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The Division within the Transatlantic Evangelical Network after the
American Revolution: Focusing on Issues of Slavery and Disestablishment
K38 (Young Hwi Yoon)

Evangelicals played a crucial role in the antislavery movement on both sides of the Atlantic. In the
1730s and 1740, a period of religious revival, they formed the transatlantic evangelical network and this
offered a channel through which antislavery sentiment could be spread to a large number of people in the
Atlantic world. Furthermore, during the revolutionary period (1770s-1780s), Anglo-American evangelicals
initiated political movements for the abolition of the slave trade. However, once the revolutionary period had
passed, their abolitionist movements took different paths. While British evangelicals developed a political
movement on a national scale, American evangelical opinions on slavery were divided according to regional
and economic interests.

This diversification needs to be analysed in the context of new circumstances in post-revolutionary era,
to which Anglo-American evangelicals had to adapt. Evangelicals on both sides of the Atlantic responded to
changing territorial conditions such as expanded geographical scope and the process of urbanisation. To a
certain extent, the evangelical network seemed to be reinvigorated in the post-revolutionary era, but below
the surface it had been compromised by its members’ different attitudes to the relationship between church
and state. Evangelicals in a denomination which played the role of an established church evidently supported
establishment while those who enjoyed no government-sponsored privileges opposed it. This differed from
the development of the transatlantic evangelical network in the pre-revolutionary era, when a number of
people participated in the transatlantic religious revival beyond specific denominational boundaries. When
secular politicians attacked establishment, evangelicals could not speak with a unified voice and instead
attempted to use political discourse to serve their own denominational interests. Thus, debates on
disestablishment in this period showed not only an altered public opinion towards the state-church
relationship after the Revolution, but also division within the evangelical community.

The different paths followed by the antislavery movement of evangelicals in Britain and the North and
South in the United States can be understood in line with this diversification. Along with the different
economic priorities of the North and South and political situation of both countries, the lack of cohesion in
the evangelical community affected the different pathways taken by each antislavery movement. In Britain,
where establishment persisted and evangelical Anglicans played a central role in the religious community,
they could share similar views on other issues including the abolition issue, but in America, where
evangelical community was split over disestablishment according to denominational interests, it was mote
difficult for evangelicals o have a single central message around which different denominations could
cohere to form a national abolitionist movement. This reflects that as a transatlantic community, evangelicals
failed to come up with an effective common counter-plan to changes in ideas and values. Although the
appearance of transatlantic interchange still remained, there had been a marked shift towards division and

diversification in the late eighteenth century.
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