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Introduction




We seek a world free of war and the threat of war.


We seek a society with equity and justice for all.


We seek a community where every person’s potential may be fulfilled.


We seek an earth restored.





This statement from Friends Committee on National Legislation (FCNL), based on Capitol Hill in Washington, DC, is a succinct expression of Quaker testimonies for the twenty-first century. The “we seeks” represent Quaker goals for a more just society that have developed over 370 years as Quakers have sometimes been in the vanguard of change and sometimes responded to broader historical currents. Across the Atlantic, Quaker Peace and Social Witness of Britain Yearly Meeting echoes these sentiments, writing that “people who experience Quaker worship often feel inspired to try and make the world a better place. In recognising that there is something holy in all people, Quakers recognise that all struggles and joys are connected.”1


Writing this book has generated interesting conversations in the Abbott household, starting with the title and our understandings of the word politics. Our initial working title was Quakers and Politics, which places Quakers as outsiders looking in at the political process. As the book took shape, however, we found ourselves most interested in Quakers who have been directly engaged in political life, becoming fully engaged in governing their communities and nations. We also hope to cover the wide range of the Religious Society of Friends in different parts of the world and from different theological orientations. It is not a surprise that generalizations about Quakers in politics are harder to support now, when Friends have spread around the world, than in 1670 when early Quakers were often imprisoned and needed to justify their faith and practices in strong statements to the English King and Parliament.


It has also become clear that we—Carl and Marge—have different working definitions of politics. Marge’s experience in thinking about prophetic ministry and working across branches of Friends leads her to an expansive view that “politics” is about the ways that groups of people interact with each other and reach agreements that make it possible to live together. Carl’s background as a historian and social scientist leads him to prefer a more precise, well bounded definition that focuses on directly influencing or participating in the democratic institutions of government from town councils to Parliament and Congress. Given the space constraints of this series and its goal of quick reads, the second definition will frame the book, but with room for a more expansive take. Our choice to use “Quakers in politics” rather than “Quakers and politics” reflects this decision. The tension and choice between roles as political outsider or insider is a recurring theme.


The Quaker movement arose amid the turmoil of the Civil War in England from 1642 to 1648, and in a time when there was not a clear line between church and state. The state collected tithes from everyone to support the established church, where attendance was mandatory if sometimes laxly enforced. Many participants in the war, including first-generation Quakers, hoped that victory for Parliament would usher in God’s kingdom. Dashed hopes, first under the Protectorate of Oliver Cromwell in the 1650s and then the restored monarchy after 1660, led most early Quakers to turn away from utopian politics and to assert the inward reality of Christ come and coming among his people to guide individual and community action without the intervention of a priesthood or sole reliance on the Bible. At the same time, they were aware that greed and self-interest could draw individuals astray and developed the process of discernment, encouraging individuals as well as the whole community to constantly ask themselves if an action was in accord with Jesus’ admonitions for right behavior and care for the powerless, especially in the Sermon on the Mount, as well as the call in Micah to seek both justice and mercy.


A central question for this Quaker Quick is how members of the Religious Society of Friends have sought over the generations and seek today to build a better world. There are many rich sources from which readers can explore the evolution of the spiritual basis of Quaker testimonies, including John Lampen, Quaker Roots and Branches in this series.


Actions in the political realm are wide-ranging in the issues involved, beginning with Friends’ reputation as a peace church, their convincement that justice and care are essential for those who are impoverished or powerless, concern for the environment, and much more. There are many ways to try to advance God’s kingdom.




• Individuals and communities change themselves and their own behaviors—recycle more, drive an electric car or no automobile at all, become a vegan, give away inherited wealth so their lives better become a witness to their faith.


• People “talk” to strangers by writing letters to the local newspaper, participating in a vigil for police reform, or supporting the Quaker Grannies who poured tea for soldiers entering military bases in Australia. When a Meeting adopts and publicizes a minute that speaks to a concern or favors a particular piece of legislation, it is talking to strangers to publicize a cause and call others to action.


• Activists take direct action outside the conventional political system, sometimes involving disruptive actions such as sit-ins and sometimes civil disobedience through the deliberate violation of unjust laws or large-scale efforts to interfere with government operations, such as the Greenham Common Women’s Peace Camp that fought the placement of nuclear-armed cruise missiles in Britain.


• Groups and individuals lobby elected and appointed officials through direct contact, trying to shape legislation, international agreements, and choices about implementing formal policies.


• Individuals serve in government itself as administrators with policy making authority and stand for elective offices as—that dreaded word—politicians.





This list of actions divides into two parts. The first three points describe individuals or Meetings acting essentially as outsiders to the political process. The last two highlight work inside the halls of politics, from sitting down with a member of Congress in her office to staffing the Quaker United Nations Office to being a genuine insider by serving in the British Cabinet like John Bright and or being President of the United States like Herbert Hoover and, yes, Richard Nixon. We can think of political action as a pyramid with a broad base of individual and group participation and advocacy that supports a narrower apex of lobbying and electoral politics. “Insiders” at the “top” face different pressures and constraints than do the “outsiders” who support them.


This second part is where we focus. We argue that Quakers have been and should be engaged in politics. We explore times and ways in which Friends have been directly involved in electoral politics, ways in which they have directly addressed kings and legislatures, from Margaret Fell in 1660 to the present, and ways in which they have helped to organize broad reform movements that press for legislative solutions. Quakers can bring something unusual to the antagonistic world of politics as bridge-builders who try to work across political divides.


“Quaker in politics” is a term with soft boundaries. Our focus is individuals whose political careers coincided with active identification and involvement with the Society of Friends. Some are lifelong Quakers; others came to Friends as adults, often via connections made during political activism. We are less interested in people who came from a Quaker family and upbringing, but who were not active as adults, with the inevitable exception of Richard Nixon. We also describe explicitly Quaker organizations dedicated to lobbying and influencing public policy decisions.


We highlight individual stories and insights while looking for broader patterns and suggestions about the challenges and possibilities of Friendly politics. When we began this project, we had a shortlist of prominent Friends whom we discuss in Chapter 4. Not surprisingly, the deeper one digs, the more Quakers in politics one finds. John Bright is a prominent figure in British history, but more than thirty other Quakers served in Victorian Parliaments, most of them backbenchers who made speeches about favorite causes but didn’t make it into the history books. Hundreds of Friends have served their communities in national legislatures and assemblies, in the legislative bodies of Australian and American states, and on city, borough, and regional councils in countries around the world. We have sought out the insights of several of these folks, and we hope that our book can acknowledge and support their service. There are also limitations that we want to acknowledge. First, our examples and analysis are all drawn from nations with functioning democratic governments. Second, we have not had the resources for direct research about Friends in East Africa, leaving coverage far thinner than we would like.


Both of us have worked directly with campaigns for progressive causes and progressive candidates and Marge has worked as assistant to a state legislator. We have been involved with Friends Committee on National Legislation, particularly Marge who has served as clerk of the Executive and General Committees. We believe that it is important that there be Quaker voices inside the political process as well as outside, and we address both the pitfalls and promise of being a “political Quaker.”









Chapter 1


A Quaker Approach to Politics


Quakers around the world have many distinct traditions and styles for living out their faith. Some Friends, as Quakers often call themselves, may define their faith in terms of political activism. Others steer away from secular engagement and, depending on their community, see themselves as mystics or declare that salvation of souls rather than political action is central to their faith community.


Yet Quakers carry within themselves as individuals and as a community a vision of God’s Kingdom as the Peaceable Kingdom—what can also be called the New Creation or the City of God. Thus, amidst all their differences and strong disagreements, significant numbers of Friends long for a world where people care for the environment that sustains us, that prioritizes justice and care for the weak, teaches non-violent resolution of differences and are otherwise obedient to divine guidance.


This vision of the world as it might be may sound naïve and foolish amid threats facing the world today—but it arose in the earliest years of Quakerism—the grim middle years of the seventeenth century. Not only did the plague sweep through England, the home of early Friends; Civil War raged, the monarchy was toppled, and then restored. Much of London burned to the ground. These were not promising conditions for a good life. Yet early Friends saw themselves as living in the Kingdom of God, a kingdom that is both come and coming: a vision of the world realized as each person lives out God’s will day to day yet will be realized in full at some future time. In this they differed from Puritan Calvinists who believed salvation was only for the few and who saw the Kingdom of God as solely dependent on the future arrival of Christ.


Friends have always believed, and know deep within, that the Peaceable Kingdom begins now, and it is the responsibility of everyone to live it out, to live it into being. The varied Quaker communities may express their hopes differently and at times disagree strongly on what constitutes the City of God, but most can point to a common heritage. Most affirm the words of George Fox who in the seventeenth century famously proclaimed that having come to know and be transformed by the Spirit of God amongst us, each person might become a pattern and example for others and come to walk cheerfully over the earth answering that of God in every person.


In 1659, Edward Burrough wrote a clear statement of Quaker engagement in politics, saying: “We are not for names, nor men, nor titles of Government, nor are we for this party or against the other … but we are for justice and mercy and truth and peace and true freedom, that these may be exalted in our nation, and that goodness, righteousness, meekness, temperance, peace and unity with God, and with one another, that these things may abound.” He laid out many of the principles that shape Quaker action down to the twenty-first century, principles that draw on the Sermon on the Mount and its call to love one’s enemies; other passages echo the call in Galatians and in the epistle of James to reject arrogance, greed, selfishness, and the desire for revenge. Twisting facts or degrading the reputation of others are antithetical to the teaching of Jesus and remain central to the guidance of the Holy Spirit today.


Such principles apply to every aspect of life and are not limited to the pages of a single book. Quakers encourage one another to listen inwardly for this divine guidance and how it remains vital even as circumstances change. At their best, Friends who pay attention to this inward guide approach the political realm with fresh eyes and an openness to creative solutions.


Quakers, like anyone immersed in electoral politics constantly come face-to-face with pressures for compromise and demands for effectiveness. It is important that Friends are clear and open when they do accept partial solutions or results. Individuals find their own answers in the realities of seeking election and working for just legislation while sustaining a clear sense of integrity. Taking an absolute stance may leave much damage. The Friends Service Committee in Britain refused to lobby to improve conditions for young men who had been imprisoned for refusing to fight during World War I, believing it was unethical to lobby for Quakers without working on behalf of all objectors to fighting. Many young men suffered greatly.


Quakers affirm the centrality of truth and integrity in politics, and at the same time, note the complexity of adhering to truth in the political realm. Jo Vallentine, who served in the Australian Senate, stated in a lecture to Australian Friends at their annual gathering:




It is the never-ending and often frustrating search for truth which is a constant motivation in my work for peace. An informed public, in a democracy, will usually make sensible decisions for the general well-being. Unfortunately, it is in the interest of the few to control the masses by keeping them uninformed, and therefore unable to contribute as intelligently as they would like, to the decision-making processes. It is the age old ‘mushroom treatment’ – keep the populace in the dark and feed them manure, to put it politely!2
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