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The Church of England 

c!ln 1800 the Church of England enjoyed a position of 

extraordinary
influence in English society. It was the official state church, it had its 
own court system, with virtually exclusive jurisdiction over wills, 
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eluded the daughters of mechanics, curates, surgeons, shop-keepers, 
farmers, dairymen, soldiers, sailors and villagers." 

In 1862 the government took another halting step toward uni
form national education (elementary education was not made com
pulsory until 1880) by requiring children in subsidized schools to 
meet a series of standards-the boys and girls being required by the 
end of the sixth standard to read and write simple passages and to 
do arithmetic, and the girls to be capable in needlework, too. As late 
as 1871 more than 19 percent of the men and 26 percent of the 
women getting married could only make an "X" next to their name 
in the parish register. By 1891 these percentages dropped to about 
7 each . 

But it was not a matter of simply learning to read or write when 
one attended these schools, for the children were exposed to the 
world outside their own local area, sometimes in ways that set them 
apart from the older generation. "Mrs. Durbeyfield habitually spoke 
the dialect," Hardy tells us of Tess's mother, "her daughter, who 
had passed the Sixth Standard in the National School under a Lon
don-trained mistress, spoke two languages; the dialect at home, 
more or less, ordinary English abroad and to persons of quality." It 
was a dramatic change in the old ways-one can scarcely conceive 
of the intellectually egalitarian romance between Angel Clare and 
a cottager's daughter like Tess taking place half a century earlier. 
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