reveals a more complex story of student identity at Oxford. Undergraduate and graduate students are seen to have more in common with their counterparts in other parts of Europe and North America than is often allowed; a substantial number were politically aware, sensitive to the religious, social and cultural shifts within their university and wider society and conscious of how their own actions, both individually and collectively, had the potential to effect change. They were not afraid to challenge the university authorities on important issues, and began, for the first time, in the history of Oxford, to develop a coherent sense of identity as a student body, and to demand that their voice be heard and their opinions taken on board by their tutors and other senior members. The causes of this shift were multiple and complex; from the late eighteenth century onwards, students, on average, were older, when they matriculated, and stayed at Oxford for longer periods of time, allowing a greater opportunity for the formation of a student subculture; tutors, by contrast, were getting younger, and moving on to other positions, usually within the Church, more quickly, which placed additional strain on tutor-student relations. 
Yet, behind all of these structural changes, lay the growing fears of the university authorities that the increasingly mature, confident and articulate student body would be infiltrated by radical ideas from America and France, and challenge the authority of senior members as took place with devastating effects in the former American colonies and in continental Europe. In response to these fears, surveillance of student activities - what they wore, where they travelled, what they read and what they wrote, was stepped up significantly in the decades preceding the rise of the Oxford Movement. It is perhaps hardly surprising then that many undergraduates found in the radical ideas and ideals of John Henry Newman and his associates, a welcome outlet for their frustrations, an effective voice for their grievances and a centre around which they could develop a coherent sense of identity.  
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