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Lesser British Jacobin and Anti-Jacobin Writers
during the French Revolution

H T Dickinson

In the late eighteenth century Britain possessed the freest, most
wide-ranging and best circulating press in Europe. ! A high
proportion of the products of the press were concerned with
domestic and foreign politics and with wars which directly
involved Britain and affected her economy. Not surprisingly
therefore the French Revolution and the French Revolutionary War,
impacting as they did on British domestic politics, had a huge
influence on what the British press produced in the years between
1789 and 1802. Modern scholars in various disciplines have long
been greatly interested in what has been termed the Burke-Paine
debate, which generated one of the most profound, exciting,
influential and widely-read ideological debates ever conducted in
Britain. This debate was actually initiated by the prior appearance
of Richard Price’s A discourse on the love of our country. Edmund
Burke’s Reflections on the revolution in France (November 1790)
was actually as much concerned to condemn Price’s influence on
British politics because he wanted to warn his readers about the
dangers of what was happening in France. Burke’s work provoked
Thomas Paine to produce the two volumes of his Rights of man
(1791-92), which was supportive of developments in France, but
which devoted many more words advocating the need for reforms
to benefit all men. Some of the leading political thinkers in Britain,
including William Godwin, Mary Wollstonecraft and James
Mackintosh, soon joined this debate and intense scrutiny was given
to the question of whether or not France was initiating a new age of
liberty and what the consequences were when many Britons were
inspired by the French to renew and re-invigorate earlier efforts at
political reform at home.!

! See, for example, Gregory Claeys, The French Revolution debate
in Britain: The origins of modern politics (Basingstoke, 2007).
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Lesser British Jacobin and Anti-Jacobin Writers

The excitement engendered by this debate and the enormous
significance of what was at stake in winning or losing the argument
encouraged hundreds of authors to take up their pens and to
produce print materials of all kinds. Many authors new to writing
or possessing inferior abilities transformed what had begun as a
profound ideological debate into a propaganda war in which the
contestants frequently ignored the arguments and evidence
marshalled by their opponents. They were ever ready to exaggerate
or deliberately misconceive the claims made by their opponents, to
traduce their characters, and to exaggerate the consequences of the
political actions which they favoured or opposed. They largely
advanced their own case by simple assertions rather than by
reasoned arguments supported by reliable evidence. Although the
French Revolution was frequently the initial topic of discussion, it
was hardly ever the subject of serious enquiry. Many writers, on
both sides of the argument, held limited, inaccurate, or
misconceived views about events in France or about what the
French revolutionaries were seeking to achieve. Events in France
became a mere peg on which to hang polemics supporting or
opposing the many proposals for achieving political reforms within
Britain itself. The events in France allowed these lesser writers to
air their political prejudices, to vent their spleen, and to mount
passionate diatribes against those who held different views on the
advisability of pursuing reforms at home. No attempt was made to
treat an opponent fairly or to admit that he or she might have an
argument that merited serious attention and a carefully mounted
rejoinder.

These lesser writers, the subject of this paper, were labelled at
the time, and the label has stuck right up to the present, as British
‘Jacobins’ or ‘Anti-Jacobins’. These labels, however, are seriously
misleading. Very few, if any, of the British reformers advocating
political change expressed any serious support for the ideas,
objectives or methods of the French Jacobins. The term ‘Jacobin’
was applied to British radicals by their opponents in a determined
and largely successful effort to blacken their reputation with the
British public and blast their hopes of reform. The majority of

2
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reformers tried to reject the label; a few tried to undermine its
effect on readers. Richard Dinmore explicitly denied that those
British reformers labelled ‘Jacobins’ by their opponents advocated
the same principles or policies as French Jacobins.? In one
pamphlet aimed at the lower orders in Britain, a radical author, in
the guise of ‘Simple Truth’, responded to the question, ‘What is a
Jacobin?’ with these words: ‘A set of men, who breathed love and
good-will to the human race; and maintained that our Maker had
made all men equal in rights — that God made of one man all the
nations of the earth; therefore maintained that all men are brethren;
that liberty and equality are the birth-right of every inhabitant of the
earth.”3The overwhelming majority of so-called British Jacobins
were primarily devoted to achieving constitutional reforms at home
by peaceful means. This did not prevent their conservative
opponents making almost no effort to accept this as the truth. The
British Anti-Jacobins made little attempt to understand the
problems facing the French Jacobins or to appreciate why they
tackled them in the way that they did. They preferred to highlight
the worst excesses of the French Terror, blamed the Revolutionary
War on Jacobin ambition and aggression, accused them all of being
atheists, and, in general, placed the worst possible interpretation on
all of their actions. They then simply used these prejudices in order
to condemn any Briton seeking reforms at home and to reject any
suggested changes to Britain’s political, religious, social or
economic institutions.* Robert Bisset declared: ‘Whoever is the
enemy of Christianity, and natural religion, of monarchy, of order,
of subordination, property and justice, I call a Jacobin.’® Years
after the fall of Robespierre, John Bowles was still condemning the
influence of Jacobinism as ‘a conspiracy against all religion, all
monarchy, all aristocracy, all laws, nay against all government —

2 An exposition of the principles of the British Jacobins (Norwich,
1796), pp.5-6.
8 An appeal to the inhabitants of Birmingham: designed as an

answer to Job Nott, Buckle-Maker ([Birmingham], 1792), p.22.
4 See Mark Philp, ‘Vulgar Conservatism, 1792-3°, English
Historical Review, 110 (1995), pp.42-69.
5 The Anti-Jacobin Review, | (1798), p.223.
3
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against property — in short, against social order, and everything by
which it is constituted or maintained.’® It was a grossly unfair
charge to make against the vast majority of British reformers, no
matter how radical their demands were.

In this war of ideas between British Jacobins and Anti-Jacobins
the press was used as a major weapon in a heated debate for
political ascendancy and popular mobilization. In order to
understand the activities, arguments and methods of these lesser
Jacobin and Anti-Jacobin polemicists and propagandists, this paper
will explore the range and scale of their press activities, explain the
main arguments which they deployed, and attempt to understand
how they sought to convert readers to their anti-French prejudices
or reform proposals.

The range and scale of press activities

News and views about the French Revolution and Revolutionary
War and the influence which they had on British political debate
can be found in a huge number and wide range of publications
produced by the presses in Britain. The most numerous and readily
available publications were the newspapers published in London
and dozens of provincial towns. Throughout the years 1789 to 1802
the total production of newspapers in Britain averaged around
sixteen million copies per year. About thirty-five London
newspapers were published during these years, with around fifteen
daily newspapers appearing at any one time, as well as several tri-
weekly or weekly newspapers. There were also about seventy
weekly newspapers published outside London. The London
newspapers had average sales around 2500 to 3500 per issue, with
the provincial newspapers averaging around half these numbers.
About half the London newspapers were distributed outside the
capital. Historians of the press have suggested that there were about

6 John Bowiles, Reflections at the conclusion of the war (2" edn.,
London, 1801), pp. 60-61.
4
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ten readers for every copy of the London newspapers and perhaps
five for each provincial newspaper, because newspapers were
passed around family members, were provided free to attract
customers into alehouses and coffeehouses, and were also read in
reading societies and in social and political clubs. A number of the
leading London newspapers were subsidized by the Treasury and a
clear majority of them, including The Times, Public Advertiser,
Morning Herald, the Sun and the True Briton, supported the
government throughout these years. A minority, including the
Morning Chronicle, Morning Post, the Gazetteer and the Courier,
supported the Whig parliamentary opposition, but not from the later
1790s. Only about four newspapers in London supported radical
reform, and these were often short-lived. The most radical, the
Argus, owned by Sampson Perry, began in 1789, but collapsed in
December 1792, when Perry fled to France to escape prosecution.
He was imprisoned in France during the Terror and then again
when he was back in Britain from 1795 to 1802. About eight
provincial newspapers, a clear minority, were committed to reform
in 1792, but the Leicester Chronicle closed in February 1793, the
Manchester Herald in March 1793, the Newark Herald in May
1793 and the Sheffield Register in June 1794. The Sheffield Iris
ceased to support reform after 1797, and only the Cambridge
Intelligencer was still supporting reform in 1802.’

Much the same conclusions can be reached about the periodical
press. The most radical periodicals, including Thomas Spence’s
Pig’s Meat, Daniel Isaac Eaton’s Hog Wash or Politics for the
People, the Norwich radicals’ periodical, The Cabinet, and the
London Corresponding Society’s Moral and Political Magazine
were all relatively short-lived, were subject to government
persecution, and had collapsed by the mid-1790s.2 Even the more

7 Martin John Smith, ‘English Radical Newspapers in the French

Revolutionary Era, 1790-1803’, unpublished PhD thesis (London
University, 1979); Arthur Aspinall, Politics and the press, c. 1780-
1850 (London, 1949); and Lucyle Werkmeister, The London daily
press, 1772-92 (Lincoln, NE, 1963).

8 H T Dickinson ed., The political writings of Thomas Spence,
(Newcastle upon Tyne, 1982); G | Gallop ed., Pig’s Meat: the
5
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moderately liberal Analytical Review collapsed in 1799, after its
publisher, Joseph Johnson had been arrested, convicted and
imprisoned for publishing Gilbert Wakefield’s Reply to the Bishop
of Llandaff.® Meanwhile, the Critical Review and the Monthly
Review had to moderate their views® and yet they still lost readers
in the later 1790s.1'By contrast, the high-church and loyalist British
Critic flourished and the most successful periodical of all from
1798 was The Anti-Jacobin Review and Magazine, a fiercely anti-
French and anti-reform publication, which continued in being until
1821.%2 In its prospectus it deliberately adopted a hostile attitude to

10

11

12

selected writings of Thomas Spence, radical and pioneer land
reformer (Nottingham, 1982); Marcus Wood, ‘“Thomas Spence and
modes of subversion’, Enlightenment and Dissent, 10 (1991),
pp.51-77; Michael T Davis, “‘Food for the Public Example”:
Daniel Isaac Eaton, Prosecution, Punishment and Recognition,
1793-1812’, in Michael T Davis ed., Radicalism and revolution in
Britain, 1775-1848 (Basingstoke, 2000), pp. 110-32; and Michael
T Davis, “‘That Odious Class of Men Called Democrats”: Daniel
Isaac Eaton and the Romantics 1794-1795°, History, 84 (1999),
pp.74-92.
On the Analytical Review and the French Revolution, see Stuart
Andrews, The British periodical press and the French Revolution
(London, 2000), pp.152-65.
For the Monthly Review and the Critical Review and the French
Revolution, see ibid., pp.138-51.
Jennifer Mori, ‘Languages of Loyalism: Patriotism, Nationhood
and the State in the 1790s’, English Historical Review, 118 (2003),
pp.33-58; and Brian Rigby, ‘Radical Spectators of the Revolution:
the Case of the Analytical Review’ in Ceri Crosby and lan Small
eds., The French Revolution and British Culture (Oxford, 1989),
pp.63-83.
The Anti-Jacobins 1798-1800: the early contributors to the Anti-
Jacobin Review, ed. Emily Lorraine de Montluzin (London, 1988);
and Stuart Andrews, The British periodical press and the French
Revolution, pp.69-82 and 97-110.
6
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its periodical rivals and promised ‘to review the Monthly, criticise
the Critical, and analyse the Analytical Review’.*®

During the years 1789 to 1802 about three thousand individual
sermons, tracts and pamphlets, which focused on the French
Revolution and the Revolutionary War, and their impact on British
politics, were published across Britain. Most of these were
published in runs of five hundred, but some were distributed in far
larger numbers. Two hundred thousand copies of William Jones’s
A Letter to John Bull, Esq. from his second cousin Thomas Bull, a
fiercely loyalist tract, were supposed to have been distributed.
Although this may have been an exaggeration, it was certainly
distributed in huge numbers.** Much more reliable is the claim that
two-thirds of these publications adopted an anti-French, loyalist
and politically conservative stance, whereas about one-third were
more sympathetic to the French Revolution, critical of the war, or
supported some measure of political reform at home. The pro-
reform publications achieved rough equality of numbers in the first
three years of the French Revolution and marginally predominated
in 1795, but were heavily outnumbered by conservative
publications during the critical years 1792-94 and were entirely
swamped by them after 1797.*Most printed sermons were written
by Church of England clergymen, such as William Jones and
Robert Nares, and these almost all expressed loyalist and anti-
reform views.*The Association for the Preservation of Liberty and

13 Andrews, The British periodical press and the French Revolution,
p.138.
14 See the note on p.4 of the London 1793 edition.
15 Gayle Trusdel Pendleton, ‘English Conservative Propaganda
during the French Revolution, 1789-1802°, unpublished PhD
thesis, Emory University (1976); G T Pendleton, ‘Towards a
bibliography of the Reflections and Rights of Man Controversy’,
Bulletin of Research in the Humanities, 85 (1982), pp.65-103; and
Robert Hole, ‘British Counter-revolutionary popular propaganda in
the 1790s’, in Colin Jones ed., Britain and Revolutionary France:
conflict, subversion and propaganda (Exeter, 1983), pp.53-69.
Robert Hole, ‘English Sermons and tracts as media of debate on
the French Revolution 1789-99°, in Mark Philp ed, The French
7
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Property, established by John Reeves with informal government
backing,'” encouraged the production of large numbers of different
loyalist tracts, which were distributed cheaply or freely in very
large numbers in 1792-93. Tens of thousands of copies of single
sheet publications, such as William Jones’s One penny-worth of
truth from Thomas Bull to his Brother John and his follow-up, One
Penny-Worth More, or a second letter from Thomas Bull to his
Brother John, were distributed by the Association in 1793, as was
Judge Ashurst’s Charge to the Grand Jury of Middlesex in late
1792. Some reformers responded in kind, with such single-sheet
publications as King Killing, produced by Richard ‘Citizen’ Lee,
and More than a pennyworth of truth; in a letter from John Bull to
his Brother Thomas, but these circulated in significantly smaller
numbers. Throughout the war John Bowles produced a series of
pamphlets urging Britain to make every effort to defeat the spread
of French principles.* From 1796 Hannah More and her collab-
orators produced about two hundred moral tales, supporting a
conservative message. About two million of these Cheap
Repository Tracts were distributed over the next two years.®
Printed tracts, sermons and pamphlets discussing revolution and
war abroad and reform at home in prose form were often
supplemented by poems, songs, novels, plays and caricatures
produced both by reformers and conservatives. Propagandists on
both sides of the political divide believed that poems, songs and

Revolution and British popular politics (Cambridge, 1991), pp.18-
37.

o Michael Duffy, ‘William Pitt and the origins of the Loyalist
Association Movement of 1792°, Historical Journal, 39 (1996),
pp.943-62.

18 Emma Vincent, ““The Real Grounds of the Present War”: John

Bowles and the French Revolutionary Wars, 1792-1802’, History,

78 (1993), pp.303-420.

Robert Hole, ‘Hannah More on Literature and Propaganda, 1788-

1799, History, 85 (2000), pp.613-33; and G H Spinney, ‘Cheap

Repository Tracts: Hazard and Marshall editions’, The Library, 4%

series, 20 (1940 for 1939), pp.295-340.

8
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ballads, which were short, entertaining and easily committed to
memory, could advance the loyalist or the radical cause. New
versions of traditional songs, anthems and hymns were produced as
parodies of the original by both pro- and anti-reformers. Robert
Merry, Thomas Spence and Daniel Isaac Eaton all published poems
and songs supporting reform, and a modern anthology of radical
poems and songs mainly published in the newspaper and periodical
press has been edited by Michael Scrivener.?’A large number of
loyalist poems and songs were widely distributed through their
publication in such works as The AntiGallican Songster and The
Anti-Levelling Songster, while the Anti Jacobin Review published a
selection in every monthly edition and, in 1799, William Gifford
published a collected volume of poetry which had previously
appeared in the Anti-Jacobin; or, Weekly Examiner. The number
published expressing sympathy for the French Revolution and for
reform at home declined significantly after 1793 and had largely
disappeared by the later 1790s. A clear majority condemned French
principles from late 1792 and subsequently supported the war
against France and regularly celebrated British victories.?*While,
initially, the French Revolution was seen in poetic terms as the
dawn of a new age, when disillusionment set in many poets turned
away from political subjects altogether.??

Throughout the years 1789 to 1802, and indeed beyond them,
British novelists took up themes inspired by what was happening in
France and explored ideas which were under intense scrutiny by
radicals and loyalists. A handful of reform minded novelists,
notably Robert Bage, Thomas Holcroft, William Godwin and
Elizabeth Inchbald, wrote novels, which showed the effect of
dramatic external circumstances on particular individuals. They had
their central characters expressing hostility to established

2 Michael Scrivener ed., Poetry and reform: periodic verse from the
English democratic press (Detroit, 1992), pp. 37-160.

A Betty T Bennett ed., British war poetry in the age of romanticism:
1793-1815 (New York, 1976).
Simon Bainbridge, ‘Politics and Poetry’, in Pamela Clemit ed.,
The Cambridge Companion to British literature of the French
Revolution in the 1790s (Cambridge, 2011), pp.190-205.

9
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authorities and abhorred the luxury, corruption and callousness of
the aristocratic elite. They condemned the casual exercises of
tyranny and oppression, whether political, social or economic,
while praising the exercise of reason and efforts to achieve
enlightenment and character reformation. Charlotte Smith’s novels,
Celestina (1791) and Desmond (1792), went so far as to celebrate
the French Revolution and to express criticism of counter-
revolutionaries. These so-called Jacobin novelists, however,
abhorred violence and believed that individuals could be reformed
most effectively by a process of rational enlightenment. Force was
never seen as the best means of improving the individual or re-
modelling society.?

From the mid-1790s, however, radical prose fiction ceased to
sell and it also came under increasing attack from the Monthly
Review, the Critical Review, as well as from the British Critic and
the Anti-Jacobin Review. At the same time, conservative novels
increased in numbers, were dominant in the later 1790s, and
outlasted the appeal of Jacobin novels. As early as 1791, however,
Edward Sayer’s Lindor and Adelaide informed his readers through
his sub-title that this was A Moral Tale — in which are exhibited the
Effects of the late French Revolution on the Peasantry of France.
These effects were certainly adverse. Several subsequent anti-
Jacobin novels were actually set during the French Revolution.
Mary Robinson’s novel, The natural daughter (1799), is set during
the Terror and has both Marat and Robespierre as central
characters. Helen Craik’s novel, Adelaide de Norbonne (1800), also
has Marat as well as Charlotte Corday in prominent roles, while her
heroine is a determined royalist. Other anti-Jacobin novels,
although not set in France, carry an essentially anti-reform
message. While not directly mentioning the French Revolution,
they condemn mob violence, satirize the hypocrisy of radicals, who
foolishly claim to prefer reason above experience and express
alarm at radical political ideas being transmitted to the poor and the
uneducated. George Walker’s novel, The vagabond (1799), traces

3 Gary Kelly, The English Jacobin novel 1780-1805 (Oxford, 1976).
10
Enlightenment and Dissent no.29 Sept. 2014



H T Dickinson

the career of a young, ardent disciple of William Godwin’s
philosophy, which leads him into a life of vice, which he seeks to
justify by appeals to the ‘new philosophy’.2Thus, like many of the
anti-Jacobin pamphleteers, these novelists sought to combat radical
principles and endeavoured to inculcate what they regarded as
correct moral values.®

The theatre was still under prior censorship in the late
eighteenth century and few theatres were licensed and hence few
plays in the legitimate theatre were able to raise political issues.
Thomas Otway’s play, Venice preserv’d (1682), was not performed
for decades after 1795 because it dealt with conspiracy and
rebellion. Minor unlicensed theatres and popular ‘circuses’ did,
however, mount popular spectacles carrying a simple political
message. Thus, John Dent’s ‘The Triumph of Liberty: Or, the Fall
of the Bastille’ was performed at Philip Hughes’s Royal Circus as
early as 5 August 1789 and two weeks later Philip Astley produced
‘Paris in an Uproar’ at his ‘circus’. In 1792, Robert Merry produced
a comic burlesque on William Pitt’s government, which ran for
four nights at Covent Garden before the government secured its
closure.?® Church and king were defended in George Watson-
Taylor’s historical drama, England preserved, in 1795, while social
hierarchy and the rule of law were defended in George Colman’s
The heir at law (1797). In the legitimate theatre, at Covent Garden
and Drury Lane, British military and naval victories were
commemorated in large-scale pageants and spectacles rather than in

2 A D Harvey, ‘George Walker and the Anti-Revolutionary Novel’,

The Review of English Studies, new series, 28 (1977), pp.290-300.

% M O Grenby, ‘The Anti-Jacobin Novel: British Fiction, British
Conservatism and the Revolution in France’, History, 83 (1998),
pp.445-71; M O Grenby, The Anti-Jacobin novel: British Conserv-
atism and the French Revolution (Cambridge, 2001); and M O
Grenby, ‘Novels of Opinion’, in The Cambridge Companion to
British literature of the French Revolution in the 1790s, ed. Pamela
Clemit, pp.160-74.

2 Jon Mee, ‘The Political Showman at Home: Reflections on Popular
Radicalism and Print Culture in the 1790s’, in Davis ed.,
Radicalism and revolution in Britain, 1775-1848, p.51.

11
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dramatic plays.?” Popular interest in the theatre, in London in
particular, inspired some radicals to produce single-sheet handbills
or broadsides in the form of mock advertisements for spoof
theatrical productions. Parodies of actual play bills were stuck up
on walls, handed to people in the street, or sold cheaply. They
mounted satirical attacks on leading politicians, such as Prime
Minister Pitt, who was referred to as Pittachio, or claimed to be
offering ordinary people, ‘the swinish multitude’, a front seat from
which they could observe the extinction of hereditary monarchy, as
in the handbills entitled ‘King Killing” or ‘La Guillotine’. They
created a radical visual culture reaching out and involving any
passer-by.?

Many hundreds of individual caricatures and graphic satires
influenced by the French Revolution, the Revolutionary war and
the subject of domestic political reforms poured from British
presses during these years, many of them published in editions of
several hundred. Those produced by the greatest engraving artists
of the age — especially James Gillray, Thomas Rowlandson and
Isaac Cruikshank — sold primarily to the propertied classes. These
were overwhelmingly critical of the violence and terror of the
Revolution and of French military aggression, as well as being
opposed to radical political reform. James Gillray even contributed
graphic prints to illustrate the early collected volumes of the Anti-
Jacobin Review. Thomas Rowlandson’s famous print, The contrast
of 1793, was used on the title-page of both volumes of The
AntiGallican Songster (1793), a collection of loyalist songs, and
part of his graphic print, Philosophy run mad, or a stupendous
monument of human wisdom of 1792, which was subsidized by

27 Gillian Russell, ‘Revolutionary Drama’, in Clemit ed., The

Cambridge Companion to British literature of the French
Revolution in the 1790s, pp. 175-89. See also Marc Baer, Theatre
and disorder in late Georgian London (Oxford, 1992); and George
Taylor, The French Revolution and the London stage, 1789-1805
(Cambridge, 2000).

% John Barrell ed., Exhibition extraordinary! Radical broadsides of
the mid-1790s (Nottingham, 2001).

12
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Reeves’s Crown and Anchor Association, was used on the title
page of the two Anti-Levelling Songster songbooks of 1793. Many
less-gifted engravers followed the political lead of these major
artists. They might attack heavy taxation and the government’s
repressive legislation, but they showed no readiness to sympathize
with the French abroad or to support radical reform at home.?® A
tiny handful of graphic prints did, however, show some interest in
radical political change. In addition, Thomas Spence produced a
series of rather amateurish prints, which attacked the oppression of
the poor. He used some of these as the basis of metal tokens or
badges, which he gave away or sold very cheaply in large
numbers.*

Arguments and Objectives

1 The British Jacobins

Richard Price was one of the first British radicals to express his
enthusiasm for the French Revolution and to proclaim his
confidence that a new age of liberty was at hand. This brought
down upon him the wrath of Edmund Burke. Thomas Paine did not
write directly on the French Revolution, but he endorsed
revolutionary principles when he developed a natural rights
ideology, rejected the lessons of history, advocated the creation of a
democratic republic in Britain, and was later prepared to support a
French invasion of Britain. In the eyes of nearly all loyalists and
conservatives he was the prime example of a British Jacobin. If we
look at the hundreds of minor British commentators on politics at
this period, we find very few who expressed genuine sympathy for

2 M Dorothy George, English political caricature: a study of opinion
and propaganda (2 vols., Oxford, 1959); Diana Donald, The age of
caricature: satirical prints in the age of George Il (New Haven,
1996); David Bindman, The shadow of the guillotine: Britain and
the French Revolution (London, 1989); Richard Godfrey ed.,
James Gillray: The art of caricature (London, 2001); and E B
Krumbhaar ed., Isaac Cruikshank (Philadelphia, 1966).

Marcus Wood, ‘Thomas Spence and modes of subversion’,
Enlightenment and Dissent, 10 (1991), pp.51-77.

13
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the French Revolution by the time the French Jacobins came to the
fore and most of them did not go so far as Paine in their hostility to
monarchy. There is clear evidence that some of the British radicals
did believe in the universal, indefeasible and inalienable political
rights of men, but none of these writers developed a coherent or
detailed argument in favour of a democratic republic or a political
system based on the French model. A great many of them would
have been satisfied with the elimination of those abuses, which they
believed had corrupted Britain’s mixed and balanced constitution.
They did attack the high expenses of monarchy and the corrupt
influence of the aristocracy over the composition of the House of
Commons, but their prime focus was on proposals, which would
make the Commons truly representative of the male population at
large. 3 They advocated such reforms as universal manhood
suffrage, equal sized constituencies, more frequent general
elections, the secret ballot, the abolition of property qualifications
for MPs and the payment of MPs.

These demands were not new, but the outbreak of the French
Revolution encouraged British radicals to renew and increase their
demands for such reform proposals. They were galvanized by the
initial successes of the French Revolution, which appeared to have
brought down the prime example of absolute monarchy in Europe,
to have proclaimed the political rights of all citizens, and to have
placed significant limits on the French monarch. It appeared to
many that France was advancing towards an effective limited or
constitutional monarchy and to some that France had leapfrogged
over Britain to become the freest country in Europe. Even as
opposition developed within France to the reforms being attempted,
there were still British writers ready to defend what the French
revolutionaries were seeking to achieve. On 14 July 1791, a
Norwich Baptist minister, Mark Wilks, preached a sermon on The
origin and stability of the French Revolution, in which he prayed
that providence would protect the revolution from its enemies: ‘the

81 Thomas Holt-White, Letters to William Paley ... on his objections
to a reform of the representation of the Commons (London, 1796).
14
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French Revolution is of God, and that no power exists or can exist,
by which it can be overthrown ... this glorious event carries with it
the most indubitable evidence of the Divine approbation’.%

The serious violence that began in 1792 was of some concern to
British radicals, but for some time they argued that it might be
justified in order to remove so much despotism and they blamed the
war, which began in 1792, on the reactionary rulers of Austria and
Prussia. Even after the September Massacres the Morning
Chronicle published a poem, on 30 November 1792, entitled, ‘The
Genius of France’, which began:

While France, full of Sense and of spirit, pursues
The cause of the world, with noblest of views;
Where tyranny held her unbounded control,

Made nature fractious, and fetter’d the soul.

Let us fill the gay glass, and with rapture advance,
The soul and the song, to the Genius of France.*

Joseph Towers complained that, in the flood of publications
produced by the new loyalist association established by John
Reeves at the end of 1792, ‘the revolution in France, and the
transactions in that country, are misrepresented in the grossest
manner; and much pains is taken to instil into the minds of the
common people the most absurd and illiberal prejudices against the
French nation’.** Even when France declared war on Britain in
February 1793, significant numbers of British radicals criticized
Pitt’s government for allying with such reactionary powers as
Austria and Prussia and appearing to be willing to interfere in the
internal affairs of France. Daniel Isaac Eaton advised his readers:

Britons! Be assured that in fighting against
the French, ye are fighting against yourselves,

82 Mark Wilks, The origin and stability of the French Revolution (2"
edn., Norwich, 1791), p.6.

3 Scrivener ed., Poetry and reform p.43. This had been sung at a
meeting of the Friends of the People.

34 [Joseph Towers], Remarks on the conduct, principles, and
publications, of the Association of the Crown and Anchor, in the
Strand, for Preserving Liberty and Property against Republicans
and Levellers (London, 1793), p.32.
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that if the liberties of France are lost, your own,
such as they are, will not long survive ... we are
involved in the most inhuman of all wars, A
WAR AGAINST FREEDOM, a war in which the
King, the Nobility, and the Priesthood can alone
be interested, and from which the People can
derive no possible advantage whatever.®

The survival of the French Revolution was clearly still seen by
some radicals as a stimulus for reform in Britain and a security for
the survival of liberty at home. A fierce radical, such as John
Oswald, was prepared to proclaim his confidence that, ‘The late
glorious revolution in France holds forth an example which sooner
or later will be imitated by every nation in Europe.’%

There was, however, no support from British radicals for the
extreme violence, which accompanied the Terror of 1793-94.
Undoubtedly embarrassed by the Terror’s scale and intensity,
British reformers tried to excuse it rather than defend it and
expressed the hope that the disorder would be short-lived. The fall
of Robespierre was widely welcomed even by committed
radicals. *” The three liberal monthly magazines, the Monthly
Review, the Critical Review and the Analytical Review, all
remained critical of the conduct of the war in the mid-1790s and all
published critical reviews of Edmund Burke’s Letters on a regicide
peace, which opposed coming to terms with France.® As the war
dragged on, with little prospect of a British victory, some British
radicals preferred to blame Pitt’s government rather than the French
for the failure to negotiate a satisfactory peace. Radical support for

% Extermination, or an appeal to all the people of England on the
present war with France (London, 1793), pp.9 and 13.

36 John Oswald, Review of the constitution of Great Britain (3™dn.,

London, 1793).

Martin John Smith, ‘English Radical Newspapers in the French

Revolutionary Era, 1790-1803’, unpublished PhD thesis (London

University, 1979), p.27.

38 Andrews, The British periodical press and the French Revolution,
pp.43, 45, 69-72.
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France steadily declined, when the war showed no sign of ending,
despite France defeating its continental enemies and successfully
protecting its own political system. When, in 1798, France invaded
Switzerland, Bonaparte led an expedition to Egypt and a small
French force invaded Ireland, British sympathy for France’s
political system almost entirely collapsed. The war continued to
produce very considerable popular disaffection across Britain,
because of its high cost in blood and taxes, but there were few or no
signs now of any admiration for French principles or French
actions.

Although British radicals and reformers were undoubtedly
inspired by the early achievements of the French Revolution, they
were far more motivated by their desire to accomplish reforms at
home than to support developments in France. They wanted the
revolution to stimulate the reform movement within Britain, which
had been languishing in the late 1780s. They revived attacks on the
undue influence of monarch and aristocracy over the composition
of the House of Commons and urged the reform of the electoral
system to make it more representative. Most of those writers who
were castigated as Jacobins were in favour of adult manhood
suffrage, but few of them believed that poor men ought to be
elected to parliament and hardly any of them advocated
enfranchising women. They regarded women as dependent on their
father or husband and as incapable of exercising the active political
rights of a fully independent citizen. Adult women were generally
seen as mere appendages of men and as existing in a similar
dependent position as children and domestic servants. There were a
few exceptions. Thomas Spence was prepared to let women
participate in elections, but not to play an active role in the
legislature or the executive because of the ‘delicacy of their sex’.®
A handful of other radicals were prepared to advocate
enfranchising women, including George Phillips and Thomas
Cooper, while two anonymous contributions to The Cabinet were

39 Dickinson ed., The political works of Thomas Spence, pp.Xiv-xv,
62-63, 107.
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even prepared to see women sitting in parliament or holding
political office.*

While many radicals attacked the extravagance of the British
monarchy and criticized the undue political influence of the landed
aristocracy, hardly any followed Paine in advocating the creation of
a republic or the abolition of hereditary distinctions. John Oswald
was a rare exception.*! The British Jacobins did, however, expect
parliamentary reform to lead to social and economic improvements
as parliament became more accountable to the common man. They
wished to see government expenditure severely reduced and hence
a reduction in the taxes particularly affecting the poor. They also
wished to see church tithes reduced, the game laws abolished, the
poor law extended, the harsh criminal code reformed, wages
increased, the conditions in the workplace improved, and greater
educational opportunities provided. ¥ When, however, their
opponents accused them of wishing to seize the property of the rich
and the middling orders in order to achieve economic equality,
many radicals were quick to deny that they had such levelling
intentions. The Manchester radicals published a statement
declaring: ‘To render property insecure would destroy all motives

40 George Phillips, The necessity of a speedy and effectual reform of
Parliament (Manchester, 1792), p.12 note; H M Ellis, ‘Thomas
Cooper — A survey of his Life: Part | — England 1759-1794°, South
Atlantic Quarterly, 19 (1927), p.38; and The Cabinet (3 vols.,
Norwich, 1795), |, pp.178-85 and I, pp.42-48.

4 Review of the constitution of Great Britain (3 edn., London,

1793), p.12.

Daniel Isaac Eaton, Hog’s wash or politics for the people, 9 Nov.

1793; [Thomas Bentley], The poor man’s answer to the rich

associators (London 1793); Rights of swine: an address to the

Poor (London, 1794); and George Dyer, The complaints of the

poor people of England (2" edn., London, 1793), pp.2-5, 7, 13-14,

16.
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to exertion, and tear up public happiness by the roots’.** The
Sheffield radicals went further in their published statement: ‘We
demand equality of rights, in which is included equality of
representation; ... We are not speaking of that visionary equality of
property, the practical assertion of which would desolate the world,
and replunge it into the darkest and wildest barbarism’.* John
Thelwall insisted:
Equality of property is totally impossible in the

present state of the human intellect and industry;

and if one of you once could be reduced to attempt

a system so wild and so extravagant, you could

only give to rascals and cut-throats an opportunity

by general pillage and assassination, of

transferring all property into their own hands and

establishing a tyranny more intolerable than

anything of which you now complain.*
An Anti-Jacobin writer could hardly have expressed this opinion
more forcibly.

There were, however, a tiny number of British Jacobins, who
were prepared to challenge the existing grossly unequal
distribution of wealth and to advocate some redress of this unjust
situation. John Oswald protested that the rich ‘have divided the
earth among them, as if it were the patrimony of a few individuals,
and not the common inheritance of the human race’. His solution

43 Thomas Walker, A review of some of the political events which
have occurred in Manchester during the last five years (London,
1794), pp.46-47 note.

a4 This can be found in William Cobbett ed., The Parliamentary
history of England (36 vols., London, 1806-26), XXXI, p.738.

4 The speech of J. Thelwall at the general meeting of the Friends of
Parliamentary Reform (London, 1795), p.14. See also The Cabinet,
I, p.37; [Towers], Remarks on the conduct, principles and
publications of the Association..., pp.34-35; An appeal to the
inhabitants of Birmingham: designed as an answer to Job Nott,
Buckle-maker ([Birmingham,] 1792); An explanation of the word
equality (London, 1792); and Political dialogues upon the subject
of equality (London, 1792).
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to this was to propose that waste and common land should be
divided among the poor.*®A similar proposal was made by an
anonymous contributor to The Cabinet.#” Only Thomas Spence
tried to develop a plan to re-distribute wealth more fairly among
every man, woman and child. He insisted that all private property
in the form of land and natural resources, such as mines, forests
and lakes, should be taken over by a corporation in each parish
elected by universal suffrage. The land and natural resources
would then be rented out on a short lease to the highest bidders.
The revenue so raised would be used to meet the expenses of
government and to provide parishioners with a wide range of
amenities, such as houses, schools, hospitals, libraries, roads,
bridges, and harbours. Any remaining income would be divided
each quarter day equally among every man, woman and child
living in the parish.*®

Convinced of their military weakness and aware that their
political enemies were regularly accusing them of fomenting
disaffection and plotting revolution, the overwhelming majority of
British radicals advised that reforms could best be achieved by
rational arguments, effective persuasion and constitutional
methods. It is difficult to find any printed work advocating a resort
to violence. The Manchester Constitutional Society published a
handbill, on 15 May 1792, openly declaring: ‘We disclaim any
intention of endeavouring the overthrow of the British
Constitution: Our aim is to restore the constitution to its original
purity, by removing the corruptions and abuses that deform it, and
which render its practice at perpetual variance with its applauded

46 John Oswald, Review of the constitution of Great Britain, pp.16,
59.

4 The Cabinet, 1, p.190.

48 The political works of Thomas Spence, ed. Dickinson, passim.
Several scholars have mistakenly read Spence’s many works
detailing his Land Plan as if he wanted the state to nationalize all
the land and natural resources of the country and place them under
the control of the central government.
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theory.”*® In The end of oppression (1795), Thomas Spence did
accept that armed resistance to his proposed Land Plan by the
existing landowners might have to be combatted, but he was
confident that the numerical strength of the landless masses would
easily prevail without much blood being spilled.>John Oswald
went further. He rejected a policy of relying on reason and
persuasion alone, but he did maintain that there would be no need
for a violent revolution if the whole nation armed itself: ‘Let us not
be deceived, for it is force alone that can vindicate the rights of the
people. Force is the basis of right, or rather right and force are one
... on the invincible power of the people the rights of man stand
upright.”!

2 The Anti-Jacobins

Most British conservative writers met the outbreak of the French
Revolution with a mixture of surprise and self-satisfaction, rather
than with hostility. Their long-standing criticisms of French
politics appeared to have been justified and the early internal
disorder in France was welcomed since it appeared to weaken
France. A few conservatives immediately expressed concern at the
nature of the upheaval in France. The Reverend William Jones of
Nayland preached as early as 20 October 1789 on ‘Popular
Commotions to Precede the End of the World’.%?In November
1790, Edmund Burke raised major fears about the possible
consequences of the French Revolution in his Reflections, but his
alarm was not widely shared even among conservative writers until
mid and later 1792. The declaration of the French Republic, the
September massacres and the outbreak of war in Europe, in
particular, helped launch a tidal wave of anti-radical propaganda
condemning political developments in France. Arthur Young wrote
one of the most alarmist pamphlets warning that what was

49 Walker, A review of some of the political events... (1794), pp.26-
27.
50 Dickinson ed., The political works of Thomas Spence, pp.34-37.
51 John Oswald, Review of the constitution of Great Britain, pp.52.
52 Robert Hole, ‘English Sermons and tracts ...” loc.cit., p.19.
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happening in France must not be allowed to cross the Channel.>
John Reeves’s Association for the Preservation of Liberty and
Property against Republicans and Levellers encouraged the writing
and dissemination of large numbers of sermons, tracts and
pamphlets accusing British radicals of conspiring to emulate the
French example, which would result in the complete destruction of
the British constitution, private property, the nation’s prosperity,
and Christian morality.

Once Britain was engaged in war with France, from February
1793, the British newspaper press was full of detailed reports on
the progress of the war and most newspapers supported Britain’s
military and naval efforts and gloried in any successes gained in
the conflict. An overwhelming majority of printed sermons and
pamphlets also supported British efforts in the war. For a decade
John Bowles in particular led a crusade in support of a war aiming
to defeat the principles of the French Revolution and not simply
French expansion across Europe. > Bowles and other ‘war
crusaders’® insisted that Britain was not at war with the French
people, but with the political principles supported by France’s
revolutionary leaders. These revolutionary leaders were charged
with being ready to sacrifice the lives, liberties and property of all
their citizens in an effort to win this war. Hence, Britain was facing
an unprecedented threat and it needed to respond with a new kind
of military effort. Britain was not fighting for territory or imperial
advantages, but to prevent the poison of pernicious French
principles from infecting all her neighbours, not least Britain
herself, which had more advantages to lose than any of the less
fortunate continental powers. George Hill informed his readers:

58 Arthur Young, The example of France a warning to Britain
(London, 1793).

54 Emma Vincent, “‘The Real Grounds of the Present War”: John
Bowles and the French Revolutionary Wars, 1792-1802’, History,
78 (1993), pp.393-420.

% See, Emma Vincent Macleod, A war of ideas: British attitudes to
the wars against Revolutionary France, 1792-1802 (Aldershot,
1998), chapter 3, ‘Loyalists and War Crusaders’, pp.65-89.
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We are not fighting for a commercial interest,
... for the aggrandizement of a foreign Prince ...
for ... the balance of power ... But we are fighting
for the defence of the Constitution under which we
have enjoyed security and prosperity, and in
support of existence as a free independent Nation,
against enemies who have avowed by their words
and their actions, that it is their purpose to rob us
of everything we hold dear.*

The use of arms against French principles was sanctified by
appeals to both reason and religion.” Although the war proved
costly in blood and treasure, British loyalists insisted that it would
be cowardly or treacherous to abandon the conflict, since a
premature peace would allow France to spread her political poison
even further.® In a sermon delivered in 1794, Thomas Hardy, a
minister of the Church of Scotland, expressed his conviction that
Britain was engaged in an ideological crusade against atheism and

barbarism:

This war resembles no former contest, in its
principles or objects. It is not for the acquisition of
foreign territory; it is not for redress of particular
wrongs, or the support of national honour. It is for
national existence, that we arm. It is for Religion
against Atheism; for justice and security against
universal depredation; for humanity against
barbarous cruelty; for social order; for legal
freedom; for all that distinguishes men in civil
society, from a band of robbers, or an horde of
savages. The British sword is drawn in the cause of

56

57

58

George Hill, Instructions afforded by the present war, to the people

of Great Britain (Edinburgh, 1793), pp.5-6.

William Vincent, A sermon ... on 25 Nov. and 16 Dec. 1798

(London, 1799), p.32.

William Agutter, An address to every subject on the late important
victories and on the means to improve them to the best advantage

(London, 1798), p.12.
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God, and of our country, and in defence of our
lives, our families, and our all.>®

Even when peace was finally in the offing, John Bowles
maintained that it would not bring security to Britain because
France was left too strong and her revolutionary principles had not
been abandoned. He and others wished to see a successful counter-
revolution in France, aided by British forces.®°

Since the British Anti-Jacobins regarded the conflict with
France as essentially a war of ideas, they feared that French
principles might reach Britain through the influence that the
French Revolution was having on British radicals. A huge
propaganda effort was therefore made to defend Britain’s existing
institutions and to defeat the arguments advanced by the radicals.
Repeated efforts were made to convince readers of the danger of
putting their trust in speculative theories and to stress the
importance of relying upon experience. Britain’s mixed
government and balanced constitution were widely praised as the
best that had ever been achieved in human history. Despite some
imperfections and anomalies, they could be credited with
preserving civil liberties, maintaining the rule of law, securing
political stability, defending private property, and expanding
economic prosperity. The radical reform of parliament would
threaten these very considerable successes because the
representation of property brought much greater benefits than the
representation of persons. The possession of property attached a
man physically to his country and gave him a strong motive to
protect its interests. Civil governments had invariably been created
to secure every man’s property, however small it was. The poor
were ignorant, too ready to follow the lead of demagogues, and too
quick to be inflamed by ill-designing men. To enshrine the
sovereignty of the people would be to entrust government to the

5 Thomas Hardy, Fidelity to the British Constitution, the duty and
interest of the people (Edinburgh, 1794), pp.33-34.
60 John Bowiles, Reflections at the conclusion of the war (2" edn.,
London, 1801), pp.3-59.
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uneducated, the passionate and the irresponsible, whose first
objective if they gained power would be to seize the property of
the rich.5! Government in the hands of the poor would be unstable
and anarchic, with never-ending struggles between the poor and
the propertied.® The French Revolution had provided clear proof
that this threat was very real: ‘The leading conclusion, deducible
from the French experiment, and written in characters, which he
that runs may read, is this IF PERSONS ARE REPRESENTED,
PROPERTY IS DESTROYED. We know then what to think of the
proposal for reform hitherto made in this kingdom.’%

The Anti-Jacobins maintained that a state of nature, in which all
men had originally been equal, had never existed or had been
extremely short-lived. All the earliest traces of man revealed him
living in civil society and under some form of government. No
civil government had ever been created by a voluntary contract
agreed to by all men. There was no evidence that such a contract
had ever been found. Governments had been established by those
with the greatest strength, wealth, industry, courage, etc., but had
been accepted even by those without such qualities and abilities
because the rule of law preserved the lives, liberties and
possessions of all. Men therefore had either been compelled to
subordinate themselves to those of superior strength, wealth or
abilities, or had found it expedient to do so because of the benefits
of living under established authority. To imagine a civil society in
which every man was entirely free and absolutely equal, and which
had been created by the consent of all, was both visionary and
absurd. It was beyond proof and beyond belief.

The Anti-Jacobins challenged the radical doctrine of natural
rights by insisting that, while God made all men equal as moral
beings, he had not endowed them with equal strength, intelligence,
industry, courage, etc. If men were given their freedom, their
different endowments would soon enable them to acquire unequal

61 Thoughts on the new and old principles of political obedience
(London, 1793), p.32.
62 Short hints upon levelling (London, 1792), pp.4-6.
63 Young, The example of France..., p.44 note.
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amounts of power, wealth and influence. Only the application of
force could destroy the natural distinctions between men.
Moreover, once a natural hierarchical social order was overthrown
by revolution, it would not be long before those with greater
abilities sought to overthrow the new government in an effort to re-
establish themselves as the elite. There would therefore be a
constant cycle of revolutions from which no one would benefit.
These conservative views rested on the conviction that men were
guided more by their passions than their reason and, for this
reason, God had enjoined government upon mankind in order
secure the rule of law and the better observance of His moral
precepts. No government was perfect, because all men were
flawed, but God enjoined government on man in order to avoid the
ills of a state of nature where no man’s life, liberty or property was
secure. Since that was the case, Providence dictated that all men,
especially the poor, should be satisfied with their rank in the social
hierarchy and should obey the powers that be. William Paley even
went so far as to maintain that the poor had more reasons to be
content with their lot than the rich. A life of labour rescued men
from the luxury, corruption and idleness, which afflicted the rich.
They had more to hope for, less to fear and a greater chance of
everlasting bliss in the next world.%*

The Anti-Jacobins placed great stress on the role of the
Christian religion and the importance of the established church in
teaching men to obey those in power. Human reason and human
morality had never proved sufficiently strong to restrain the
passions and desires of men. Even legal restraints were not always
powerful enough. Hence, religious sanctions and the promise of
future rewards or the threat of future punishments in the next world
were absolutely necessary. Both governors and subjects should be
guided by the commands of God and the precepts of the law of

64 William Paley, Reasons for contentment, addressed to the
labouring poor of the British public (1793). See also, Richard
Watson, The wisdom of God in having made rich and poor
(London, 1798).
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nature. The will of men, even of a large majority of men, must not
be placed above justice and morality. The right to govern and the
duty to obey were both sanctioned by the will of God and the
operation of divine providence. These religious convictions made
the British anti-Jacobins particularly fearful of what they saw as a
French Revolution assault on Christianity and a resort to the
worship of human reason. As early as December 1792, William
Jones accused the French revolutionaries of breaking all Ten
Commandments. He had John Bull accusing the French of a host
of crimes: ‘The Robbery of their Neighbours! Murder of their
fellow creatures! Treason to their King and Ruin to their County!
No Order! No Laws! No honour! No justice! King! Religion! Or
God! — God forbid that Englishmen should follow such an
example.” % In February 1798, the Gentleman’s Magazine
maintained that the French Revolution was ‘a plan laid for some
time, originating in a most obstinate enmity to Christianity,
working in darkness ... to inculcate Atheism, to propagate
vice’. % In The History of Mr Fantom (1798), Hannah More
observed of the French Jacobins: ‘The connection of jacobinism
with impiety is inseparable. | generally find in gentleman of your
fraternity an equal abhorrence to Christianity and good
government. The reasons are obvious. There are restraints in both;
there is subordination in both. In both cases the hatred arises from
aversion to a superior.’®” The British Anti-Jacobins made frequent
references to the attacks on Christian orthodoxy launched by
earlier French philosophes, such as Voltaire. They accepted the
views of the Abbé Barruel and Professor John Robison that the
French Jacobins were part of a long-standing conspiracy to destroy
orthodox religious beliefs in order to promote licentiousness. %
They were convinced that the French Jacobins had drawn many

65 Quoted in Hole, ‘English Sermons and tracts...’, loc,cit., p.26.

66 Gentleman’s Magazine, 68 (1798), p.148.

67 Cited in ibid., p.36.

68 Barruel, Memoirs illustrating the history of Jacobinism (1797) and
Robison, Proofs of a conspiracy against all religions and
governments of Europe (London, 1797).
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British radicals into their nefarious conspiracy and were secretly
spreading throughout Britain disaffection, immorality and
irreligion, which were highly dangerous to the constitution and the
social hierarchy.5

By the later 1790s there were very few British Jacobins openly
advocating radical political reforms, but the continuance of the
war, which was increasingly unpopular, meant that the Anti-
Jacobins believed that it was vital to keep up their propaganda
campaign against French principles. The Anti-Jacobin, or Weekly
Examiner was established on 20 November 1797, ran until 9 July
1798, and was then replaced by the monthly Anti-Jacobin Review
and Magazine, which survived until 1821. In its early years the
latter stressed the need to continue the war primarily in order to
combat the spread of Jacobin principles to Britain. It warned its
readers ‘that nearly all the presses of the continent of Europe are
under the immediate influence either of FRENCH PRINCIPLES,
or of FRENCH INTRIGUES. ... From these contaminated sources
the poison of Jacobinism might be successfully diffused over our
country, and, circulated through secret channels, disguised in
various ways, might ultimately undermine that fabric which can
never be destroyed by an open attack.” ° The magazine’s
Prospectus claimed that the French had dangerous allies within
Britain among those radicals holding Jacobin opinions: ‘The
torrent of licentiousness, incessantly rushing forth from the
numerous presses, exceeds in violence and duration all former
examples.’ "

From 1795 to 1798 Hannah More and her associates took a
different tack in order to combat what they perceived to be the
same threat. Instead of promoting the war effort or directly
attacking the political objectives of British radicals, More and her

69 The Anti-Jacobins 1798-1800, ed. Emily Lorraine de Montluzin,
p.10.
n The Anti-Jacobin Review, | (July 1798), pp.4-5.
n Andrews, The British periodical press and the French Revolution,
p.98.
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allies decided that they needed to strengthen the religious and
moral fabric of the nation in an effort to make it impervious to the
poison spread by French or British Jacobins. They believed that no
attempted French invasion could succeed so long as the religion
and morality of the common people remained strong. Hannah
More wrote about fifty moral tales and edited around two hundred
which appeared in the Cheap Repository Tracts. Their strategy
outflanked British reformers by diverting public discourse from
political into spiritual and moralistic channels. They assiduously
rejected any appeal to universal abstract rights, admired Britain’s
social hierarchy and endeavoured to persuade the poor to be
content with their lot and their lowly rank in society. Their moral
tales were addressed to the poor, but received an enthusiastic
welcome from the upper and middling orders because they
attempted to encourage deference and suppress popular discontent.
They wrote tales in which the poor benefited from a dutiful
acceptance of their lot, which brought them peace of mind, and
earned them charity and protection from their social superiors. The
poor were advised to avoid such vices as drunkenness, gambling,
idleness, petty crimes, and, especially, the abandonment of regular
attendance at church. These authors also advised the rich to
abandon the vices brought about by luxury, idleness, and a neglect
of religion, and urged them to respect the rights and dignity of the
poor. Rich and poor should endeavour to live together in a
harmonious, though stratified, society. While in their tracts class
hostility was explicitly condemned, class distinctions were
implicitly accepted. In their opinion the secular life should always
be subordinated to the religious life. In their fictional world the
virtuous were always rewarded and the wicked were always
punished. Moral reform was seen as the surest means of
combatting French principles and promoting loyalty and
patriotism.

2 On Hannah More and the Cheap Repository Tracts, see Robert
Hole, ‘Hannah More on Literature and Propaganda, 1788-1799’,
History, 85 (2000), pp.623-33; and Susan Pedersen, ‘Hannah More
meets Simple Simon: Tracts, Chapbooks, and Popular Culture in
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i

Reaching out to the Public

Clearly, a great many lesser writers contributed to the propaganda
war fought out between the British Jacobins and Anti-Jacobins
during the era of the French Revolution. Many thousands of
publications and millions of comments in newspapers reflected
their views and endeavoured to influence public opinion to
sympathize or attack the French Revolution and to promote or
resist political reforms at home. To have a political effect,
however, these works needed to be read and needed either to
strengthen or to change existing opinions and convictions. By
conducting their campaigns by the written word these authors
recognized that they were likely to appeal only to the literate
members of society. To appreciate what impact this mountain of
printed material might have had, we need some notion of literacy
rates at this time. Many scholars have attempted to assess literacy
rates, but it is an enquiry fraught with difficulties, not least because
entirely reliable statistics are not available and rates clearly varied
from place to place.” In much of west Wales and in the highlands
and islands of Scotland, for example, much of the population did
not speak or read English. The best estimates are that over fifty per
cent, but not much above sixty per cent of males in England were
literate, but that literacy rates among women were probably not

late Eighteenth-Century England’, Journal of British Studies, 25
(1986), pp.84-113. See also, Richard A Solway, ‘Reform or Ruin:
English Moral Thought during the First French Republic’, The
Review of Politics, 25 (1963), pp.110-28.

See, for example, Lawrence Stone, ‘Literacy and Education in
England 1640-1900°, Past and Present, 42 (1960), pp.68-139;
Michael Sanderson, ‘Literacy and Social Mobility in the Industrial
Revolution in England’, Past and Present, 56 (1972), pp.75-104; R
S Schofield, ‘Dimensions of Literacy, 1750-1850°, Explorations in
Economic History, 10 (1973), pp.437-54; and E G West, ‘Literacy
in the Industrial Revolution’, Economic History Review, new
series, 31 (1978), pp.369-83.
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above forty per cent. Almost all elite males were literate, as were
about ninety per cent of middling order men engaged in the
professions and the financial, commercial and manufacturing
sectors of urban society. Rates among middling farmers in rural
areas were below this. Among the lower orders, males in skilled
trades living in an urban environment may, on average, have had a
literacy rate of a little over fifty per cent, but rates were lower
among urban and rural labourers and domestic servants.

Literacy, of course, can be possessed to differing degrees and
not all readers would fully appreciate what an author was seeking
to convey, when he used verse, novels, plays or when his prose
tracts relied heavily on satire, irony or parody. Modern scholars,
for example, have decided to categorize a significant number of
novels of this period as Jacobin or Anti-Jacobin in character, but
we cannot be sure that this distinction was obvious to those who
read them when they first appeared. Most caricatures and satirical
prints were too expensive for the lower orders to buy and only a
handful of print shops in a few towns displayed them in their
windows.” These prints moreover often required the ability to read
or to be familiar with particular people or political situations.
Modern scholars have come to recognize the difficulty of reading
and understanding most caricatures and graphic prints without
considerable knowledge of contemporary politics and public
affairs.”® Even the radical prints and tokens produced by Thomas
Spence would have meant little to the illiterate or politically ill
informed. A street ballad of 1795, ‘Wholsome Advice to the
Swinish Multitude’, has been praised for offering an ironic
celebration of working-class participation in radical print

“ Eirwen Nicholson, ‘Consumers and Spectators: the Public of the

Political Print in Eighteenth-Century England’, History, 81 (1996),
pp.5-21.

Roy Porter, ‘Seeing the Past’, a review essay, Past and Present,
118 (1988), pp.186-205.
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culture.”®We can only wonder how many poor men who might
have read or sung this would appreciate such lines as these:

You lower class of human race, you working part | mean,

How dare you so audacious be to read the works of

Pain,

The Rights of Man — that cursed book — which

such confusion brings,

You’d better learn the arts of war, and fight for

George our King.

But you must delve in politics, how dare you this intrude,

Full well you do deserve the name of Swinish multitude.

These lines could be read as seriously critical of the lower
orders or ironically critical of them. It also seems unlikely that
songs or ballads taught orally to the illiterate had much of an
impact on their political views and actions. A leading literary
scholar, John Barrell, who has investigated radical broadsides and
mock theatre advertisements of the 1790s, has claimed that they
were published by ‘the lowest of the low, the most popular of the
popular, the most plebeian of the plebeian’ and that they were
aimed at Britons with little disposable income or formal
education.”” Having looked at these, it is difficult to agree with
these claims. They are satires or parodies, which require a quite
sophisticated understanding of contemporary personalities and
events in order to understand clearly the message being transmitted
by their authors. They demanded a level of literacy, which the
lower orders did not often possess. Even William Jones’s famous
loyalist dialogues between John and Thomas Bull were published
on single sheets in tiny print in narrow columns which required
quite a high level of literacy in any reader.
Despite these important caveats, it is clear that these lesser

British Jacobin and anti-Jacobin writers made considerable efforts

76 Simon Bainbridge, ‘Politics and Poetry’, in Clemit ed., The

Cambridge Companion to British literature of the French
Revolution in the 1790s, p.197.
” Barrell ed., Exhibition extraordinary!, p.xiv.
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to reach as many readers as possible. One common tactic, used by
a significant number of writers, on both sides of the political
divide, was to present their texts in the form of dialogues between
two or three representative characters. ® These dialogues were
usually populated by stock characters, whose political positions
could be easily understood from the names attached to them, such
as Thomas Bull, Simple Truth, John Simple, David Trusty, Mr
Worthy, Wat Tyler, and Parson Orthodox. Some conservative
tracts depicted a conversation in which a well-informed man of
property (a gentleman, squire, clergyman, farmer or master
manufacturer) gets the better of a peaceable dispute with a man
from the lower orders, who has been too easily deluded by the
natural rights argument of a dangerously specious writer such as
Thomas Paine. More rarely, radical authors showed an honest
reformer getting the better of an ignorant loyalist.” Modern
readers do not find these very convincing now and they were
probably not very convincing to their contemporary readers. In one
short tract, which records a dialogue between a master
manufacturer and one of his workmen, the latter announces his
easy conversion in these terms:

. For example, Principles of order and happiness under the British
Constitution. In a dialogue between our parish clerk and the squire
(London, 1792); Equality as consistent with the British
Constitution, in a dialogue between a master-manufacturer and
one of his workmen (London, 1792); A dialogue between a
labourer and a gentleman (Woodbridge, 1793); A Dialogue
between Mr Worthy and John Simple, on some matters relative to
the present state of Great Britain (London, 1792); A dialogue
between a tradesman and his porter (London, 1793); Liberty and
equality; a dialogue between a clergyman and his parishioner
(London, 1794); and A dialogue between Wat Tyler, mischievous
Tom, and an English farmer (London, 1793).

» Dialogue between an associator and a well-informed Englishman
on the grounds of the late associations, and the commencement of
a war with France (London, 1793); and Thomas Spence, The end
of oppression: being a dialogue between an old mechanic and a
young one concerning the establishment of the rights of man
(London, 1795).
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Right, master! And I thank you for explaining
all this to me; and instead of going to the liberty-
club, I will begin my work; for, 1 should not like to
see a Frenchman lie with my wife, or take the
bread out of my children’s mouths; and I now see,
that, if 1 go on as you do, and mind my business, |
may in time be as rich and as happy as you.®
Rather more successful were the tracts, which played off each
other because they were written in a friendly if slightly exasperated
manner, in the form of a letter of political advice to a relative,
which then engendered a response by that relative which put
forward an opposing viewpoint. Examples of these include the
well-distributed tracts written by William Jones, in which a loyalist
Thomas Bull writes a letter of advice to his radical-minded brother,
John Bull, which then provoked an anonymous author to write
letters of response from John Bull seeking to show the errors of
Thomas Bull’s ways.8! Similar, if not quite so well written or so
widely circulated, are the conflicting tracts in the form of letters
between John Nott and Job Nott.2

8 Equality, as consistent with the British constitution, in a dialogue
between a master manufacturer and one of his workmen (London,
1792), pp.14-15.

81 William Jones, One penny-worth of truth from Thomas Bull to his
brother John (London, 1792); More than a pennyworth of truth; in
a letter from John Bull to his brother Thomas (London, 1792);
John Bull’s answer to Thomas Bull’s pennyworth of truth (London,
1792); and William Jones, A letter to John Bull, Esg. from his
second cousin Thomas Bull (London, 1793).

82 Job Nott’s Address to the inhabitants of Birmingham
([Birmingham,] 1792); An Appeal to the inhabitants of
Birmingham: designed as an answer to Job Nott, buckle-maker. By
his elder brother John Nott, button maker (Birmingham, 1792);
Job Nott’s humble advice, with a postscript (Birmingham 1792);
The life and adventures of Job Nott, buckle maker of Birmingham
(Birmingham, 1793); and More advice from Job Nott the
Birmingham buckle-maker, first cousin to John Nott (Birmingham,
1795).
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The most famous dialogue published at this time, and today the
most highly regarded, was Hannah More’s Village politics (1793),
which is attributed to Will Chip, a carpenter, and has Jack Anvil
the conservative blacksmith and Tom Hod the potentially radical
mason engaging in a very lively, humorous and good natured
dispute about the wisdom of accepting natural rights arguments.
This is a rare dialogue in which the dispute is between two
members of the labouring poor and in which the two protagonists
have a genuine exchange of views. Tom is not portrayed as dim
witted or too easily deluded, he sticks to his position for some
time, and he even holds on to certain values, such as a belief in the
rule of law, the liberty of the press, and a concern for the poor,
before conceding that Jack has the superior political case. In
winning the argument, however, Jack has unwittingly provided
Tom with a set of criteria by which to judge a government and not
simply to take the established order on trust.2®Hannah More also
played a major role in the production of the moral tales, which
made up the Cheap Repository Tracts, which were very widely
disseminated. These were deliberately designed to compete with
and even to replace the popular chapbooks, which had long been
sold across the country by a veritable army of hawkers. Most of
these stories have simple plots written in vivid prose and
containing lively and believable dialogue, and they carry a moral
message made clear by the actions rather than the words of the
participants. Most have a central character, usually poor, who
responds well or ill to some kind of trial and, as a result of the
actions taken, is either moderately rewarded in this world and
promised greater rewards in the next or is severely punished. To
instruct the reader, positive role models are created or dangerous
examples are given of what can befall anyone guilty of such vices
as drunkenness, gambling, idleness, non-attendance at church, etc.
Realistic possibilities are woven into the day-to-day experiences,
which a poor person might well experience. Authors made appeals
to the heart as well as to the head in order to persuade readers to

83 Philp, ‘Vulgar Conservatism, 1792-3’, loc.cit., p.63.
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acknowledge the wisdom or the danger of pursuing particular
responses to life’s challenges.

There are clear indications that lesser writers on both sides of
the political divide recognized that they had to take care with the
vocabulary, syntax and sentence construction which they adopted,
if they were to be read by poor men of modest levels of literacy.
They strove to write in a style of English, which moved away from
the refined language normally adopted by authors to what has been
termed an intellectual vernacular language, which was nearer to
that normally spoken by the common people.®* Some of these
efforts were very patronizing and failed to convince, because the
authors clearly looked down upon those readers among the lower
orders whom they wished to convert. A number of conservative
authors could not manage to adjust their prose style to match the
language of the poor, and so they resorted instead to appeals to
popular fears, emotions and prejudices in order to convince readers
among the lower orders to accept their political opinions. They
wished to instruct the poor about political principles and current
affairs and yet avoid encouraging them to think for themselves. In
trying to reach the poor in this way, however, they may have
unwittingly encouraged them to develop their own political views
and to seek to engage more actively than ever before in political
debates and discussions. In terms of adjusting one’s prose style to
suit a mass readership, Hannah More probably set the best standard
among conservative writers, mainly because she had learned from
the style and content of the cheap chapbooks which had for many
years been popular with the semi-literate poor,®but she did not
develop a vernacular written language so well as some radical
authors. Thomas Paine has long been credited with trying to reach
a very wide readership by writing in a language which was far

84 Olivia Smith, The politics of language 1791-1819 (Oxford, 1984),
pp.88-107.

Pedersen, ‘Hannah More meets Simple Simon... ’, loc.cit., 25
(1986), pp.84-113
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more colloquial than that employed by Edmund Burke.® The
radical Daniel Isaac Eaton made serious efforts to emulate Paine in
reaching out to the poor, but his own prose style and the content of
his publications betrayed his inability to write the language which
the poor spoke. He achieved more success from early 1794, when
he filled issues of his periodical, Politics for the People, with
contributions sent in by his readers. Thomas Spence was more
successful, because, of all the lesser radical writers of whom we
have certain knowledge, he himself undoubtedly came from a very
poor background and was almost entirely self-educated. While
Hannah More consciously wished to encourage the thoughtless
poor to aspire to higher things, Spence did not see himself as
different from his readers. He knew and he placed his trust in his
readers. He made a genuine attempt to write the way common men
spoke, but he neither patronized his readers nor resorted to
condescension or sentimentality. The poor men in his published
works spoke a confident and politically conscious language. He
even went so far as to assert that the poor might reason better
without books. He proclaimed that a future political revolution
‘depends not on me, or on Mr Burke, or on any other writer ... It
depends on a much more important class of men, the class that
cannot write; and, in a great measure on those who cannot read.’®’
No other writer, not even Paine, would have gone so far. Spence
himself knew full well, in fact, that he had to have readers to
achieve any political changes. He therefore tried to invent a
phonetic alphabet in his Grand repository of the English language
(1801) so that the poor without formal schooling might more easily
learn to read. Perhaps unwittingly, he revealed the influence of his
local Newcastle dialect in the way that he wrote his birthplace,
Newcastle, in his new phonetic language. Some radical writers
may have succeeded in reaching readers by the tone rather than the

8 See the introduction to Henry Hayden Clark ed., Thomas Paine:
representative selections (New York, 1944); and Jack P Greene,
‘Paine, America and the “Modernization” of Political
Consciousness’, Political Science Quarterly, 93 (1978), pp.73-92.

87 Thomas Spence, Pig’s Meat, |11, p.56.
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language of their works, when they showed anger at or contempt
for the elite by lampooning their actions and personalities and
subjecting them to humorous, slanderous or scatological attacks.
Some, because of their popularity, cheapness or availability may
even have reached illiterate men because their works were read to
them in political clubs, alehouses or small workshops.

What is very clear about the propaganda produced in this war of
words between conservatives and radicals is that a huge number
and a very wide range of print publications were produced and that
a clear majority supported the loyalist cause rather than the
campaign for reform. The vast majority of these publications were
produced by little known or anonymous authors of whom we know
nothing. It is clear that more than a few of the conservative
publications were produced by minor government ministers and
placemen, by clergymen in the Church of England, and by those
seeking preferment in church or state. Robert Nares and William
Jones were particularly successful conservative Anglican
clergymen contributing loyalist tracts. Judge Ashurst published his
famous Charge to the Grand Jury of Middlesex in order to
ingratiate himself with the government. William Paley a dean and
Richard Watson a bishop in the Church of England wrote to
persuade the poor to accept their miserable lot. George Canning, an
under secretary of state for foreign affairs, played a major role in
setting up the Anti-Jacobin, or Weekly Examiner, while Bishop
Beilby Porteus of London encouraged Hannah More to write and
edit many of the Cheap Repository Tracts. Some conservative
publications were given subsidies by the government and a great
many more were produced as a result of encouragement from
activists in the government approved Association for the
Preservation of Liberty and Property against Republicans and
Levellers set up by John Reeves, a minor government official.
Reeves’s own Crown and Anchor Association in London
published over fifty different tracts on its own initiative and it also
paid to distribute tens of thousands of these works throughout its
network of provincial associations. A large proportion of Anti-
Jacobin publications were produced spontaneously without the
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initiative being taken by anyone in power or seeking preferment.
Local loyalist associations bought and distributed thousands of
these publications. Seven thousand tracts were distributed in and
around Maidstone, the corporation of Blandford distributed 5,000
copies of Judge Ashurst’s Charge to the Grand Jury of Middlesex,
the Woodbridge Association ordered 500 copies of Thomas
Rowlandson’s graphic satire, The contrast, and posted them all
over the town, while the Bull’s Head Association in Manchester
handed out 10,000 copies of its loyal address of March 1793 and,
in 1795, distributed over 16,000 pamphlets and broadsides in and
around the town.®A large proportion of anti-Jacobin publications
were produced spontaneously without the initiative being taken by
anyone in power or seeking preferment. The conservative cause,
however, undoubtedly benefited from securing far greater financial
support from the wealthier sections of British society. A good
number of conservative publications were offered for sale in bulk
at preferential rates so that rich men could purchase large numbers
of them quite cheaply.®It is known that these were distributed free
of charge to workshops and workhouses, to army barracks and
Royal Navy ships, and even to prisons. Bookshop owners and
hawkers were also encouraged to buy these publications at the
reduced bulk rate so that they could make a greater profit when
selling them on at the individual face price.

Radical authors, by comparison, faced much greater difficulties.
The London Corresponding Society and other radical societies

8 H T Dickinson, ‘Popular Conservatism and Militant Loyalism’, in

H T Dickinson ed., Britain and the French Revolution 1789-1815
(Basingstoke, 1989), p.111; and H T Dickinson, ‘Popular Loyalism
in Britain in the 1790s’, in Eckhart Hellmuth ed., The
transformation of political culture: England and Germany in the
late eighteenth century (Oxford, 1990), p.528.

8 See, for example, the title pages of Hannah More, Village politics
(London, 1793); John Bull’s answer to Thomas Bull’s pennyworth
of truth (London, 1793); Equality, as consistent with the British
Constitution (London, 1792); The life and adventures of Job Nott
(Birmingham, 1793); and A few plain questions, and a little honest
advice, to the working people of Great Britain (Newark, 1792).
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undoubtedly tried to distribute reform propaganda as widely as
possible, sometimes freely, but their financial resources were never
as great as those men supporting Reeves’s loyalist association, the
Cheap Repository Tracts or the Anti-Jacobin Review. Nor were
there many, if any, rich men ready to buy up radical publications in
bulk in order to distribute them at their own expense as the Society
of Constitutional Information had done in the early 1780s. Thomas
Spence might hand out his cheap metal tokens by the handful or
even write radical slogans on walls, but such tactics had very
limited impact. Worse still, the government issued a royal
proclamation against seditious publications in May 1792 and
thereafter proceeded to harass radical writers and print distributors
by legal action. This effort was given enthusiastic support by
judges and magistrates and a great many laymen. The leaders of
the Stationers’ Company recommended ‘all AUTHORS,
EDITORS of Public papers, PRINTERS, BOOKSELLERS, and
whoever are concerned in the writing and publishing of Opinions
on Government, throughout the Kingdom, to declare with this
court their determined Resolution utterly to Discountenance and
Discourage all Seditious and Inflammatory Productions
whatever.” ® Some of the best and most active writers and
distributors of radical works, such as Thomas Spence, Daniel Isaac
Eaton, Richard Lee and Sampson Perry were arrested, imprisoned
or driven into exile. Several radical newspapers were closed down
by government-inspired arrests or mob activities. Dozens of
printers, bookshop owners or print hawkers and distributors were
arrested or harassed, even imprisoned.

The radical cause was defeated in part because the authors
contributing to it did not have the same opportunities as their
conservative opponents to promote their political ideas. They did
not fight this war of words on a level playing field.®* It is also
clear that the anti-Jacobin writers did not prevail with the public

% Davis ed., Radicalism and revolution in Britain 1775-1848, p.114.
o Philp, ‘The fragmented ideology of reform’, in Philp ed., The
French Revolution and British popular politics, pp.50-77.
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simply because they had the best of this war of words. Many of
these lesser conservative authors wrote political works, which were
specious, complacent, evasive, misleading, crudely negative and
weakly argued exercises in special pleading. They triumphed in
large part because the violent events in France and the long,
bloody and expensive conflict that Britain fought against France
did so much to persuade a great many fearful Britons to adopt a
conservative and loyalist stance by the later 1790s. The radical
authors were writing at a time when external circumstances made
their arguments appear inopportune at best and dangerous at worst.
They therefore lost the argument in part because of these adverse
external circumstances rather than because their arguments were
weak in themselves or because they displayed inferior writing
abilities.*?

Edinburgh University

92 John Dinwiddy, ‘Interpretations of anti-Jacobinism’ in ibid., pp.38-
49,
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Concepts of modesty and humility in eighteenth-century
British discourses*

William Stafford
I

To begin with modesty: that modesty was a virtue promoted for
women in the eighteenth century, and no doubt at other times too,
is well known. In recent decades, feminist historians and literary
critics have explored it.! In the eighteenth century, Mary
Wollstonecraft forcibly stated a feminist criticism.2 Promulgation
of modesty for women attempted to secure male dominance in two
ways. As sexual reticence in word and gesture it might produce
sexual inhibition securing control of sexual behaviour by father or
husband. As sexual modesty in a broader, non-sexual sense it might
promote deference to male authority. It is of course a question how
well this preaching of a virtue achieved its intended aims: the
recommendation of any virtue implies the danger or even the
prevalence of the opposite vice.

Because modesty for women in the eighteenth century has
received much scholarly attention, this paper will not revisit it.
Instead, it will consider modesty as a virtue for men.® Potentially

. I am grateful for the helpful comments of Jeremy Gregory and
Janet Nelson on a previous draft, to Harald Braun for his advice
about Begriffsgeschichte and to the two anonymous reviewers.

! Ruth Bernard Yeazell, Fictions of modesty. Women and courtship
in the English novel (Chicago, 1991). Mary L Poovey, The proper
lady and the woman writer: ideology as style in the works of Mary
Wollstonecraft, Mary Shelley, and Jane Austen (Chicago, 1984).
Vivien Jones, Women in the eighteenth century: constructions of
femininity (London, 1990).

2 In her A vindication of the rights of woman (London, 1792), ch. 7
is ‘Modesty — Comprehensively Considered, and not as a Sexual
Virtue’.

3 Modesty for men has received very little attention. Even classic
studies of politeness have not focussed explicitly upon it, e.g.
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this raises questions about gender: if modesty is potently a feminine
virtue, is it possible for men without modifying or threatening their
masculinity? It will come as no surprise that the application of
modesty to men is affected by life cycle, and further questions must
address the issue of cultural and social contexts of meaning. It will
not do to invoke social context in a crudely determinist way,
proposing a simple correlation between social class and
interpretations of modesty. But it is clear that discourses using the
word may be understood as strategies for apprehending and also for
acting upon social relations.

A term such as modesty cannot usefully be studied in isolation
from other terms, for the meanings it carries may also be conveyed
and elaborated with other synonyms and indeed, by contrast,
antonyms. A number of these will come to light as this study
progresses. But at the outset a decision has been taken to examine
modesty and humility together. The two terms can on occasion be
precise synonyms. But their meanings can also diverge, and this
tension between equivalence and difference is revealing. The place
to start is with dictionaries, beginning with the most celebrated and
richest, by Samuel Johnson.*

By giving ‘modesty’ as one of the meanings of ‘humility’,
Johnson signals that the terms may be used synonymously.
Consideration of all his definitions reveals ways in which the terms
may diverge in meaning. Of course modest and modesty have
meaning in relation to sexual language and conduct, a meaning not
shared by humility. A further difference is the definition of modest

Philip Carter, Men and the emergence of polite society, Britain
1660-1800 (London, 2001).

4 Eighteenth-century dictionaries are surveyed in Jonathon Green,
Chasing the sun: dictionary-makers and the dictionaries they made
(London, 1996). The definitive edition of Johnson’s A dictionary of
the English language is the 4th (London, 1773). | have used the
English Short Title Catalogue. Eighteenth Century Collections
Online. Gale Group. http://galenet.gale-group.com/servelet/ECCO,
hereafter [ECCOQ].
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as moderate, an equivalence still to be found, as in expressions such
as ‘at modest/moderate cost’. ‘Modest’ and ‘modesty’ appear
predominantly as terms of commendation, but ‘bashful’ as a
meaning strikes a negative note. His definition of humility reveals a
religious dimension of meaning, less appropriately and less
commonly signified by ‘modesty’, in ‘Mortification; external
expression of sin and unworthiness.” Humility too is predominantly
a positive term, but the definition of the closely related term
‘humiliation’ includes ‘Descent from greatness’. The pejorative
implication here is clearer in the also related term ‘humble’,
defined as ‘low; not high; not great’, and ‘to humble’ defined as ‘to
crush; to break; to subdue; to mortify.’

A term affiliated to humility for Johnson is ‘meek’. The words
by which the complex humility/humble/modest/meek are
negatively explicated include arrogance, haughtiness, insolence,
presumption, impudence and ostentation. The most significant
antithesis is ‘pride’, ‘proud’. Pride as the negation of modesty and
humility may be a contrasting vice: ‘inordinate and unreasonable
self-esteem’, ‘insolence; rude treatment of others’; to be proud is to
be ‘arrogant; haughty; .... presumptuous.” “Vanity’ and ‘vainglory’
are wholly reprehensible forms of pride: pride in petty things, pride
above merit. But pride is also evaluated positively, implying that
humility and modesty are not always best. Pride may be dignity of
manner, loftiness of air, generous elation of heart, elevation,
dignity, grandeur of person and splendour.

Other eighteenth-century dictionaries largely but not entirely
confirm the patterns here revealed. For example, Nathan Bailey’s
Dictionarium Britannicum (London, 1736) asserts the equivalence
of humility and meekness, but this is the only positive meaning he
attributes to the humility/numble complex; to be humble is to be
low-minded and mean. In this dictionary however and in some
others pride is wholly a vice, equated with haughtiness and being
puffed up. John Baskerville’s A Vocabulary, or Pocket Dictionary
(London, 1765) defines humility as ‘Meekness; Modesty;
Mildness’ thus confirming the interrelation of those terms.
Benjamin Martin’s Lingua Britannica Reformata (2™edn., London,
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1754) agrees with a number of other dictionaries in linking
modesty to moderation and related ideas such as sobriety,
temperance and decorum. Thomas Dyche, Anglican priest,
schoolmaster and lexicographer, in his A new general English
Dictionary (6%edn., London, 1750)° marks a distinction between
‘humility’ and ‘humble’. Humility is an ‘amiable virtue that renders
the possessor universally esteemed ... founded upon the knowledge
of our own imperfections, unworthiness, and dependence upon
God’s assistance.” No dictionary more firmly asserts the religious
significance of humility. A humble man ‘has his affections and
passions in perfect subjection’ but also to be humble is ‘to have a
mean opinion of one’s self, voluntarily to submit to what is below
the station or dignity of a person.” John Wesley’s The complete
English Dictionary, which its author claims to be ‘the best English
DICTIONARY in the world’ has no entries for humble, humility,
modest, modesty, proud and pride. Why an evangelical divine
should omit those words is puzzling.

Attention to dictionaries takes us a certain (modest?) distance
towards understanding the meaning and power of these terms. It
provides an introduction to their range of meanings and to their
interrelations. It reveals evaluative disagreement and ambiguity. To
go further in exploring these issues it is necessary to consider the
words in use, and contemporary discussions of them.

Modesty and humility are common terms in eighteenth-century
ethical discourse: so common that it would be difficult to produce a
comprehensive account of them, impossible in a short paper. They

This dictionary was completed after Dyche’s death by William
Pardon, Gent., first appearing in 1735.
6 John Wesley, The complete English dictionary, explaining most of
those hard words, which are found in the best English
writers...N.B. The author assures you, he thinks this is the best
English dictionary in the world (Bristol, 1764 [ECCOQ]).
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appear in virtually every genre, and not only in obvious places:
sermons, conduct books, novels and essays. A study might for
example compare their usage in different genres, or track the
development of their usage across the century. This paper chooses a
different way to limit, focus and structure a discussion. It is a
commonplace to remark that there was a polarity in eighteenth-
century thought which sometimes evolved into tension and
disagreement. Gibbon’s great history is explicit about the
opposition of the ethical values of classical antiquity, values
expressed in a literature central to eighteenth-century elite
education, and the moral precepts of Christianity. Some of the
authors examined in this paper — Henry Grove, David Hume,
Hannah More, James Fordyce — explicitly recognized that these
two cultural systems entailed divergent evaluations of modesty and
humility. This therefore will be the shape of the ensuing discussion:
first to examine uses of modesty and humility in texts composed
within a Christian framework, and then to consider different
meanings in part coloured by the long shadow of Greece and
Rome. The selection of texts has obviously been determined by
whether they significantly discuss modesty and humility, but also
to represent a wide range of cultural and social standpoints.

In the Authorized Version of the Bible, ‘modest’ is used once,
in reference to the clothing of women.” ‘Humility’ occurs three
times in the Old Testament and four times in the New, and is
associated with ‘humble’; both terms convey a positive evaluation
and are contrasted with pride.® ‘Be clothed with humility: for God
resisteth the proud, and giveth grace to the humble.’® In Miles
Coverdale’s Psalter, in the Magnificat, the Lord ‘hath exalted the
humble and meek.’® Meekness is frequently commended in the

7 1 Timothy 2:9.
8 These frequencies are as indicated in Cruden’s Concordance.
o 1 Peter 5:5.
10 Jeremy Gregory reminds me that the Coverdale Psalter, remarkable
for beauty of language, was kept in the 1662 Book of Common
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bible, and, as in the Magnificat, is associated with lowliness. In the
two Testaments, there are over fifty commendatory uses of
‘humble’ and its derivatives, and, most frequent of all, pride,
associated with arrogance, loftiness and haughtiness, is condemned.
‘When pride cometh, then cometh shame: but with the lowly is
wisdom.’!! ‘Better is it to be of an humble spirit with the lowly,
than to divide the spoil with the proud.’*> And again from the
Magnificat: ‘He hath shewed strength with his arm: he hath
scattered the proud in the imagination of their hearts.” Therefore
devout Christians could be in no doubt about scriptural doctrine in
relation to humility and pride. Nevertheless Christian writers
differed over the amount of attention and weight given to and the
interpretation of these evaluative terms.

The importance and positive value of Christian humility was
enforced in widely read texts. In Pilgrim’s Progress is Bunyan’s
well-known hymn:

He that is down needs fear no fall;
He that is low, no pride;

He that is humble, ever shall

Have God to be his guide.

I am content with what | have,
Little be it, or much:

And, Lord, contentment still | crave,
Because thou savest such.™

Bunyan’s theoretical justification for humility rests upon the
thesis of utter sinfulness:

Prayer (although biblical readings now used the King James
Version, the psalms were not updated).

1 Proverbs, 11:2.

12 Proverbs, 16:19.

13 John Bunyan, The pilgrim’s progress was first published in1678
(part 1) and 1684 (part 2), and has never been out of print.
References are to the World’s Classics edition (London, 1902),
p.232.
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The Word of God saith that man’s ways are crooked
ways; not good, but perverse. It saith they are naturally
out of the good way, that they have not known it. Now,
when a man thus thinketh of his ways, - | say, when he
doth sensibly, and with heart-humiliation, thus think, then
hath he good thoughts of his own ways, because his
thoughts now agree with the judgment of the Word of
God.*

At the same time, it is difficult to ignore a social message
alongside the religious one. Christian asks Faithful about the Valley
of Humility, and Faithful replies

Yes, | met with one Discontent, who would willingly
have persuaded me to go back again with him; his reason
was, for that the valley was altogether without honour.
He told me, moreover, that there to go was the way to
disobey all my friends, as Pride, Arrogancy, Self-conceit,
Worldly-glory, with others, who he knew, as he said,
would be very much offended, if I made such a fool of
myself as to wade through this valley.*

William Law’s influential A Serious Call to a Devout and Holy
Life has much to say about humility, which he regards as the very
essence of religion, the life and soul of piety. He calls upon his
readers ‘To be humble in all our actions, to avoid every appearance
of pride and vani